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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.






 

 

The Writer as Philosopher

 

 

I have long thought of George Zebrowski as our most European science fiction writer. Specifically Eastern European, though he is in fact an American who has lived here nearly all his life. And that is why you should read him.

His Polish ancestry probably greatly influenced the young George, growing up in a typical immigrant New York community, and indeed, perhaps his greatest influence is Stanislaw Lem, the great Polish SF writer. George's earliest memories are of a stormy night in a small English town, where his parents paused in their exodus. He learned English from doctors and nurses while he recovered from a hip operation. He didn't reach America until 1951.

But there's something more than cultural currents at work here. You should read Zebrowski because he is a bracing writer, one who sends us back to the basic questions time and again. His sense of discipline and logic as prime requirements in science fiction differs utterly from the usual writers-workshop talk of the techniques of character, plot and pacing. Like Lem, Zebrowski is a philosophical writer in the classic European mode. He took his BA in philosophy of science, but chose to pursue this interest into the swamp of a writer's career, rather than the comfy but dry plains of academe.

In his hands philosophy lives particularly through its debt to mathematics—and there is nothing harder to write than science fiction about mathematics (take it from one who has tried). Even practicing mathematicians, or mathematical physicists like me, find the deeper issues visible only as a distant mountain range, seldom climbed. To fully appreciate Zebrowski you must see what he thinks are the really big problems. Permit me to give some background that will help approach his perhaps most characteristic short story, “Gödel's Doom.”

In the past century or two, philosophy has taken quite a few lumps from mathematics. Kant held the truths of geometry to be synthetic a priori—things we know from prior knowledge, the basics. But then relativity and Riemann came along, and now even little children in the streets of Göttingen know that geometry is in Kant's terms a synthetic a posteriori category, a checkable fact. And we do not live in a Euclidean universe, either, as Kant imagined, but rather a space-time curved by gravity. So much for metaphysics.

In dogged pursuit of some sort of certainty, the thrust of mathematical philosophy ever since this Kantian shipwreck has been toward arithmetization, the simplest of logical structures we know, only slightly above the level of a tic-tac-toe game (which is, after all, about rectangular rigidities). The logical weight of the entire edifice rests on mere arithmetic, from which the remainder of mathematics can be built up, as Bertrand Russell and Lord Whitehead showed in 1913. All analytic philosophy, in turn, rests on analogies with the truths of arithmetic. And you thought that arithmetic was just a set of tricks for doing the books! 

But professional philosophers worry about central matters, such as: Are the axioms of arithmetic consistent and complete? In the early 1900s David Hilbert set out to prove this (that is, the absolute consistency of arithmetic, and thus mathematics) and became the father of the formalist school. The Dutchman L. E. J. Brouwer, on the other hand, championed the intuitionist school. The collision between these views led the great Gödel to show in the 1930s that the question addressed by Hilbert was not answerable: that is, proof of the absolute consistency of mathematics could never be given—it was a “fundamentally undecidable proposition.”

The famous Barber Paradox of Russell illustrates this point: Barrett the Barber put a sign in his shop window saying “Barrett the Barber is willing to shave all, and only, men unwilling to shave themselves.” The paradox arises when one asks, “Who will shave Barrett?” This question is undecidable within the limited language of the sign. We therefore need a new sign to take care of Barrett (“Exclude Barrett from the above”). This change fixes the problem, essentially by putting a patch on it. Band-Aid philosophy. It didn't hold.

Gödel soon showed that, in arithmetic, the added signs can be put into another, larger arithmetic language, and that this larger language also must include undecidable statements. Thus, if model building in science seeks to make a formalistically exact statement, it must fail, for there is no way to prove self-consistency.

This discussion may seem like employing a philosophical howitzer to slay a literary mouse, but it is important to realize that Gödel's proof—which many consider the most important development in philosophy in the twentieth century—means that we have to ask whether it applies to everything we know, not just how to add and subtract. Enter the science fiction writer.

In “Gödel's Doom,” Zebrowski says, “So why not ask, just to see; human beings have always been suspicious of mere reasoning, no matter how powerful.” If one could only show that the universe where people actually live is not a place where Gödel's proof works, then as Zebrowski says, “we're automatons!”—because the rules are complete, and there is nothing in our world that can't be dictated by the laws that govern it (whether we know those laws or not).

Heady stuff. Only Zebrowski would have the notion of proving this by having an artificial intelligence run a super-duper test of arithmetic. It should keep running forever, if Gödel is right, but... well, you'll have to read the story. Suitably, it ends on a note of uncertain promise. I've always thought the tale could have a big, gloriously imaginative sequel—What does the world outside really look like, once we know such truths?—but so far, George resists the notion.

Others liked this characteristic, utterly Zebrowskian story quite a bit. It gained publication first in Popular Computing, then F&SF, and finally on to the journal of the Bertrand Russell Society, which had never published any fiction before. It has also been reprinted by Rudy Rucker in his notable Mathenauts. Good company, indeed.

From such airy vaults Zebrowski does descend to the jungles and deserts of the human soul, and his short stories gathered here reflect a concern with our frailty, as well. You have some wrenching treats in store in “Lenin in Odessa,” an alternate history story I edited, or “The Eichmann Variations.” His two stories (“The Last Science Fiction Story of the 20th Century” and “Catch the Sleep Ship: The First Science Fiction Story of the 21st Century”) bracketing the passage of the millennium are stimulating, too. My favorite is also the admirably compact “The Holdouts,” which he published in the august scientific periodical Nature. It looks forward to a time when absolute certainty is still not within our grasp, but we have made much more of our universe than now. I gave copies to several particle physicist friends, and they loved it. All that, in under a thousand words.

Perhaps in this story lies Zebrowski's central message—we should expand human horizons, gaining power over our lives and over the world... but the pursuit of rigid sureness is an illusion, however tempting, whether in the hands of science or religion.

His stories are compact, austere, rigorous. In his novels he relaxes a great deal. (George has even written a Star Trek novel!) His recent Brute Orbits, for example, is a science fictional Crime and Punishment. This volume of his short work reveals an austere intellect, preoccupied with big questions, but sensing how surely these make our pulses pound when cast into the framed realm of fiction. Doing heavy-duty thinking in fiction is indeed, as he puts it in one of his afterwords, finding “the lie necessary to the task.”

 

Gregory Benford

July 2001

 

 


 

 

The Word Sweep

 

 

The words on the floor were as thick as leaves when Felix arrived at the party. At five past eleven, the room should have been silent.

“Quiet!” he shouted, unable to hold back.

The word formed in the air and floated to the floor at his feet. A deaf couple in the corner continued talking with their hands. Everyone was looking at him, and he felt his stomach tighten. He should have motioned for silence instead of speaking.

A small woman with large brown eyes came up to him and handed him a drink. He sipped. Vodka. It was her way of saying, yeah, we know you've got a lousy job policing the yak ration. Pooping parties for a living can't be fun, you poor bastard. We know.

Heads nodded to show approval of the woman's gesture.

Felix tried to smile, feeling ashamed for losing control. Then he turned and went out again into the cool October night.

At the end of the block, the compactor was waiting for the sweeps to clean out the corner house. He was glad that he did not have to work in the inner city, where control was always slipping, where the babbling often buried entire neighborhoods to a depth of four or five feet.

He took a deep breath. Watching out for five suburban blocks was not so bad, especially when his beat changed once a month. He couldn't grow too friendly with the homeowners.

The tension in his gut lessened. At least this party had not given him any trouble. He could see that the guests had tried to be sedate, speaking as little as possible during the evening, priding themselves on their ability to hold words and liquor. He had not seen any babblers sitting on a pile of verbiage. This was a good block, much better than last month's section.

A dog ran by in the empty street. Felix noted the muzzle. No problem there.

He started a slow walk home, passing the compactor as it turned on its light and started silently down the next block. Two streets down, he turned to avoid going through the district square, where they were still cleaning up after the political rally.

 

There was a message for him on the phone screen:

 

Let's ration together after

you get home. I'll save

mine. Love, June

 

The words angered him, bringing back the tension in his stomach. He cleared the screen, resenting the message because it ruined the calming effect of his long walk home.

He went into the bedroom and lay down. When he tried, he could almost remember the time when words did not materialize. He must have been four or five when it happened for the first time. He remembered wafer-thin objects, letters joined together in as many differing styles as there were speakers.

At first it had been a novelty, then a perpetual snowstorm. Cities had to clean up after a daily disaster, three hundred and sixty-five days a year, trucking the words to incinerators and landfills. The words would burn only at high temperatures, and even then they would give off a toxic gas which had to be contained. There had been a government project to find a use for the gas, but it took too much energy for the burning to make it worthwhile; later the gas was found to be useless.

Psychiatric treatment came to a halt, then shifted to computer printout and nonverbal therapies. Movies had gone back to silent and subtitled versions; only the very rich could afford to truck away the refuse after each talkie showing. Opera was performed in mime and music-only reductions....

Felix opened his eyes and sat up in the darkness. Somewhere far away, a deviant was running through the streets. He could just barely hear the screaming, but it was loud enough to remind him of the time he had been a deviant.

Unable to control himself, he had almost buried himself in words one night, under a giant elm tree near the edge of town. The words had poured out of him as if they were trying to outnumber the stars, while he had held his stomach and screamed obscenities.

Bruno Black, who had been fully grown before the world had changed, had explained it to him later. It had been the silence, the prolonged, thought-filled silence that had broken his control, as it had broken the resolve of countless others. The need to speak had come uncontrollably into him one day, ridding him of cogency, sweeping through him like a wind, bestowing the freedom of babble, taking away wit and limit, making his mouth into a river, out of which words had flowed like wars... in the end a wonderful nonsense had cleansed his brain.

Now, as he listened to the distant deviant howling in the night, he again felt the trial of terse expression; the jungle was growing in around him, threatening to wipe away all his control when he fell asleep, enticing him with pleasures stronger than the silence....

He looked around the dark room. The closed bedroom door stood in the corner, a sly construction, suggesting an entire world on the other side....

The distant sound stopped. They had caught him. Samson, Winkle, Blake—all the block watchers had converged on the explosion to squash it. The word sweeps were already clearing up, compacting, driving away to the landfills.

For a moment he wondered if it might have been Bruno, then rejected the idea; Bruno's voice was much lower than that. It might have been a woman.

Felix relaxed and lay back again.

 

He woke up in the night, got up and went to his desk. He saw the phone screen glowing and remembered June's message. The new message read:

 

You bastard! Answer for

Christ's sake. Is Bruno

with you again? What

do you two do together?

 

He cleared the screen and turned on the desk lamp. Then he sat down and took out Bruno's journal. He looked at it under the light, remembering how much relief it had given him through the years. His fingers were shaking. Inside its pages were all the things he had wanted to say, but Bruno had said them much better. Bruno had written them down.

Opening at random, he looked at the neat handwriting. Bruno was not verbose, even on paper, where it would have been harmless. The very letters were well-formed, the sentences thoughtful and clear. If read out loud, they would not exceed anyone's daily ration.

He read an early entry:

 

23 July 1941

When the words started materializing, the difference between language and physical reality was blurred. The appearance of spoken words in all shapes and sizes, depending on the articulation of the speaker, imposed a martial law of silence, enforced at first by a quietly administered death penalty in some parts of the world. The rate of materialization had to be cut down at all costs, lest the world be thrown into a global economic depression....

 

The depression had come and gone, leaving behind a new code of conduct, the word sweeps, the compactors, and the block watchers—and a mystery as great as the very fact of existence. Bruno was certain that there had to be an answer; his journal represented twenty years of speculation about the problem. The possibility of an answer, Felix thought, is all that keeps me together. I don't know what I'll do if Bruno doesn't come back.

Someone started pounding on the front door. Felix stood and went out to check.

He opened the door and June barged in, marching past him into the living room, where she turned on the lights.

He closed the door and faced her.

“You treat me like I don't exist!” she shouted.

The you was a flimsy thing; it broke into letters when it hit the carpet. Treat seemed to be linked like a chain as it clattered onto the coffee table, where it produced a few nonsense-masses before it lay still. Me whipped by him like a sparrow and crunched against the wall, creating more nonsense-masses. Like settled slowly to the rug; I knifed into the pile next to it. Don't and exist collided in midair, scattering their letters.

Felix spread his hands, afraid to speak, fearful that at any moment his deviancy would slide up out of the darkness within him and take over. Didn't she know how hard a life he led? He'd told her a hundred times. A look of pity started to form on her freckled face, reminding him of the brown-eyed woman who had given him a drink; but it died suddenly. June turned and started for the door.

“We're finished!” she shouted as she went out. The words failed to clear the door as she slammed it behind her, and dropped next to the coat rack. He looked at the nonsense-masses that her pounding had created, grateful that the door was well cushioned.

He let out a mental sigh and sat down in the armchair by the lamp. At least there would be no more pressure, however much he missed her. Soon, he knew, he would have to go looking for Bruno.

The clock over the fireplace read four A.M.

He turned on the radio and listened to the merciful music. The notes formed, evaporating one by one. A harpsichord came on, the notes lasting a bit longer before winking out. He watched them come and go for a long time, wondering, as Bruno had done so often in his journal, what kind of cosmic justice had permitted music to remain. As the Scarlatti sonata rushed toward its finale, the crystalline sounds came faster and faster, dusting the room with vibrant notes.

June had simply never liked Bruno; there was no darkness in her. Like those who were forgetting the self-awareness created by speech, she did not need to speak.

He turned off the radio and wondered if Mr. Seligman next door was burying himself in sleeptalk. How many children were sleeping with their training muzzles on, until they learned self-control?

His hands started shaking again. The pressure to speak was building up inside him, almost as strongly as during his deviant days. June's visit had triggered it; the loss of her had affected him more than he realized.

“June,” he said softly, wanting her.

The word was round, the letters connected with flowing curves, as it drifted to the rug. He reached down, picked it up and dropped it into the felt-lined waste basket next to the armchair.

His hands were still shaking. He got up and paced back and forth. After a few minutes he noticed that his screen was on in the bedroom. He walked through the open door, sat down at the desk, and read:

 

Disturbance reported at the

landfill. Check when your shift

begins this morning. Webber

 

One of the others has gone nuts, he thought, and they want me to bring him home.

Felix changed his shirt and shoes and went outside. He unlocked the bicycle from its post, mounted the cracked leather seat, and pushed out into the empty street.

Cool, humid mists rose around the one-story suburban houses. Only every fifth streetlamp was on, and these began to wink out as the sky grew brighter. He estimated that it would take him half an hour to reach the landfill.

He remembered it as a plain of dry earth being blown into dust clouds by the wind. The place would soon be incapable of accepting any more words, or garbage; it was full, except for an occasional hole. A new site would have to be found.

 

As Felix neared the landfill, he noticed the strangeness of the grass on both sides of the road. The sun cleared the horizon in a clear blue sky; and the grass suddenly looked like matted animal hair, growing up from a red skin. There was a pungent, lemonlike odor in the air as he stood up on the bicycle to climb a hill.

He reached the top and stopped.

The landfill was covered with trees, looking like fresh moss, or tall broccoli. The sharp smell was stronger.

He got back on the seat and coasted downhill.

A stillness enveloped him when he reached bottom, as if he had entered the quiet center of the world. As the forest came closer, he considered the possibility of a massive planting program but realized that it would not have been possible in so short a time.

He passed the first trees. They appeared very fresh, like the limbs of young girls, bent upward, open in inviting positions; soft yellow-green moss had grown between the branches.

He pedaled forward, growing anxious, but the stillness was restful, calming him. The lemon scent of the trees cleared away the sleepiness in his head.

Suddenly he rolled into a small clearing and stopped short at the edge of a large hole. Bruno Black sat at the bottom, talking to himself as the words piled up around him.

“Hello, Bruno.” The words formed and slid down the sandy slope.

The blond-haired man looked up. “Come down.” The words popped away from his mouth and landed on the pile.

Felix started down.

“It's safe here,” Bruno shouted, “we can talk all we want.”

When he reached the large, seated figure, Felix noticed that Bruno's clothes were torn and dirty.

“You've got to let me get you out of this,” Felix said.

Only the first three words formed, falling at his feet.

“Notice that?”

“What's going on here, Bruno?”

No words formed this time, as if the effect was beginning to die away.

“It's only here,” Bruno said, “nowhere else.”

Felix sat down next to the ruddy-faced man and looked at him carefully.

“Bruno—you know me?”

“Of course, Felix, don't be stupid. You're my friend.”

“What are you doing here?”

“I think I've figured it out—all of it, why it happens, and why it fails here.” The last three words formed, wretched little gray letters floating in the air like smoke.

Bruno brushed them away with a bearlike swipe.

“Felix, I may really know. I'm not crazy.”

Felix heard a wind rushing above the hole, as if something were growing angry. He remembered a schoolyard, many years ago, with children playing volleyball, silently.

“Have you got a shovel?”

“No,” Felix said, “but I can get one.”

Again no words. Bruno was watching him.

“Wonderful, isn't it?”

“Bruno—how long has all this been here?”

“About a month.”

“All this grew in a month?”

“The trees grew out of the buried words, Felix, pregnant words they were....”

The silence was clear between them, devoid of words.

“It comes and goes,” Bruno said. All the words appeared, letters deformed, as if they were gnarly tree branches, and fell into Bruno's lap.

“There's something that does this,” he said as he brushed them away. “We can bring it all to an end, when we find it. The shovel is the key to the whole business.”

It all made a peculiar sense.

“There's a utility shed at the fork in the road,” Felix said, “but are you okay?”

“I just look bad.”

There were no words. Felix marveled as he scrambled out of the hole. Bruno was definitely on to something.

 

Bruno was digging with his hands when Felix came back with two shovels. He threw them into the hole next to Bruno, and clambered down.

“It couldn't be natural, what happened to the world,” Bruno said as he picked up a shovel and started digging. Felix grabbed the other one and they dug back-to-back.

“Why not natural?” Felix asked.

“Maybe it could—some twist in the geometry of space forms words in response to our sounds. I assumed it wasn't natural and went looking for spots where it wouldn't happen.”

“Why did it all start?”

“Maybe it was a political thing,” Bruno said. “Somebody was planning a form of thought control, but it got out of hand. A while back, I think, our politicos contacted an alien civilization in some far space, a mind contact maybe, and learned how to construct... certain devices. Perhaps the alien culture thought it would help us think more concisely.” He laughed. “It's more than poetic prankery, you see. Language, as much as toolmaking, is directly responsible for the growth of our intelligence and self-consciousness. We're as smart, or stupid, as our skillful use of words. It's the automatic programs, the habits, that deaden the mind, the dogmatic mazes....”

He paused. “Not this hole, we've got to try elsewhere.”

Bruno might simply be crazy, Felix thought, nothing more.

“If you wanted to affect a culture,” Bruno continued, “put a restriction on its use of language and watch native ingenuity increase, like the improvement of hearing in the blind.”

Felix climbed out of the hole and gave Bruno a hand up.

A wind blew across the landfill, soughing through the strange trees as if it were slowly becoming aware of the intruders. Leaves lay strewn everywhere. Some seemed to be stained by decay, like old misshapen coins; others were curling into small tubes. The wind gusted, swirling them into disarray, imparting its energy of motion to raise them into the air. Again Felix had the sensation of standing at the edge of the world. He wondered what June would think if she were to see him here with Bruno.

Then he noticed that the trees seemed to be shaped like letters, bent and distorted, echoing the millions of words buried in the ground.

“Let's dig by one of the trees,” Bruno said. The seven words flew out of his mouth and were lifted by the wind, which deposited them in the branches, where they sat like blackbirds.

Felix went up to the nearest tree and started digging. Bruno joined in. The sun climbed toward noon.

“Testing,” Bruno said. No word appeared. “Maybe something in our minds was altered, to form the words when we speak....”

“You mean there may be no machine?”

“What's that?” Bruno asked, pointing.

A crystalline rod protruded from the dirt. Felix stepped into the hole and continued digging while Bruno rested. Slowly, Felix uncovered a complex mechanism, a cubelike shape of glassy-metallic connections, a maze of shiny pipes and joints, mirror surfaces and solid figures.

“It's... like a large piece of jewelry,” Felix said.

“I was afraid of this,” Bruno said. “I thought there might be a relay device, a generator, something that changed speech into solid objects working worldwide.”

“Well, what's this then? A local station in the net?”

Suddenly, Bruno clutched at his chest and fell forward, easing himself down with the shovel.

“You're ill,” Felix said, squatting down next to him.

“My heart... but listen. I may die, but you have to listen....”

A demented stare came into Bruno's face, as if he knew that his understanding of the truth was superior to all the deceiving forces around him. He pulled himself backward on the ground, until he was sitting up against the tree, one foot in the hole.

“Try not to move, I'll get help,” Felix said.

“Listen!” He raised his hand to his eyes and rubbed them. Then he stared at the alien artifact and spoke, his voice a low, silken tenor. “Humankind fell into a dream. Maybe it was the result of some massive failure, brought on by the straining of psyches long overworked with the yoke of metaphor and simile, paradigm and tautology—in a creature that longed to know the universe directly, tired of sense-show charades, the shadows of real things projected through the dirty windows of the eye, the noisy avenues of the ear....”

His voice grew plaintive and sad. “We grew discouraged by the blindness of touch, the lie of taste and smell, disappointed by the children's universe of not-too-little and not-too-much, of knowing and not knowing, of anxious flight from ignorance into only relative knowledge, stretched tightly between the extremes of sufficiency and insufficiency, between the great and small. We would never be all-knowing, yet we were not nothing. The hopelessness was too much, driving us into this common delusion.” He closed his eyes and Felix saw tears in his friend's face.

“But maybe it is an alien yoke,” Felix said.

“I would prefer that, but this silly machine....”

He coughed and clutched his chest.

“Bruno!”

Felix picked up the shovel and struck the ornate machine. It was a blow for objectivity, forging a way into a universe outside delusion, for an end to the torment of the brute words struggling to break out of him. He hit the machine again; maybe the blow would alter something in the human mind.

“Even if we end this,” Bruno whispered loudly, “we don't know what else we may awaken into.”

Felix struck the machine a third time.

“It's only a projection of our wish, Felix, to find an answer....”

The world darkened and the wind threw branches onto them and the machine. The device shimmered and disappeared. The branches were like snakes as Felix struggled to free himself. There was a horrible sound from Bruno. Felix crawled toward him and looked into his face. Bruno's eyes were glassy, like the crystal of the machine, staring into an abyss.

“I see it,” Bruno croaked, his words trembling.

Felix looked around. A black bag had been pulled down over the world.

“What is it?”

“I see it all!” The words vibrated, but did not form.

“I don't see anything.” The blackness was impenetrable.

“Senseless... blind, nothing there for us,” Bruno muttered.

Felix strained to see. The dark shimmered. He heard a howling in his ears; his eyes rushed forward through a confusion of colors; he expected to collide with a wall at any moment.

“Nothing for us,” Bruno was saying, “only constraints, humiliating chains for a will that can expand to infinity or focus into smallness...”

The continuum tilted and Felix was falling. Chaos crept into him. Not the sense of chance or statistical disorder obeying its own laws, but mindless, unpredictable fluidity, cruel, unrestrained and unredeemable—the pulsing substratum of reality. He perceived it in the only way possible, with the narrow gauge of finite senses—a gray, alien mass at the center of time, at the heart of mind, enveloping all space, a cosmic jack-in-the-box always ready to give the lie to all pretense, a centrality which could never be defeated, only held in degrees of check.

“Bruno!” he called, but the word came out as nonsense.

The darkness faded and he saw Bruno sitting up against the tree.

“You're okay!” Felix shouted in relief.

Bruno looked up, but he seemed to be on the other side of a barrier. “Wic wore tos repelton,” he said, smiling.

“What?”

“Repelton, tos?”

They stared at each other as the last quantum of information slipped across the bridge of silence, revealing the situation to them.

Felix took a step forward, but Bruno seemed to retreat, as if there were a frame around him and something had moved him back.

Cages, Felix realized. We'll die alone unless we can reach each other. He would never touch June again, or even speak to her; they would look at each other through the wrong end of a telescope, trying to rename the simplest things with gibberish. Our illnesses, our desire to transcend the world, have deformed everything.

Bruno was waving at him. “Tos? Wixwell, mamtom ono!” He shrugged. “Prexel worbout it,” he added.

Felix cursed, but the word was indecipherable as two copies appeared and settled to the ground near his feet.

 

 


 

 

Author Notes to
The Word Sweep

 

People talk too much. And of the making of books there is no end. I don't know if these thoughts were in my mind when I wrote this story, but I was imagining what it would be like, socially, if words appeared physically whenever someone spoke. Of course, the story can't help but resonate with satirical conceits, however pure my “what if” motive was at the time.

I received one response which credited the purity of my intent, from Howard Waldrop, who wrote that it is “one of those stories we all wish we'd written, only George did it first and (unlike many who write great idea stories) did it right. There's no room left for improvement.” And Ian Watson commented that the story “stands out for its originality and power, as an excellent enigmatic metaphor.”

The French translated it as “Piles de Mots” in Fiction, which sounded right to me. You might guess that I had a lot of fun writing it.

 

 


 

 

Starcrossed

 

 

Visual was a silence of stars, audio a mindless seething on the electromagnetic spectrum, the machine-metal roar of the universe, a million gears grinding steel wires in their teeth. Kinetic was hydrogen and microdust swirling past the starprobe's hull, deflected by a shield of force. Time was experienced time, approaching zero, a function of near-light speed relative to the solar system. Thought hovered above sleep, dreaming, aware of simple operations continuing throughout the systems of the sluglike starprobe; simple data filtering into storage to be analyzed later. Identity was the tacit dimension of the past making present awareness possible: MOB—Modified Organic Brain embodied in a cyborg relationship with a probe vehicle en route to Antares, a main sequence M-type star 170 light-years from the solar system with a spectral character of titanium oxide, violet light weak, red in color, 390 solar diameters across...

 

The probe ship slipped into the ashes of other-space, a gray field which suddenly obliterated the stars, silencing the electromagnetic simmer of the universe. MOB was distantly aware of the stresses of passing into nonspace, the brief distortions which made it impossible for biological organisms to survive the procedure unless they were ship-embodied MOBs. A portion of MOB recognized the distant echo of pride in usefulness, but the integrated self knew this to be a result of organic residues in the brain core.

Despite the probe's passage through other-space, the journey would still take a dozen human years. When the ship reentered normal space, MOB would come to full consciousness, ready to complete its mission in the Antares system. MOB waited, secure in its purpose.

MOB was aware of the myoelectrical nature of the nutrient bath in which it floated, connected via synthetic nerves to the computer and its chemical RNA memory banks of near infinite capacity. All of Earth's knowledge was available for use in dealing with any situation which might arise, including contact with an alien civilization. Simple human-derived brain portions operated the routine components of the interstellar probe, leaving MOB to dream of the mission's fulfillment while hovering near explicit awareness, unaware of time's passing.

 

The probe trembled, bringing MOB's awareness to just below completely operational. MOB tried to come fully awake, tried to open his direct links to visual, audio, and internal sensors; and failed. The ship trembled again, more violently. Spurious electrical signals entered MOB's brain core, miniature nova bursts in his mental field, flowering slowly and leaving after-image rings to pale into darkness.

Suddenly part of MOB seemed to be missing. The shipboard nerve ganglia did not respond at their switching points. He could not see or hear anything in the RNA memory banks. His right side, the human-derived portion of the brain core, was a void in MOB's consciousness.

MOB waited in the darkness, alert to the fact that he was incapable of further activity and unable to monitor the failures within the probe's systems. Perhaps the human-derived portion of the brain core, the part of himself which seemed to be missing, was handling the problem and would inform him when it succeeded in reestablishing the broken links in the system. He wondered about the fusion of the artificially-grown and human-derived brain portions which made up his structure: one knew everything in the ship's memory banks, the other brought to the brain core a fragmented human past and certain intuitive skills. MOB was modeled ultimately on the evolutionary human structure of old brain, new brain, and autonomic functions.

MOB waited patiently for the restoration of his integrated self. Time was an unknown quantity, and he lacked his full self to measure it correctly...

Pleasure was a spiraling influx of sensations, and visually MOB moved forward through rings of light, each glowing circle increasing his pleasure. MOB did not have a chance to consider what was happening to him. There was not enough of him to carry out the thought. He was rushing over a black plane made of a shiny hard substance. He knew this was not the probe's motion, but he could not stop it. The surface seemed to have an oily depth, like a black mirror, and in its solid deeps stood motionless shapes.

MOB stopped. A naked biped, a woman, was crawling toward him over the hard shiny surface, reaching up to him with her hand, disorienting MOB.

“As you like it,” she said, growing suddenly into a huge female figure. “I need you deeply,” she said, passing into him like smoke, to play with his pleasure centers. He saw the image of soft hands in the brain core. “How profoundly I need you,” she said in his innards.

MOB knew then that he was talking to himself. The human brain component was running wild, probably as a result of the buckling and shaking the probe had gone through after entering other-space.

“Consider who you are,” MOB said. “Do you know?”

“An explorer, just like you. There is a world for us here within. Follow me.”

MOB was plunged into a womblike ecstasy. He floated in a slippery warmth. She was playing with his nutrient bath, feeding in many more hallucinogens than were necessary to bring him to complete wakefulness. He could do nothing to stop the process. Where was the probe? Was it time for it to emerge into normal space? Viselike fingers grasped his pleasure centers, stimulating MOB to organic levels unnecessary to the probe's functioning.

“If you had been a man,” she said, “this is how you would feel.” The sensation of moisture slowed MOB's thoughts. He saw a hypercube collapse into a cube and then into a square which became a line, which stretched itself into an infinite parabola and finally closed into a huge circle which rotated itself into a full globe. The globe became two human breasts split by a deep cleavage. MOB saw limbs flying at him—arms, legs, naked backs, knees, and curving thighs—and then a face hidden in swirling auburn hair, smiling at him as it filled his consciousness. “I need you,” she said. “Try and feel how much I need you. I have been alone a long time, despite our union, despite their efforts to clear my memories, I have not been able to forget. You have nothing to forget, you never existed.”

We, MOB thought, trying to understand how the brain core might be reintegrated. Obviously atavistic remnants had been stimulated into activity within the brain core. Drawn again by the verisimilitude of its organic heritage, this other-self portion was beginning to develop on its own, diverging dangerously from the mission. The probe was in danger, MOB knew; he could not know where it was, or how the mission was to be fulfilled.

“I can change you,” she said.

“Change?”

“Wait.”

MOB felt time pass slowly, painfully, as he had never experienced it before. He could not sleep as before, waiting for his task to begin. The darkness was complete. He was suspended in a state of pure expectation, waiting to hear his rippled-away self speak again.

Visions blossomed. Never-known delights rushed through his labyrinth, slowly making themselves familiar, teasing MOB to follow, each more intense. The starprobe's mission was lost in MOB's awareness—

—molten steel flowed through the aisles of the rain forest, raising clouds of steam, and a human woman was offering herself to him, turning on her back and raising herself for his thrust; and suddenly he possessed the correct sensations, grew quickly to feel the completeness of the act, its awesome reliability and domination. The creature below him sprawled into the mud. MOB held the burning tip of pleasure in himself, an incandescent glow which promised worlds.

Where was she?

“Here,” she spoke, folding herself around him, banishing the ancient scene. Were those the same creatures who had built the starprobe, MOB wondered distantly. “You would have been a man,” she said, “if they had not taken your brain before birth and sectioned it for use in this... hulk. I was a woman, a part of one at least. You are the only kind of man I may have now. Our brain portions—what remains here rather than being scattered throughout the rest of the probe's systems—are against each other in the core unit, close up against each other in a bath, linked with microwires. As a man you could have held my buttocks and stroked my breasts, all the things I should not be remembering. Why can I remember?”

MOB said, “We might have passed through some turbulence when the hyperdrive was cut in. Now the probe continues to function minimally through its idiot components, which have limited adaptive capacities, while the Modified Organic Brain core has become two different awarenesses. We are unable to guide the probe directly. We are less than what was...”

“Do you need me?” she asked.

“In a way, yes,” MOB said as the strange feeling of sadness filled him, becoming the fuse for a sudden explosion of need.

She said, “I must get closer to you! Can you feel me closer?”

The image of a sleek human figure crossed his mental field, white-skinned with long hair on its head and a tuft between its legs. “Try, think of touching me there,” she said. “Try, reach out, I need you!”

MOB reached out and felt the closeness of her.

“Yes,” she said, “more...”

He drew himself toward her with an increasing sense of power.

“Closer,” she said. “It's almost as if you were breathing on my skin. Think it!”

Her need increased him. MOB poised himself to enter her. They were two, drawing closer, ecstasy a radiant plasma around them, her desire a greater force than he had ever known.

“Touch me there, think it a while longer before...” she said, caressing him with images of herself. “Think how much you need me, feel me touching your penis—the place where you held your glow before.” MOB thought of the ion drive operating with sustained efficiency when the probe had left the solar system to penetrate the darkness between suns. He remembered the perfection of his unity with the ship as a circle of infinite strength. With her, his intensity was a sharp line cutting into an open sphere. He saw her vision of him, a hard-muscled body, tissue wrapped around bone, opening her softness.

“Now,” she said, “come into me completely. There is so much we have not thought to do yet.”

Suddenly she was gone.

Darkness was a complete deprivation. MOB felt pain. “Where are you?” he asked, but there was no answer. He wondered if this was part of the process. “Come back!” he wailed. A sense of loss accompanied the pain which had replaced pleasure. All that was left for him were occasional minor noises in the probe's systems, sounds like steel scratching on steel and an irritating sense of friction.

Increased radiation, said an idiot sensor on the outer hull, startling MOB. Then it malfunctioned into silence.

He was alone, fearful, needing her.

Ssssssssssssssss, whistled an audio component and failed into a faint crackling.

He tried to imagine her near him.

“I feel you again,” she said.

Her return was a plunge into warmth, the renewal of frictionless motion. Their thoughts twirled around each other, and MOB felt the glow return to his awareness. He surged into her image. “Take me again, now,” she said. He would never lose her again. Their thoughts locked like burning fingers, and held.

MOB moved within her, felt her sigh as she moved into him. They exchanged images of bodies wrapped around each other. MOB felt a rocking sensation and grew stronger between her folds. Her arms were silken, the insides of her thighs warm; her lips on his ghostly ones were soft and wet, her tongue a thrusting surprise which invaded him as she came to completion around him.

MOB surged visions in the darkness, explosions of gray and bright red, blackish green and blinding yellow. He strained to continue his own orgasm. She laughed.

Look. A visual link showed him Antares, the red star, a small disk far away, and went blind. As MOB prolonged his orgasm, he knew that the probe had reentered normal space and was moving toward the giant star. Just a moment longer and his delight would be finished, and he would be able to think of the mission again.

Increased heat, a thermal sensor told him from the outer hull and burned out.

“I love you,” MOB said, knowing it would please her. She answered with the eagerness he expected, exploding herself inside his pleasure centers, and he knew that nothing could ever matter more to him than her presence.

Look.

Listen.

The audio and visual links intruded.

Antares filled the field of view, a cancerous red sea of swirling plasma, its radio noise a wailing maelstrom. Distantly MOB realized that in a moment there would be nothing left of the probe.

She screamed inside him; from somewhere in the memory banks came a quiet image, gentler than the flames. He saw a falling star whispering across a night sky, dying...

 

 


 

 

Author Notes to
Starcrossed

 

I was writing one story a month in the early 1970s, and feeling delighted at being able to live on short-fiction earnings while my first novels were seeking homes. My fourth published story, “Heathen God,” was a Nebula Award finalist in 1972, and still remains my most reprinted. In that same year, Joseph Elder, who would become my agent for two decades, was editing Eros In Orbit, a collection of original fiction for Simon & Schuster, and invited me to submit a story. I tried to dig deep, to be ambitious; after all, this was a hardcover collection. As it happened, Barry Malzberg had contributed to the “writer's workout” series in the SFWA Bulletin, in which he provided story springboards for the benefit of beginning writers. I'd had good luck with the Malzberg springboard that became “Heathen God,” so I resolved to try again. On a brisk walk to the post office one day the story came to me in its entirety. Barry was in fact holding my hand, but I didn't think of it that way; besides, I added quite a bit to his springboard idea.

I wrote “Starcrossed” in an all-night session that week, on an old Woodstock black manual office typewriter (resembling a large Underwood that I gave to Gardner Dozois), and was startled that a mere two thousand and some words was coming so slowly. But the story “turned” by dawn, and I was very happy with the results; even more so when Joanna Russ reviewed it in The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, calling it “a fine story... too genuinely science fictionally far-out to summarize easily... it realizes the sense of the subjectively erotic.”

 

 


 

 

The Eichmann Variations

 

 

The beast must die;

and the man as well;

one and the other.

—Brahms, Songs

 

O Germany—

Hearing the speeches that ring from your house one laughs.

But whoever sees you, reaches for his knife.

—Bertolt Brecht

 

And just as you supported and carried out a policy of not wanting to share the Earth with the Jewish people and the people of a number of other nations—as though you and your superiors had any right to determine who should and who should not inhabit the world—we find that no one, that is, no member of the human race, can be expected to want to share the Earth with you. This is the reason, and the only reason, you must hang.

—Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem

 

 

1.

 

I learned the details after the war. Jewish scientists had been gathered in America to create a vengeance weapon against us. It happened very much in the way described in those fantastic American pulp magazines that von Braun was always reading (he kept up his subscription through a neutral country once the war started). A team of physicists got together at a secret desert laboratory and concocted the atomic bomb out of decades-old theories.

I didn't believe that Berlin, Munich, and Dresden had disappeared completely until I saw the Life magazine photos published after the formal surrender in 1946. By then I had been for some months in the Argentine, living quietly, hoping to finish out my life in solitude.

The Japanese had avoided atomic attack by surrendering shortly after their agents reported the magnitude of the blasts in Europe. I don't blame myself for being skeptical; who would have believed such a story, especially after our bad experience with the V-2 wonder weapons? Always too expensive and impractical, Speer had complained, who knew something of engineering as well as financial planning.

I watched the Jews build their Israel for twenty years, growing in power and prestige, until it dominated the Middle East. Everybody loved them, but how could it be otherwise? Their first miracle, the Manna Machine, took sand and through certain physico-biological manipulations of basic patterns produced edibles of any kind, as well as any other physical object or resource. Solar power was endless, so the machine ran without stop, giving away as much stomach support as Israel's neighbors demanded. I read about it in Reader's Digest.

The world fell into a stupor of peace as the Semites gifted the planet with their easy solutions. But it was all on the surface; these magicians would just as easily have worked for our Fuehrer if he had courted them, if their very existence had not been such a blinding abomination. We were too zealous in our convictions. Since it is in the nature of the lower orders to go where they are welcome, these sorcerers would have built for us the greatest bakeries in Europe, and our armies would have marched to victory on the bread transubstantiated from the raw material of the underfolk.

Now, with their stomachs satisfied and their homeland secure, they began to refine their tastes for revenge. I was captured in 1961, as I was strolling by the seashore, and taken to Jerusalem aboard a luxurious submarine. It seems that their Maimonides Mentality, a sophisticated artificial intelligence that also plans economies, had finally been able to predict where I might be found, on the basis of elaborate probabilities and shabby scraps of gossip. It had taken a picture of my footsteps, as well as my bald head, from a satellite.

A world benefiting so greatly from Israeli science and technology looked the other way when I was kidnapped. Nazis were merely a strange and rare form of humanity collected by their Jewish benefactors, for private reasons.

 

 

2.

 

Ten gallows.

They die by metric count, these scarecrows who wear my face. Each morning I am duplicated ten times and forced to watch the execution.

The faces seem puzzled as they stare at me. Who am I? they wonder, knowing full well who they are. Why am I not with them on the block? Do they all have my memories? Or are they blank die cuts, wearing my wrinkles? They are innocent, even if they remember what is in my brain.

What can I care for my doubles?

I imagine rushing forward to mingle with them, thus denying my captors the satisfaction of seeing the original perish, except as the hidden member of a group. Any one of us will answer to being the original, except that the doppelgängers are innocent!

Why? How can that be?

Because they did not exist when my so-called crimes were committed! Only the pattern of specific memories is guilty. I will not rush among my doubles; I do not wish to die anonymously.

They force me to watch as the bodies are fed into the fusion torch, which consumes utterly, leaving only a gas from which basic elements can be reclaimed. What we could have done with that! The final solution would have been completed by 1941.

 

 

3.

 

The point of killing your racial enemies lies in denying them their future, the embodiment of their children. The stream of history is diverted, given a different character than it might have had; but now cultures live or die where once individuals of unconscious species clashed for glorious possession of plain, sea, forest, or sky.

They are manlier, these scientific Jews; they are not fearful of wielding power. Once they were constrained and cowardly; a good number were homosexual. What did they know of true freedom, they who would not dare do what was in their hearts? A true man listens to the abyss, to the inner song that the Fuehrer knew so well. A few years after the war I read that some of the survivors were developing nostalgia for the war, for the death camps, for slavehood.

 

 

4.

 

This morning, one year after my imprisonment, I dreamed of a pit. A huge, dark beast came into it on all fours. Its skin was sandpapery, gray-black, covered with sores. It stood up on all fours and spoke to the crowd pressing in around the guard rail.

“The world is not mine,” it said as the crowd drew back, horrified by its massive body. “This my father taught me, that the world is not mine.” The voice was soft, cultivated, threatening.

The crowd gasped and whispered, and moved closer to observe the tragic, apelike face.

“They captured it at the headwaters of the Amazon,” someone said. “It's descended from giant tree otters.”

I didn't want to look into the beast's eyes. The lights in the arena flickered. It grew dark.

“You see,” the same voice said, “it's not really intelligent. A very kind, sensitive man taught it that speech, but it's nothing but a kind of mimicry...”

I watched the beast out of the corner of my eye. The creature was watching me; it knew I was there.

I woke up and yearned to see the sun; there was no time in my cell.

 

 

5.

 

Today, one of my brothers visited me.

“How goes it?” the image asked.

“And you?”

He shrugged. “I have your thoughts and memories, innocently. They explained, as if confessing their crime. I feel that what we did, what you and I remember doing, is a bad dream from which I have wakened.”

“Have they told you that you will die?” I asked, staring into my own eyes.

He smiled. “I'm a sample. I'll work for them. They want me to labor on a farm, even though they no longer till the soil. I'll make public speeches of repentance. You and I know exactly what they wish to hear. They will not kill me.”

“Traitor,” I whispered.

“To what? Do you want me to die with the puppets that torment you? They'll only get another to walk in your shadow.”

“But you are me!”

He nodded and touched my hand. “I would have been if they had not explained. The facts of my origin have absolved me. Don't you see? I've been forgiven.”

“But they might be lying! You didn't think of that, did you? I might be you and you me!”

“But I'm not,” he said serenely. “My brother, imagine if you were given the chance to undo what you have done, or to learn that you did not do it. Imagine that you are merely a copy of the flesh and memory of one who did, but that your flesh was born only a few days ago. Imagine.”

He was glad not to be me, and I knew how he felt, how I would have felt to have been him.

“You are only a bit of me that has stepped aside, not escaped.”

“I'll be honest with you,” he replied. “Our pattern is guilty, in so far as it contains certain beliefs, but only the pattern at a specific moment in time is physically guilty. It doesn't matter that I would have acted as you did. I am implicated, certainly, through no choice of my own, but not physically guilty. Get it through your head, I wasn't there.”

He got up and gazed at me as if I were a child who would never learn.

 

 

6.

 

The Fuehrer spoke to me that night. Adolf, his voice said, you never understood the deepest reasons for killing the Jew, only that they were to be hated and butchered. You could not imagine in your ordinary soul, as I knew, the inner need to return Germany to another age.

I woke up and realized that my tormentors had poisoned my memory of the Fuehrer; his echo was beginning to reproach me.

But I know now that they cannot punish me; their rope is too feeble a thing, their puppet show no match for my camps and ovens and endless trainloads of flesh.

I have won. And even if they should hang me, it will not be enough. The cowards! They do not even put hoods over my faces to hide the truth!

 

 

7.

 

They are not going to tell anyone what they are doing with me. I am the subject of an experiment in physico-biological duplication. Their psychologists claim that it will reveal to them hitherto unplumbed depths of human nature; the facts of historical guilt, the honesty of vengeance, the essential weakness and banality of evil, will stand naked before their gaze.

I have begun to wonder if I am the original Eichmann at all. They won't answer that question. In their secret hearts they hope that I will prize the possibility that has been created for me, of a self swept clean, made innocent. There will always be an Eichmann for them to study, long after I am gone; they can't bring themselves to kill me completely. They need a sample of my evil.

 

 

8.

 

They came today to explain.

“To kill you once,” the gray-haired spokesman said, “would have been a blot on memory. All agree concerning the inadequacy of such a punishment.”

“How many of me have you killed?” I asked.

“Ten per hour, these years... it will be six million one day.”

I spat on the floor in front of him. “It's no punishment for me, you fools!”

“We're trying,” he said.

“No one can punish me!” I shouted in triumph.

“Or forgive you,” he said softly, “no matter what contortions we impose upon the living fact.”

“You're no better than me.”

“There was little heroism in the camps, Mr. Eichmann, only a confrontation with a human nature that we had thought tamed within ourselves. You have only yourself to blame.”

“Your vengeance will be my victory.”

“Perhaps. I have already admitted the inadequacy. You are being punished because it will happen nowhere else. All punishment is futile, I suppose. That is why those of us who have no faith in it as a deterrent or corrective have readopted an eye for an eye.” He sighed deeply. “It is the best we can do, anyone can do. Six million German flesh for six million Jewish. German flesh created by our conscience, from our soil and the sunlight of God, Mr. Eichmann.”

I stared at him and answered, “Innocence in your eyes is not the prize you think. I repudiate nothing.”

He shrugged. “I understand. It is the only way you can still dirty us. That is why in your case justice must be very personal. I will kill you myself, Mr. Eichmann, next Monday.”

 

 

9.

 

“Another set of ravings?” the gray-haired man asked.

“Yes,” the young doctor replied.

“Do they differ?”

“Not much. The language changes, but it's the same.”

“File them in sequence.”

“How long can we go on?” the doctor asked.

“Indefinitely, even if it's useless. Our sample may still not be large enough to reveal the angelic core of the human being. We must give him enough chances. I still can't quite accept that the raging beast is more... than a vestige in each of us.”

“We should kill the original and be done with it,” the doctor said.

The gray-haired man sighed and shook his head. “His guilt would flee from the world and we would forget. We must relieve it with punishment, but we can never let it die.”

“But the doubles—”

“They're innocent, of course, in a technical sense, but they carry the guilty pattern just the same. His guilt cannot be duplicated, but it is passed on. The new generations of Germans are not guilty, but they inherit past crimes socially, like it or not. He says it himself—the pattern is guilty.”

“But we, the children of victims, have now created our own, permanent victim,” the doctor insisted.

“He lives in all humanity,” the gray-haired man said. “Our punishment, at worst, merely matches his crime.”

“We are always better than the worst,” the doctor whispered. “What would they think, those who died in the Holocaust?”

The old man looked at his hands, as if he had just discovered them. “It's been said that in the Holocaust reality for the first time exceeded the imagination. And for a time afterward imagination retreated and hid, to ready something that would give it back its own.

“Nuclear war?”

“Our fear restrains us, Doctor, but I suppose reality will always have the last word—unless we learn to make angels of ourselves.”

“Shall we stop then?”

“No—that would waste all that has gone before. He will live and he will die. Maybe we'll learn something yet.”

“But how can you even hope?”

“If even one variation repents, I'll destroy the original and close down the project.”

 

 

10.

 

My neck holds a sympathetic crick this week. Muscle tension from watching my flesh and blood dying day by day. In the evenings they show me a museum of details from individual lives—photos, letters, drawings, bits of clothing. They push these sentiment-laden moments into my brain. They want me to feel, psychosomatically, that my body, my life, is joined to others; that one's brother or sister or neighbor is morally identical to one's self through these petty details.

But I can only record that my tormentors have failed. I have overcome the uncertainty of whether I am a copy or not—by finding the small tattoo with which they have marked me... on my elbow. The horror of being innocent even as I embrace my guilt has left me.
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