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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




One





On the Ohio River, at the curve where Cincinnati, the Queen City, was allowed to sprawl up and down hills—and more specifically on the Kentucky side, where Covington snaked along the one highway up the steep hill flanked by two-storied frame buildings with dirty windows and heterogeneous shops that ran together and merged: whisky by the drink; cleaners-while-u-wait; juvenile furniture; drugs and sundries; cafeteria; fish sandwiches—this is where it started.


There was Florence Waters, no more than a child, with the immense belly of one about to give birth. She had gained forty-two pounds, and her mother was having her weekly cry over the sin of the daughter. Florence had sneaked from the home for unwed mothers in order to take the bus across the bridge to spend the day with her mother, because she was not allowed in the house when her father was there.


The father of the unborn bastard—Obie Cox, the Adonis of Covington—was at the same time trying his damnedest to knock up yet another of the town’s young ladies. Nineteen, still described by the middle-aged women as a beautiful child, he had light blue eyes, gorgeous silver-blond hair that was too long—but which couldn’t be faulted because it was such lovely hair, with just enough wave—a new curly beard that hid his acne scars, and teeth that were slightly out of line, so that those who might otherwise have been hostile to him because of his good looks were instead sympathetic. Obie was still the prize catch for the girls under eighteen. Older than that, they were starting to look for other things than a beautiful body—things like stability and a solid future and a less fickle disposition. But those tinder eighteen were properly dazzled by his appearance.


Dee Dee MacLeish was less dazzled than she had been two months earlier. She was starting to act possessive, and beginning to talk about their future. Dee Dee’s father was a gentle preacher who had been born a century, or at least half a century, too late. He never should have survived to this time. He had not heard that God is dead, and so still preached of God’s love and beneficence. Dee Dee sang in the choir and bought the Pill from a college friend. Dee Dee had read all of De Sade, had turned on twice with pot, smoked a pack of cigarettes a day, and could drink three martinis and still drive. She was pretty as most eighteen year old girls are pretty—35-2435, which isn’t at all bad—dark brown hair and grey eyes, with a dimple in her left cheek, deepened consciously with the tip of & pencil held there for hours daily through all her classes. That it was a dirty dimple didn’t matter; the black spot in the centre accentuated it.


One more character … Matthew Daniels, a rather young MD, just thirty, with a general practice in Cincinnati and a home across the river in Elmwood Heights, four miles out from Covington. Matt was tall and almost rigidly erect—not from anything romantic, like an old war injury or a football mishap, but simply because he was like that. He was intense, inside and out, and relaxing was what he had to work at hardest. He was married, and he loved his wife, Lisa, and the two children—Derek, four, and Lorna, thirteen months.


Matt was baby-sitting along with his housekeeper, Mrs. Murray, a Bible-belter born and bred. Lorna was the baby in question. Lisa and Derek had gone shopping and to see a movie in Cincinnati on Matt’s day off, while his patients griped that he had it easy, off Wednesdays, Saturdays and Sundays, spending all his time on the golf course. He had tried that, and had become so tense with the effort of trying to hit the blasted ball—with the ever present derisive grin on the face of the caddy—that he had realised he wasn’t meant for the game. He had taken up gardening and motor cycles instead.


He was tending his tomatoes when the space ship screamed through the sky and landed in Busby’s cornfield, three miles from his house.


Too fast? A space ship—outer-space ship; not ours; unlike anything seen on Earth ever before; a big and silver and not terribly streamlined-looking thing; in fact, it was a lot like a skinny pagoda, but very efficient looking in spite of that—screamed through the perfect June sky, when if ever there come perfect days they come then, and landed, came down with a decrease in the throbbing banshee scream—letting it fade out like an offstage witch being dragged farther and farther from the mike—landed right in the middle of Cal Busby’s forty-five-and-one-half-acre cornfield in the bottom lands, where the flood-plain contained the richest soil in Kentucky and where the corn was already knee high (and this in June, not July yet, forecasting a yield of two hundred and fifty bushels per acre), scaring the hell out of the three-inch-long grasshoppers—or, as Derek insisted, hopgrassers—sending them aloft with whirring yellow and brown wings as stiff as paper.


Matt Daniels, with his almost new motor cycle under him and him only three miles from the landing, was the first on the scene. Roaring on the highway, past a narrow, overgrown dirt road, he had added a second trauma to the other more lasting one made by the ship, and Dee Dee screamed, ‘Cops!’


Obie was yanking on his jeans, paying no attention to her. ‘A by-God-real-live-space-ship,’ he said, over and over.


Dee Dee dressed quickly. She didn’t even like sex in the daylight. It was nothing to her if it hadn’t been finished. But she didn’t want cops to come upon them and give her that kind of a look. She hated Obie Cox then.


‘You beat it back to your house,’ he said, not looking at her. Tm going to see what Doc Daniels is up to.’


She walked back up the secluded dusty road that dead-ended at the river—a dirt road long since abandoned, grown over with blackberry bushes—and she decided to kill Obie Cox some day. When he passed her in his old car that was all his, paid for and insured and inspected and everything, and raised a cloud of dust that stuck to her sweating body from the crown of her head to her insteps, she knew that she would have to kill him some day, just to be able to stand living with herself.


Matt had left his cycle and was climbing over a rail fence when Obie got to the scene. The silver ship was in the dead centre of the field, and there was an open door, or hatch, or something. People were coming out. Doc Daniels was waving, and they were waving back, and it was all like something out of a movie. If the contact had been permitted, with Obie witnessing it and perhaps even participating in it, the event still would have changed history; but not as it was destined to do.


The contact was not permitted. A state-troopers’ car pulled up then and the troopers jumped out, one of them carrying a rifle. Obie heard a click as the safety catch was released. The astonishment and excitement he had been feeling changed to fear. Obie was like a weather-puppy that reflects, by turning pink or blue, what the humidity is, and the chance of rain or clear weather. He felt and reflected the emotions of those closest to him; and he felt fear then.


‘Stop right there, Mac!’ the man with the rifle yelled to Matt.


Matt was half way to the ship. He was running when he heard the call, and he slowed down enough to turn to see what was happening. He saw the rifle, saw it being raised and levelled at his chest, and he stopped.


‘Orders, Mac. No contact until the officials get here. They’re on their way.’


Matt turned to look at the aliens again, close enough this time to see their faces—to see the smiles and the friendliness of their greetings. He stopped and held out his hands in a helpless gesture. One of them duplicated it, and they returned to the interior of the ship. Then Matt turned and walked back to the road.


He didn’t tell anyone then, or later, that high up on the ship—almost a hundred feet above the ground—the first alien had stepped out, waving at him. The alien had stepped out on the air and had stood there, smiling and waving. When Matt had started to climb the fence, the alien had vanished into the ship; and the next time any of them appeared, it had been at ground level.


And so it came about that the area was sealed off and no one was permitted in or out—except the officials, who took several days to get there and who turned out to be UN personnel, and FBI, and CIA, and medical teams, and translators. Lisa Daniels and Derek had to remain in Cincinnati. And the people of the area—the part of Covington included in the security area, and Elmwood Heights, and the surrounding farms and subdivisions—came and blocked the roads, and lined the woods at the periphery of the field; and they experienced the expected feelings of panic and fear and exhilaration and disbelief; and some of them fainted, and one suffered a minor heart flutter that he thought was It. And because Matt was the only doctor within the sealed area, he was swamped by patients and his house was filled with them. Two women in labour came and were delivered. Florence came and laboured for twelve hours, stopped and slept for twelve, then started again. And Winifred Harvey came to Matt’s house with her suitcase in hand and asked for a room.


‘No room at the inn,’ she said.


Matt knew of her. Everyone knew of her. Winifred was forty, grey-haired and beautiful, with poise, grace, charm and understanding. Three times married, now single again, she was one of the world’s foremost champions of causes, and probably the best child-psychiatrist living. Why she was included in the first batch of personnel to be sent to the scene was mysterious—except that experts in many fields were being sent, and she qualified. As it turned out, her presence was fortuitous. She provided the link between Matt and the ship, and gave him news when there was no news being released at all.


Then the aliens started to die. Before official contact could be made. Winifred wept bitterly at the stupidity of man, and she railed at Matt for not taking advantage of the opportunity he had had in the beginning to get to know them, possibly help them. Four of them died; then three more the next day; and panic swelled among the people still clogging the roads and nearly got out of control several times, and more soldiers were sent in to handle them.


Obie sat with his rifle across his knees the afternoon he learned they were dying, and most of that night, hoping to get a shot at one of the monsters if they tried to run away from the ship and the plague they had brought with them. He came to realise during that time that what he had been taking for a catastrophe was in actuality the opportunity of a lifetime for someone like him. His voyeuristic tendencies had taken him to the Daniels’ windows hoping to see something between the lady doctor and Doc Daniels. Instead, he had learned that the aliens were dying. Worth ten bucks as a news leak. But there had to be more than that in it for him. There had to be. A lousy ten bucks! The UN people would take everything away and the guys would stand around Mid-Town Drugs and talk about it, and then it would be all over. Obie listened to the tree frogs and the big bull frogs in the Busby pond, and it seemed to him that the frogs were jeering at him. ‘Jer-rk, jer-rk, jer-rk.’ Suddenly, he smiled. He had received his inspiration. And this was the event that really changed the course of history—not the landing itself.


Obie preached his first sermon the next Sunday. He had been the school’s best student in public speaking. He would have failed school entirely during his senior year if it hadn’t been for basketball and public speaking, but he had excelled in both and had graduated.


Winifred was aboard the alien ship, along with two other doctors, when Obie preached. Matt was at home soothing Florence, who had become frightened at the off-again-on-again labour. Her parents were in the church, praying for her but not confiding in one another that such was the case. Dee Dee, looking virginal in white robe, was in the choir, hoping that her father wouldn’t fall asleep before it was time for him to stand up and introduce Obie, hoping that he wouldn’t forget that he had promised her that he would introduce Obie. She kept her eyes off Obie, afraid the lurch in the depths of her stomach would be reflected on her face where others might see it and guess about her. She sang in a sweet soprano: ‘I will follow, follow all the way.’ She opened her mouth for the high notes but didn’t try to reach them. Only the choirmaster suspected, and he never had been able to pin down the exact source of the reduced volume when the notes got up there.


There were half a dozen reporters among the congregation. They had got into the sealed area somehow and found, with dismay, that they really were not being allowed back out. In lieu of any news from the officials, they attended church, hoping to pick up something there.


Obie’s sermon is recorded elsewhere, but a few of his remarks follow. ‘Fear the stranger’ was his text. The lectern had a simple flower arrangement of baby’s-breath and pink roses, and the inevitable glass of water, and the crumbling Bible belonging to the Reverend MacLeish. Obie used no notes, but he had plugged in a tape recorder himself on his way to the dais. One of the visiting reporters had grinned cynically at that gesture of egoism; but his grin changed during the talk, and he knew he was seeing the birth of something big. He didn’t know yet what it would lead to, but he made a note to follow it up from time to time.


‘Brothers and sisters,’ Obie started, after looking them all over very deliberately, ‘I have sinned against the Lord and against my fellow man. I have broken all of the sacred commandments except the fifth—and I would have broken that one had not the Lord spoken to my heart in time.’ He was looking over their heads now, his eyes fastened on a point that no one else could see. The light coming through stained glass made his hair look more silver than blond, and some swore later that there had been a halo about his head during part of his sermon.


‘I went to the woods hoping to kill the aliens,’ Obie went on. ‘I carried a rifle and I desired to murder. Then the Lord came unto me where I sat on the ground, and I heard Him. And the Lord said to me: “Look upon the stranger with fear, for he will come again. Look upon the stranger with fear, for he will come again.”‘


There was more, and it all spun off from that phrase for he will come again’. One of the reporters wrote: ‘There was fear here, of course, but it had not been voiced until this new evangelist voiced it. He voiced it and gave it direction and gave it substance.’


Another reporter compared Obie to a micro-wave relay; station, mysteriously able to gather myriad weak, dying signals and weave them to form a powerful, directional beam.


Obie finished his sermon with a note of triumph, and a gamble. ‘And the Lord said unto me, “I will slay the stranger among you that you may prepare your house.”‘


Since the strangers were being slain, Obie was something of a prophet overnight.


Winifred called Matt from the Busby house. ‘Do you have extra slides, and test tubes?’ she asked. ‘We are going to run out before our supplies get here, and we have to keep trying to isolate this thing, whatever it is.’


He said he did, and he would bring them himself, on his bike. Mrs. Murray was caring for Lorna and would be on hand for Florence, if she needed anything. Florence was sleeping again. Matt collected all that he had in his lab, and took them to the Busby farm. The ship hadn’t changed—big and silver still, awkward looking compared to the sleek projectiles one had grown to expect from the covers of science fiction magazines. Everywhere along the edge of the woods, along the roads on two sides of the field, people stood silently and watched and waited.


Matt wasn’t allowed inside the farm entrance, but had his supplies taken from him by an army captain who wore the Medical Corps Caduceus symbol. Matt stood staring at the ship for another moment, then remounted his bike and started for home.


Half way back along the dirt road that led to the highway, there was a roar and wordless scream from the crowds. He turned to see something streak across the tree tops. Two tiny crafts had left the mother ship, flashing through the sky in different directions: one towards the south and Elmwood Heights, where it landed and was found some time later in a copse behind Matt’s house; and the other to vanish, not to be found at all—at least, not by those who searched at that time.


Matt was crowded off the road by a people wave; and by the time he was allowed back on it, most of the watchers had gone to search for the small boats. When he reached his house, and went straight to the infirmary to check on Florence, he saw that one of the small boats and brought him a visitor—a pregnant woman as near delivery as Florence, judging from her appearance.


He slammed the door and locked it, then bedded her down and examined her, and almost forgot that she was an alien and that hundreds of frightened people were then scouring the woods and fields for her.


She was sick and weak and skim-milk white with grey lips, and Matt knew that she was dying. He put her tunic on a chair, and something fell from it. She motioned that he was to keep it, and he dropped it into his pocket. It was a black disc—shiny and smooth on one side, dull on the other, half an inch thick, about two and a half inches in diameter. He thought it was a touchstone; and from time to time he rubbed it, and found that it was satisfying to touch.


The woman was in second-stage labour, almost ready when the searchers burst into the house. Florence cried out then, and she too was suddenly ready. She woke up at the sound of the voices in the hall arguing with Mrs. Murray, who was trying to keep them from entering the infirmary.


Matt left his patients and confronted the men in the hall, who were led by Obie, closely followed by Billy Warren Smith, Matt’s next door neighbour.


They insisted that aliens had entered, and they demanded access to the infirmary. While they argued about it, things happened inside the infirmary. There was the first tentative wail of a new-born babe, and a silence during which none of the men moved. Obie pushed Matt aside, then, and went inside. And Florence sat up, holding a child against her breast, and smiled angelically at him and said, ‘I knew you’d come.’ She lay back down and fell asleep again and Obie swayed like a man caught in a hurricane.


Obie never would have seen the other woman in the room; but one of the other men—one not touched by the turbulence of sudden fatherhood—did see her, and he pushed into the room and stood over her. She was dead, and in the crook of her arm lay a baby; and it, too, appeared to be dead. Everyone believed that Matt had delivered her, and he never told them otherwise.


The alien baby didn’t die, of course. Matt laboured over it, and was relieved by specialists who took the child and did open-heart surgery on it and other things that saved its life. And the alien child became the ward of the United Nations.


Because Florence was sixteen and because Obie denied his child, it was decided—had been decided long ago, when pregnancy had been determined—that she would give it up for adoption at birth. Matt took it from her flaccid arms and gave it to Mrs. Murray to care for in Lisa’s absence; and in the end, he didn’t offer it to anyone, but at a later date talked his wife, whom he loved and who loved him, into keeping it.


Both babies had pale, almost white hair, and both had the blue eyes of birth, and neither was any more or less human than the other. Staring at the child that was to become his, Matt fingered the black touchstone and wondered.


And that is the last element—the-prince-and-the-pauper bit.




Two





Billy Warren Smith was a fat lawyer. His wife was fat. And each of them detested other fat people. Neither considered him-or herself to be in that category. Billy was thirty-five, pink and afraid—because, having lived half a lifetime, he was in debt, still had to work very hard simply to keep his cars running and his office rent paid, and lived in perpetual terror that the Inland Revenue Service would pull his file for an audit.


Had he been crooked in big ways, involving millions of dollars and important people, much could have been forgiven him; but he wasn’t. His thefts were of pennies, and his deals involved the manipulations of petty accident reports and fixing an occasional ticket. If he had been taken into the law firm of a brilliant, imaginative attorney, he would have been successful because he delighted in the detailed labour of searching for precedent and locating little-used loopholes and quirks. His talents had rested through the years—uncalled for, unsuspected—only because he didn’t have the large vision by himself.


Billy poured gin and tonic for Obie and said, ‘You have quite a flair for speaking. Going to school?’


Obie shook his head. ‘I was about to, but I don’t think I will.’


‘Oh,’ Billy said, and the one dream he had entertained that year faded. ‘You’ll get drafted, then.’


‘Don’t think so, Mr. Smith. You see, I got the Call. And I aim to answer it. Yes, sireee—I am to answer the Lord’s call.’ He held out his glass and Billy automatically took it and refilled it.


‘A preacher? You going to be a preacher? That takes school, doesn’t it?’


‘An evangelist, Mr. Smith. Takes nothing but the Lord’s Call, which I got. I’m going up the mountain to fast and meditate for a week, and next Sunday I’ll preach again—and the next, and the next.’


‘What mountain? There aren’t any mountains here.’


‘Robb’s Hill will do fine.’ Obie slugged down the rest of his drink, and they both were silent for several minutes. The interlude was filled with June night sounds: crickets, tree frogs, cicadas, a low-voiced bird.


‘You could probably get some personal appearances, being the first man to see the aliens, and all.’ Billy’s voice was subdued, as if he were deep in thought. As he was. He was trying to capture a dream that hadn’t happened yet; and it was fuzzy and almost without features, without details, but very important.


Obie looked across the yard, across Matt Daniel’s yard, at the lighted windows and nodded. ‘He’s been too busy to deny that I was there first; and by now, it wouldn’t matter what he said. They all know I was the first man on earth to lay eyes on the strangers.’


Billy’s voice rose then, and he leaned forward. ‘You could use a manager, Obie. A business manager to handle receipts and engagements and records. How about it?’


And so although his purpose in inviting Obie Cox to his house that night had been in order to nudge Obie into law school with the promise of a job afterwards, Billy found himself being hired instead, and thought it an equitable arrangement.


‘You’ll need a cache of food up there, and a blanket, and clean clothes. You should come down looking hollow-eyed and hungry, but clean. We’ll keep it quiet that I’m your manager, for the time being, and I’ll pass the word around that you’re up there fasting and praying.’


Obie grinned and poured straight gin into his glass.


Dr. Winifred Harvey was staring down at the child still hovering between giving up and making it, and she wondered if they should even try to keep it alive. Heart failure within the hour of birth, a complete transfusion during the surgery, possible brain damage…


‘Sure doesn’t look human, does it?’ said the nurse checking the incubator temperature.


‘It looks human and sick,’ Winifred snapped. But it was a lie. The child didn’t look human; but what newborn sick baby does?


She left the helicopter, outfitted as a hospital for the alien infant, and stared at the space ship. The doors were still closed. The ship stood dark and still, a dimly reflecting silver blob against the sky.


She returned to Busby’s house, where Busby and his wife were treated like lepers—always in the way, faintly unclean, to be endured simply because in the beginning no one had thought to tell them to leave, and by the time the thought had occurred it seemed a trifle pointless and would have made for bad publicity. Cal Busby and his wife whispered, and pointed at the UN people and the army personnel, and shrank back from the white-coated medics; but mostly it was their whispering that rasped. Heads together, a sibilant bss, bss forever issuing from the double-headed entity, they were an unknown quantum. To be trusted, or not to be trusted? That was the problem. Unanswerable, it was decided that they should be ignored. Voices would stop when either of them entered a room, and where conversation had been low-pitched it became a whisper, and where it had been in normal tones it became low-pitched, so that the house was filled with murmuring voices and whispers and watchful eyes.


Winifred paused when she saw the Busby couple in the living room, but she went on through to the kitchen and drank vile coffee with a sergeant. Mrs. Busby insisted on making the coffee and doing some of the cooking—for her and her man, she said, but turning out hundreds of biscuits that were soggy in the middle; and dozens of fried eggs, brown around the edges and tasting of lard; and iron kettles filled with green beans cooked to a dull olive colour, with no suggestion of the original shape left. She was being helpful, and no one could make her stop helping short of ordering her all the way out. Cal prodded her out of the way again and again to count the eggs and biscuits; then he made notations in a yellow pad. So he could bill the government.


The sergeant drinking coffee had bloodshot eyes, and his hands shook.


“You look like you could use some sleep,’ Winifred commented.


‘I don’t know, ma’am; but I don’t feel so hot.’


On the contrary, he did feel hot—very hot. Winifred touched his forehead and drew back quickly. She called for a medic, and the sergeant was put to bed. Three others followed, all with symptoms of food poisoning. Winifred decided to go back to Matt’s house and go to bed. Since she was one of the few to be allowed inside the ship, she was promised that if the aliens opened the doors again she would be called no matter what the time.


Matt was pacing in his living room when she got there, and she filled him in with the latest. ‘They/ she said, indicating the town to the left of them, ‘won’t believe that miserable woman is poisoning the men with her cooking; but that’s about the truth of it. Ugh.’


She ate a sandwich, and helped Matt pace for the next quarter of an hour. ‘How did that alien woman know the way to this house?’ Matt asked. ‘Rhetorical. How did she know I could deliver a baby? Why me? They must have skilled doctors aboard.’


‘The last one’s easy,’ Winifred said, meeting him in the centre of the room, where both stopped momentarily and then turned and walked back to the starting points. ‘They must have wanted the child born out of the ship for fear that whatever was killing them all was in the air. Or at least, they must have hoped that it could avoid contamination by getting itself born somewhere else. And it did; so they were right. But why in God’s name would they have sent pregnant women on a space flight?’


‘Conceived in space, maybe?’


‘No. There were others, in cold storage—all dead now. Babies dead, also. They started out pregnant.’ This time when they met, she looked at him accusingly. ‘Did you tell anyone that the aliens were dying?’


Matt shook his head violently. ‘You know I didn’t.’


‘Okay; cool it, kid. But tell me, how did pretty little golden boy find out?’


Matt stared at her blankly, and she told him about the sermon. ‘Obie Cox! I don’t believe it. He’s a two-bit fast-talking Lothario, but that’s all.’


‘Uh-uh. He’s the up-and-coming evangelist. So says Conan Woosley. In his column for today.’


Winifred went to bed, and Obie left his listening-post at the window and went home. Matt continued to pace for a while, waiting for the baby to wake up for a feeding. It didn’t, and he finally fell asleep on the couch. (The baby went on a four-meals-a-day schedule from the start, and at two months dropped one of those feedings. It cried only immediately before a feeding; other times it stared about at its crib and beyond, and listened to noises, and was very content.)


Obie walked home slowly. He should vanish that night—simply drop out of sight for the coming week and let Billy handle the rumours for him. But if there was sickness … He stopped and narrowed his eyes and visualised himself before a congregation—all of them aware of the spread of the plague that the aliens had brought with them; all of them terrified; looking to him, the Lord’s emissary, for guidance. He let himself go out to the meeting and he felt the fear coming into him from them; and the thin echoes of fear magnified and became strong, and he knew what he would do. Obie, faced with a problem, was full of tension—uncomfortable, restless, irritable. He groped for solutions with no particular rationale, but rather visualised alternatives; and if one of the alternatives eased his tense body, he accepted it as right. He could explain little of what he did; but if it felt right, he didn’t look for explanations.


When the people awakened the next day it was to the sound of church bells, although it was a Monday morning. Church bells on Monday morning were almost blasphemous. They went on and on. And eventually, cursing a bit, the people made their way to the church to find out why.


The Reverend MacLeish, looking pale and senile and bewildered, stood behind the lectern, wishing he had had a son instead of Dee Dee, with her imperious voice and her foot-stamping and tears. He never held church on a Monday morning. Never. Once on a Thursday, after the fire that had destroyed the first Elmwood Baptist Church back in ‘32—or was it ‘23? But never on Monday. The bells were making his head hurt, and he wanted his breakfast. Never start a day without breakfast, he always said, and you’ll live to ripen in the sun … That didn’t sound just right. But after all, he’d had no breakfast yet. Not even coffee.


The bells stopped, creating a very loud silence, and there was Dee Dee looking ugly at him and hissing; and he remembered. He was supposed to pray when the bells stopped. He bowed his head—but not very much, because he hadn’t really combed his hair that morning; had just run a comb through it while Dee Dee fumed and stormed about the time he was taking. He prayed briefly and inaudibly, and Dee Dee was motioning for him to get out from the pulpit. He blinked at her.


Then Obie was striding up from the congregation, and he knew that Obie was going to preach again. Although many were called, he’d never expected Obie to be among them—and having been called, to have answered. God’s way was mysterious.


Obie felt the fear when the people realised that he had called the service. It grew and swelled and made the palms suddenly moist and the body cold. He gathered it in and flung it back at them. He told of a vision that had come to him in the night. In his vision, the people he had loved since childhood were being taken sick—contaminated by the strangers. He had prayed to the Lord, and the Lord had taken off the curse but said that those who aided the strangers would grow sick and perhaps die. And the Lord had slain the last of the strangers—all except the infant, who was being left as a test of His people. If they could put their house in order and teach the Word to the strange child, then, when the strangers returned, the Lord would aid His people. And as a sign that He was with them, that He was watching them, He would smite with the alien disease those who aided the strangers.


Then Obie prayed and the congregation prayed with him, and the terrible fear was lifted from them for a while.


The reporters smiled pityingly at Obie in their stories. But when they went to the Busby farm and saw the hospital units set up, and saw the whispering Busby couple drawn close together—bss, bss—and finally induced one corporal to talk to them, they weren’t laughing. Two of them rewrote their articles, this time hinting at fraud and deception; and the third one, Conan Woosley, wrote it straight, not slanting it at all. It was the hardest article he had ever attempted.


The Busbys were finally escorted from their property, installed in a motel that was within the limited area, and there left to their own devices. They confirmed the story that there was sickness back on the farm, and Cal Busby said outright that the Lord had caused it. Else why didn’t he and his wife get sick? They ate the same food as the soldiers; drank the same water. Why didn’t they get sick too? Because the Lord knew they were good people, not helping the strangers who had come to their corn field unasked, unwanted. The Lord spared them—which was more than the aliens did for his corn. As the day wore on, Cal Busby was expanding. By sundown, he had three of the soldiers dead and in secret graves, with many more—hundreds, maybe—near death. But when the reporters got near them, and when the army men came to question them, the Busbys drew together again and nothing but bss, bss came from them.


Most of the personnel at the farm didn’t get sick. But some did; and the source was traced to contaminated water.


Thank God,’ Winifred said, ‘I just drank the bitch’s coffee. And it boiled and boiled and boiled.’


As the days dragged by with no new excitement, some of the people wished out loud that Obie would come down off the mountain and give them the word about what to expect next. Some laughed to exhaustion at the thought of Obie Cox up on Robb’s Hill. And still others trekked up the hill to see if Obie really was there, fasting and praying like he said. And they brought back the word that he really was; and there was slightly more than a touch of awe in their voices when they said it, for none of them ever had seen a holy man fasting and praying, only having heard of it in far off places like India and Tibet. Obie looked real spiritual, they said.


Billy’s wife Wanda demanded to know why he was all scratched up and sore, and he wouldn’t tell her that it was from hauling a week’s supply of food and clothing up Robb’s Hill in the dead of night, sliding most of the way up and down in the middle of blackberry bushes. Also, he had got chiggers and he was one continuous itching hive.


Winifred left, promising to keep in touch with Matt, assuring him that she would get herself appointed to the special group assigned to the alien child.


Lisa and Derek returned soon after her departure. Lisa wrinkled her nose and could have put markers on all the spots where Winifred had stood or sat or lain; but she didn’t, because she loved her husband and trusted him. She commiserated with him instead over the influx of patients and the probability that none of them would pay him anything unless they had been his regular patients before the landing, figuring that their own doctors came first and this had been a special case. They hadn’t wanted to go to him, but the government forced them. Let him bill the government. They discussed the landing for hours and then got in the car, taking Derek, and drove up Slater Hill to a point where they could look down on the ship and the heavy cordon of guards surrounding the field and construction workers who were fencing it all in. Derek was properly impressed, and argued bitterly when he was denied permission to go down and enter the ship. He swore that he would run away and do it by himself when everyone else was sleeping.


Still later, Lisa held Lorna and listened intently while Lorna babbled and pried at her nose and tried to take off her ears. Lorna had learned a new word—’baby’—and she said it again and again, adding it to her permanent, stable vocabulary that endured along with the babbling that changed from day to day. Lorna could say dadda, momma, Dek, bye-bye, and baby. Lisa didn’t need a lot of talking into it after that. She seemed to assume, as Lorna did, that they had a new baby.


And the new baby stared at her and smiled slowly and, Matt thought with a touch of wonder, deliberately. They named him Blake.




Three





The world thought of him now, after five years, as the Star Child, although his name actually was Johannes Mann—chosen after a long debate in which once more shoes pounded table tops, and delegations walked from the UN chamber, and Sunday supplements exhausted the readership with explanations for the hot tempers. In the end, each delegation had agreed to select three given names and three surnames and deposit them in two drums; and Miss Universe, dazzling in a silver paper gown, had pulled out Johannes. Mann had been on the third slip of paper to be pulled from the drum. The second had been someone’s idea of a joke, with Jesus Christ on it, and it was dismissed out of hand. He had been named Johannes Mann but he was called Johnny, and was thought of as the Star Child.


There had been many fights during these first five years: how much permissiveness; how much discipline; what kind of diet—the American baby diet of commercially strained foods and cereals, or fresh scraped meats and vegetables, cheeses and sour milk; goats’ milk (lobbied for strenuously by the goat people), or cow’s milk, or a wet nurse; and if a wet nurse, of what race and religion and nationality; schooling to start at two in the modern method, or at seven or eight in the Slavic tradition; weaning at what age; bladder and bowel control when (as it turned out, he was still a bed-wetter at five, so it had become an academic question by then); playmates—whose children and what sort of children should be permitted in his presence? And so on.


There was a sharp division regarding his abilities and his progress. Some held that his people probably attained maturation later than Earth people, claiming that such a pattern followed a higher degree of intelligence; and they cited authorities to prove this. The Star Child was maturing rather later than his peers: he still wet his bed; he sucked two fingers when tired, or ill, or restless, or frustrated in any way; he hadn’t yet learned to write his name, or count, or give more than passive aid when being bathed and dressed. He cried often and easily, ate poorly and slept fitfully. He had been a colicky baby and still caught every bug that got into the grounds, was always with a runny nose, and seemed always to be getting over or starting a bout of diarrhoea. He was not pretty, but he was sometimes cute and often beguiling—but only with those few of the many who attended him that he liked. Winifred Harvey was one of them, a Negro doctor was another, a Japanese music teacher was a third. One or two of the nurses rated a spontaneous smile, and that was about it.


The other group held that he was simply not too bright: not retarded, but not bright. They rated his IQ at 105 on his good days and 90 to 95 on his bad days. He hated their tests and seldom did well at them. His personality profile claimed he was dependent, suspicious, selfish, ill-tempered, timid, introverted, humourless. When the testing psychologist gave the study to Winifred for comments, she scrawled on it: Wouldn’t you be, in his place?
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