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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.







Time is the Simplest Thing


Without setting foot on another planet, people like Shep Blaine were reaching out to the stars with their minds, telepathically contacting strange beings on other worlds. But even Blaine was unprepared for what happened when he communed with the soul of an utterly alien being light years from Earth. After recovering from his experience, he becomes a dangerous man: not only has he gained startling new powers – but he now understands that humankind must share the stars.


Way Station


Enoch Wallace survived the carnage of Gettysburg and lived through the rest of the Civil War to make it home to his parents’ farm in south-west Wisconsin. But his mother was already dead and his father soon joined her in the tiny family cemetery. It was then that Enoch met the being he called Ulysses and the farm became a way station for space travellers. Now, nearly a hundred years later, the US government is taking an interest in the seemingly immortal Enoch, and the Galactic Council, which set up the way station, is threatening to tear itself apart.


A Choice of Gods


The Earth’s population had been more than eight billion. One day they were there, the next they were gone – all except the guests at a family birthday party, a small tribe of American Indians and, of course, the robots. Technology disintegrated, the Indians went back to nature, and the rest developed new and extraordinary powers. As for the robots, some went to live with the remnants of humanity, others gathered in their own community. Then one day a traveller returned from the stars – and the idyllic existence of the last of Earth’s humans was threatened.




INTRODUCTION


Clifford D. Simak (1904–1988) was a US writer whose primary occupation 1929–1976 was newspaper work, and who worked full-time for the Minneapolis Star from 1939 until his retirement, when he became a full-time writer of sf, some years after his early prime. He had been in fact a prolific and increasingly popular sf figure – after some stories in the early 1930s – from the true beginning of his writing career in 1938, and remained prolific from that date until his death. His first published stories, beginning with ‘The World of the Red Sun’ for Wonder Stories in December 1931, were less individual than his later work; significantly, however, that first tale deals with Time Travel, which became his favourite sf device for the importation of Aliens into rural Wisconsin, always his venue of choice. Other early work of interest included ‘The Voice in the Void’ (1932), about the desecration of a sacred tomb on Mars which possibly contains the relics of a Messiah from Earth; ‘Hellhounds of the Cosmos’ (1932), in which defenders of Earth who, in order to fight a monster in another Dimension, combine into a gestalt; and The Creator (1935; book form 1946), in which humans and other races travel by Time Machine in order to combat the creator of the universe, who has become bored with his/her handiwork.


In 1938, inspired by John W. Campbell Jr’s editorial policy at Astounding, Simak began to produce less melodramatic, more maturely couched stories like ‘Rule 18’ (1938) or ‘Reunion on Ganymede’ (1938). He swiftly followed with his first full-length novel, Cosmic Engineers (1939; book form 1950), a Galaxy-spanning throw-back in the vein of E. E. Smith and Edmond Hamilton. While continuing to write steadily for Campbell, his work gradually became identifiably Simakian – constrained, intensely emotional beneath a calmly competent Genre SF surface; tales deeply Pastoral in the sense that his idylls, his Edens, were almost inevitably supported by some superior civilization, sometimes urban (though his distaste for the City marred his efforts at verisimilitude), sometimes Alien. Two circumstances may be noted: Millville, Wisconsin, where he was born, could be described as a Polder, occupying as it does a protected enclave – a valley that, almost magically, escaped the last Ice Age; over and above the fact of this paradisal exemption, the nostalgic intensity of his vision of rural Wisconsin is typically exilic in that he spent most of his adult life in Minneapolis, Minnesota, a large city almost 200 miles away.


Stories like ‘Rim of the Deep’ (1940), ‘Tools’ (1942) and ‘Hunch’ (1943) were further signs of his development, though the full Simak did not ‘arrive’ until the appearance of ‘City’ (1944) and its sequel, ‘Huddling Place’ (1944), the first two segments of City (book form 1952), a collection of closely linked stories that deals initially with the Near-Future exodus of mankind from the Cities and the return to a quasi-suburban existence aided by a benign Technology. As the tale progresses, Earth is abandoned by all humans, who escape the Arrested Development inherent in the physical nature of Homo sapiens, and find Transcendence on Jupiter. They leave behind a Keep in Geneva, where a few humans remain in Suspended Animation; some mysterious Mutants; and Jenkins, an excellently depicted Robot (though his behaviour in earlier sections is uncomfortably Stepin Fetchit-like), who is left to monitor the forced evolution (or Uplift) of the intelligent Dogs destined to inherit the Earth. Gathered into Club Story format as a set of tales the Dogs tell each other around the campfire, City won an International Fantasy Award. It remains Simak’s best known early work.


In 1950 Simak found another market in the new magazine Galaxy, which serialized his novel Time and Again (1950; book form 1951). A trickily plotted Time Travel story, with a Changewar on the verge of transforming reality, and a sympathetic Android, it proved to be very popular – though ominously prefiguring some over-plotted works from the late 1970s. After the less compelling Empire (1951), a tale of Near Future intrigue involving a new Power Source, he published a second Galaxy serial, Ring Around the Sun (1952–1953; book form 1953), which involves the discovery of a chain of Parallel Worlds and the machinations of a secret society of Mutants who are plotting to subvert the world’s economy by producing everlasting goods. Its anti-urban and pro-agrarian sentiments were by now a standard part of Simak’s work; in stories like ‘Neighbor’ (1954) he became sf’s leading spokesman for rural, Midwestern values. His stories in general contain little violence and much folk humour, and stress the value of individualism tempered by compassion – ‘good neighbourliness’, in short. Throughout the 1950s, he produced dozens of competent short stories, many assembled in Strangers in the Universe (1956), The Worlds of Clifford Simak (1960) and All the Traps of Earth (1962), all of these issued in various editions under various titles. Two high points were the stories ‘The Big Front Yard’ (1958), which won a 1959 Hugo Award, and ‘A Death in the House’ (1959). Many of these tales appear in the retrospective Skirmish: The Great Short Fiction (1977), in various retrospective volumes published after his death, and in the first two volumes of a projected Collected Stories: The Collected Stories 1: Eternity Lost (2004) and The Collected Stories 2: Physician to the Universe (2006).


After 1960 Simak began to produce novels at the rate of roughly one a year, the first few being among his very best work. Time is the Simplest Thing (1961; book form 1961) is strongly told (see below) and They Walked Like Men (1962) is workmanlike and entertaining, and Way Station (1963; book form 1963) (see below) is perhaps his finest single novel. All Flesh is Grass (1965), Why Call them Back from Heaven? (1967) and The Werewolf Principle (1967), featuring Werewolves are enjoyable, if essentially repetitive. The Goblin Reservation (1968; book form 1968) seemed at first glance to be innovative, striking out into new territory; but in fact turned out to be a Wisconsin-valley fantasy in a new and whimsical guise. Simak had always wrestled with such whimsy – notoriously paired with nostalgia in many authors of his emotional bent – and by the start of the 1970s whimsy seemed to be winning. Its triumph may have derived from the fact that the venues for which he felt genuine emotion were now forty years past (and, as noted above, elsewhere), and the world had irrevocably repudiated and scummed over the rural clarities dear to his memories: but although the temptation to dodge change and Decadence by sidestepping them seemed increasingly sentimental. Novels like Destiny Doll (1971), Cemetery World (1972 –1973; book form 1973), Enchanted Pilgrimage (1975), Shakespeare’s Planet (1976), Catface (1978), Special Deliverance (1982) and Highway of Eternity (1986), his last novel, contain only flashes of the old talent, mingled with a good deal of sheer silliness.


There were exceptions, however: A Choice of Gods (1972) (see below); and A Heritage of Stars (1977), a quest novel set in a post-technological society, is another compendium of Simak’s old material, but cagily expressed. Though he seemed generally to need the relative discipline of sf to achieve his best effects, The Fellowship of the Talisman (1978) is a reasonably effective Fantasy; another, somewhat weaker fantasy is Where the Evil Dwells (1982). The Visitors (1979; book form 1980), in which Aliens once again visit Earth bearing enigmatic gifts, may be the finest novel of his last active decade, for a vein of irony is allowed some play. The strengths of Project Pope (1981), about the devising of an AI to serve as the ultimate pope, are somewhat vitiated by Simak’s visible reluctance to understand Computers.


Simak’s late short stories are less variable, and tales like ‘The Ghost of a Model T’ (1975), or ‘Grotto of the Dancing Deer’ (1980) which won both the Hugo and the Nebula awards, retain all the skill and much of the resilience of his prime. He was a man of strong moral convictions and only intermittent concern for ideas, and perhaps surprisingly for a man of such professional attainments he rarely tended to stray outside his natural bailiwick. Wisconsin in about 1925 – or any extraterrestrial venue demonstrating the same rooted virtues – was his true home, and when he was in residence there Simak reigned as the finest pastoral elegist of his genre. He received the SFWA Grand Master Award in 1977.


Time is the Simplest Thing (1961; book form 1961), the first of three central Simak novels here assembled, may have seemed unduly harsh on its first publication half a century ago; but it now reads as prophetic in its depiction of a future America under the sway of a cynical corporation whose monopolistic behaviour has created a dystopia even in Simak’s beloved rural mid-West. The protagonist, though, gives us hope. After a mind-melding experience with an alien, which massively increases his powers, he realizes that to survive in the galaxy Earth must co-operate with those who co-inhabit it. The message is exhilarating, and – though more calmly – is reiterated in Way Station (1963; book form 1963), the second novel here presented, which won the 1964 Hugo Award. The tale impressively focuses on Simak’s favourite kind of protagonist and venue: a lonely but wise Wisconsin farmer has been given Immortality in return for his services as a galactic station-master, his house having been, long before the tale begins, transformed into a way-station or Stargate – a resting place for Aliens who travel from star to star via Matter Transmission. Its warmth and imaginative detail, its finely rendered, almost Edenic vision of the good life, and its powerful insistence that Homo sapiens must co-operate or perish, make this probably Simak’s best novel.


A Choice of Gods (1972), the final novel in this omnibus, came at a point in Simak’s career when he was perhaps writing too much too quickly, but stands out from its fellows. It is a tale of summing up, in which Simak returns to his most deeply felt early works, especially the slow plainsong of City, and reworks their elegiac message in 1970s language. So we encounter once again the venues and characters for which Simak was science fiction’s most eloquent spokesman: the depopulated world, the sage old man gazing at sunset, the liberated Robots, the ‘haunted’ house, Teleportation to the stars, harmony. Simak’s wisdom may seem too simple for the new world we now inhabit; but almost certainly that is our loss. These books are here to remind us.


For a more detailed version of the above, see Clifford D. Simak’s author entry in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction: http://sf-encyclopedia.com/entry/simak_clifford_d


Some terms above are capitalised when they would not normally be so rendered; this indicates that the terms represent discrete entries in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction.




TIME IS THE SIMPLEST THING




1


Finally there came a time when Man was ready to admit that he was barred from space. He had first suspected it in that day when Van Allen found the radiation belts that encircled Earth, and the men at Minnesota used balloons to trap the solar protons. But Man had dreamed so long that even in the face of this he could not forsake the dream without giving it a try.


So he went ahead and tried – and he kept on trying even after astronauts had died to prove he couldn’t do it. Man was too frail for space. He died too easily. He died either of the primary radiations hurled out by the sun or of the secondaries to which the metal of his ship gave birth.


At length Man knew the dream had failed and there was a bitterness and a disillusion in looking at the stars, for the stars were farther now than they had ever been.


After many years, after great thundering in the sky, after a hundred million heartbreaks, Man finally gave up.


It was just as well he did.


There was a better way.




2


Shepherd Blaine sensed that he was in some sort of house, or, if not a house exactly, in something’s dwelling place. For there was an orderliness and a sense of proportion and of form which did not occur in nature, even in an alien nature on the planet of an unknown star far removed from Earth.


His treads left no tracks upon the floor as they had left tracks upon the sand dunes before he had come upon this dwelling place, if that was what it was. The wind was a whisper only as compared with the howling of the desert storm through which he’d forged for hours.


The floor was hard and smooth and of a bright blue color and very easy for him to roll along. There were forms scattered here and there that might have been furniture or equipment or artifacts of some aesthetic value and they all were blue as well and the shape of them was not the wild, haphazard shape of a surface carved by wind or sun or weather, but the clean-cut lines, straight or curved as they might be, of functional apparatus.


And yet the stars still shone and the distant sun was there, dim as it might be, and so this place he had stumbled on was certainly no enclosure.


Blaine moved forward slowly with all his sensors out, turned up to full capacity, and the sense of house persisted and, a little after that, the sense of life as well.


He felt a thin thread of excitement mount inside himself. For it was not often that one found life at all. It was a memorable occasion when one found intelligence. And here, from the smoothness of the bright blue floor, from these artifacts, was intelligence.


His pace slowed to a crawl, his treads whispering on the floor, his sensors out and working, and the whirring of the tape that sucked up sight and sound and shape and smell and form, recording temperature and time and magnetics and all the other phenomena which existed on this planet.


Far off he saw the life – the thing that sprawled limply on the floor, as a lazy man might sprawl, not doing anything, not expecting to do anything, but just lying there.


Blaine moved toward it, still keeping his slow pace, and the sensors gathered in the knowledge of this sprawling life and the recorders sucked it up.


It was pink; an exciting pink, not a disgusting pink as pink so often can be, not a washed-out pink, nor an anatomical pink, but a very pretty pink, the kind of pink the little girl next door might wear at her seventh birthday party.


It was looking at him – maybe not with eyes – but it was looking at him. It was aware of him. And it was not afraid.


Finally he reached it. He came up to within six feet of it and there he stopped and waited.


It was a fairly massive thing, twelve feet high or so in the middle of it, and it sprawled across an area twenty feet or more in diameter. It towered above the smallness of the machine that happened to be Blaine, but there was no menace in it. Nor a friendliness. There was nothing yet. It was just a lump.


And this was the tough part of it, Blaine reminded himself. This was the moment when you could make or break. The move that he made now might set the pattern for all his future relationship with this thing he faced.


So he stayed perfectly still and did not a single thing. The sensors pulled back in and barely kept alive, the tape scarcely moved at all.


And it was tough to wait, for he was running out of time. There was very little left.


Then he sensed the flutter, picked up by the sophisticated electronic innards of the machine which for the moment was his body; the flutter of the being that sprawled pinkly on the floor – the flutter of a thought half-formed, the beginning of communication, the breaking of the ice.


Blaine tensed, fighting down the elation that surged inside of him. For it was foolish to become elated yet – there was no certain indication of telepathic power. Although the flutter had the feeling of it, a certain connotation …


Hang on, he told himself, hang on!


Hold onto that time!


Just thirty seconds left!


The flutter stirred again, louder and sharper now, as if the creature squatting there before him had cleared its mental throat before attempting speech.


It was seldom that one contacted a telepathic creature. Other abilities and traits and idiosyncrasies that made telepathy seem a pallid thing were not at all uncommon, but only rarely did they prove as useful as the plain, old-fashioned telepathic art.


And the creature spoke.


Hi, pal, it said. I trade with you my mind.


Blaine’s mind screamed soundlessly in outraged surprise that came very close to panic. For, suddenly, without warning, he was a double thing – himself and this other creature. For one chaotic instant he saw as the creature saw, felt as the creature felt, knew what the creature knew. And in that same instant he was likewise Shepherd Blaine, Fishhook explorer, a mind from out of Earth and very far from home.


And in that same instant, as well, his time clicked to an end.


There was a sense of rushing, as if space itself might be thundering past at a fantastic rate of speed. Shepherd Blaine, protesting, was jerked across five thousand light years into one specific spot in northern Mexico.




3


He crawled upward from the well of darkness into which he had been plunged, groping his way with a blind persistence that was almost driven instinct. And he knew where he was – he was sure he knew – but he could not grasp the knowledge. He had been in this well before, many times before, and it was familiar to him, but there was a strangeness now that had never been before.


It was himself, he knew, in which the strangeness lay – almost as if he were another, as if he were only half himself, and the other half of him were tenanted by an unknown being that was backed against a wall and spat in overriding fear and mewled in loneliness.


He clawed his way upward from the well, and his mind fought in frantic urgency against the mewling strangeness in him even as he sensed that it was no use to fight, that the strangeness was a thing that had come to live with him and be a part of him so long as he existed.


He rested for a moment from the climbing and tried to sort out himself, but he was too many things and in too many places and it was utterly confusing. He was a human being (whatever that might be) and he was a scurrying machine and he was an alien Pinkness sprawling on a bright blue floor and he was a mindlessness that fell through aeons of screaming time which finally figured out, when one nailed down the mathematics of it, to the fraction of a second.


He crawled out of the well, and the blackness went away and there was soft light. He was lying flat upon his back and he finally was home and he felt the old, old thankfulness that he’d made it once again.


And finally he knew.


He was Shepherd Blaine and he was an explorer for Fishhook, and he went far out in space to nose out stranger stars. He went out many light years and at times he found certain things of some significance and other times he didn’t. But this time he had found a thing, and a part of it had come back home with him.


He sought for it and found it in the corner of his mind, rolled tight against its fear, and he tried to comfort it even as he feared it. For it was a terrible thing, he told himself, to be caught inside an alien mind. And, on the other hand, it was a lousy deal to have a thing like this trapped inside his mind.


It’s tough on both of us, he said, talking to himself and to this other thing which was a part of him.


He lay there quietly – wherever he was lying – and tried to put himself in order. He had gone out some thirty hours before – not he, himself, of course, for his body had stayed here – but his mind had gone out, and with it the little scurrying machine, to this unguessed planet that spun around an unknown sun.


The planet had been no different than a lot of other planets, just a howling wilderness, and that was what a lot of them turned out to be when you came stumbling down upon them. This time a howling wilderness of sand although it could just as well have been a jungle or a desert of ice or a bare and naked place of nothing but primeval rock.


For almost thirty hours he had roamed the sand and there had been nothing there. Then suddenly he had come upon the great blue room with the Pinkness sprawling in it, and when he had come home the Pinkness, or a shadow of the Pinkness, had come back with him.


It crawled out from where it had been hiding, and he felt the touch of it again, the knowing and the feeling and the knowledge. His blood crawled like icy slush gurgling in his veins, and he went rigid with the musty smell and the slimy feel of alienness, and he could have shouted in pure terror, but he did not shout. He lay there, quite unstirring, and the Pinkness scurried back to its nook once more and lay there tightly curled.


Blaine opened his eyes and saw that the lid of the place in which he lay had been tilted back, and the glare of brightness that was a hooded light bulb was stabbing down at him.


He took inventory of his body and it was all right. There was no reason for it not to be all right, for it had lain here and rested for all of thirty hours.


He stirred and raised himself so that he sat up, and there were faces, staring at him, faces swimming in the light.


‘A tough one?’ asked one face.


They all are tough,’ said Blaine.


He climbed from the coffinlike machine and shivered, for he suddenly was cold.


‘Here’s your jacket, sir,’ one of the faces said, a face that surmounted a white smock.


She held it for him, and he shrugged into it.


She handed him a glass, and he took a sip of it and knew that it was milk. He should have known it would be. As soon as anyone got back they gave him a glass of milk. With something in it, maybe? He had never thought to ask. It was just one of the many little things that spelled out Fishhook to him and to all the others like him. Fishhook, in its century or more, had managed to accumulate an entire host of moldy traditions, all of them fuddy-duddy in varying degrees.


It was coming back – familiar now as he stood there sipping at his glass of milk – the great operations room with its rows of glistening star machines, some of which were closed while the rest stood open. And in the closed ones lay others like himself, their bodies left behind and their minds far out in space.


‘What time is it?’ he asked.


‘Nine P.M.,’ said a man who held a clipboard in his hand.


The alienness was creeping in his mind again, and the words were there once more: Hi, pal. I trade with you my mind!


And now, in the light of human reason, it was crazier than hell. A form of greeting more than likely. A sort of shaking hands. A shaking of the minds. And when one thought of it, a lot more sensible than the shaking of the hands.


The girl reached out and touched him on the arm. ‘Finish up your milk,’ she said.


If it were a mind-shake, it was a lasting one, for the mind was staying on. He could feel it now, an alien dirtiness, lurking just below the level of his consciousness.


‘The machine got back O.K.?’ he asked.


The man with the clipboard nodded. ‘Not a bit of trouble. We sent down the tapes.’


Half an hour, Blaine thought calmly, and was surprised that he could be so calm. Half an hour was all he had, for that was the length of time required to process the tapes. They always, he knew, ran through the exploratory tapes as soon as they came in.


It would all be there; all the data would be down, telling all the story. There would be no question of it, no doubt of what had happened. And before they read it, he must be out of reach.


He looked around the room and once again he felt the satisfaction and the thrill and pride that he had felt, years ago, when he’d first been brought into this room. For here was the heartthrob of Fishhook itself; here was the reaching out, here the dipping into distant places.


It would be hard to leave, he knew; hard to turn his back upon, for much of him was here.


But there was no question of it – he simply had to go.


He finished up the milk and handed the waiting girl the glass. He turned toward the door.


‘Just a minute,’ said the man, holding out the clipboard. ‘You forgot to sign out, sir.’


Grumbling, Blaine pulled the pencil from beneath the clip and signed. It was a lot of foolishness, but you went through the motions. You signed in and you signed out and you kept your mouth tight shut, and all of Fishhook acted as if the place would fall into a heap of dust if you missed a single lick.


He handed back the board.


‘Excuse me, Mr Blaine, but you failed to note when you would return for evaluation.’


‘Make it nine tomorrow morning,’ Blaine told him curtly.


They could put down anything they wished, for he wasn’t coming back. He had thirty minutes left – less than thirty minutes now – and he needed all of it.


For the memory of that night of three years ago was becoming sharper with every passing second. He could remember, not the words alone, but the very tone of them. When Godfrey Stone had phoned that night there had been a sound of sobbing in his breath, as if he had been running, and there had been a sense of panic.


‘Good night, everyone,’ said Blaine.


He went out into the corridor and closed the door behind him, and the place was empty. The flanking doors were closed, although lights burned in some of them. The corridor was deserted and everything was quiet. But even in the quietness and the emptiness there was still a sense of massive vitality, as if all of Fishhook might have stood on watch. As if all the mighty complex never slept at all – all the laboratories and experimental stations all the factories and the universities, all the planning boards and the vast libraries and repositories and all the rest of it never closed an eye.


He stood for a moment, considering. And it all was simple. He could walk out of here and there was not a thing to stop him. He could get his car out of the parking lot just five blocks away and head northward for the border. But it was, he told himself, too simple and direct. It was too obvious. It was just the thing that Fishhook would figure him to do.


And there was something else – the nagging thought, the clinging, monstrous doubt: did he really need to run?


Five men in the three years since Godfrey Stone – and was that evidence?


He went striding down the corridor, and his mind was busy sorting out the doubts, but even as he sorted he knew there was no room for doubts. Whatever doubt might rise, he knew that he was right. But the tightness was an intellectual rightness and the doubt emotional.


He admitted to himself that it all boiled down to a single factor: he did not want to flee from Fishhook. He liked being here; he liked the work he did; he didn’t want to leave.


But he had fought that out with himself many months ago. He’d reached a decision then. When the time came, he would go. No matter how much he might want to stay, he’d drop everything and run.


For Godfrey Stone had known and in his desperate fleeing he had taken out the time to make one desperate call – not a call for help, but a cry of warning.


‘Shep,’ he had said, sobbing out the words as if he had been running. ‘Shep, listen to me and don’t interrupt. If you ever should go alien, take it on the lam. Don’t wait around a minute. Just take it on the lam.’


And then the receiver had crashed down and that was all there was.


Blaine remembered how he’d stood there, with the phone still in his fist.


‘Yes, Godfrey,’ he had said into the silence at the other end. ‘Yes, Godfrey, I’ll remember. Thank you and good luck.’


And there’d not been word again. He had never heard from Godfrey Stone again.


If you ever should turn alien, Godfrey Stone had said. And now he had turned alien, for he could feel the alienness, like a lurking second self crouched inside his brain. And that had been the manner in which he had turned alien. But what about the others? Certainly not all of them had met a Pinkness, five thousand light years distant. How many other ways might a man turn alien?


Fishhook would know that he was alien. There was no way to stop them knowing. They’d know when they processed the tapes. Then they’d have him in and turn a peeper on him – for while the tapes might say that he was alien, they could not tell in what manner or to what extent he might have turned an alien. The peeper would talk very friendly to him even sympathetically, and all the time he would be rooting out the alien in his mind – rooting it out of hiding to find out what it was.


He reached the elevator and was punching at the button when a door just down the hall came open.


‘Oh, Shep, I see it’s you,’ said the man standing in the door. ‘I heard you going down the hall. I wondered who it was.’


Blaine swung around. ‘I just got back,’ he said.


‘Why don’t you come in for a while?’ Kirby Rand invited. ‘I was getting ready to open up a bottle.’


There was no time to hesitate. Blaine knew. He either went in and had a drink or two or he gave a curt refusal. And if there were a curt refusal, Rand would become suspicious. For suspicion was Rand’s business. He was section chief of Fishhook security.


Thanks,’ said Blaine, as unruffled as he could. ‘For a short one only. There’s a girl. I shouldn’t keep her waiting.’


And that, he told himself, would block any well-intentioned invitation to take him out to dinner or to go out and see a show.


He heard the elevator coming up, but he walked away from it. There was nothing he could do. It was a dirty break, but there was no help for it.


As he walked through the door, Rand thumped him on the shoulder in round good fellowship.


‘Good trip?’ he asked.


‘Not a bit of trouble.’


‘How far out?’


‘About five thousand.’


Rand wagged his head. ‘I guess that’s a foolish one to ask,’ he said. ‘They all are far out now. We’ve just about finished off all the near-by ones. Another hundred years from now, we’ll be going out ten thousand.’


‘It makes no difference,’ Blaine told him. ‘Once you get going, you are there. Distance seems to be no factor. Maybe when we get way out we may pick up a lag. Halfway across the galaxy. But I doubt it even then.’


‘The theoretical boys think not,’ said Rand.


He walked across the office to the massive desk and picked up the bottle that was standing there. He broke the seal and spun the cap.


‘You know, Shep,’ he said, ‘this is a fantastic business we are in. We tend to take it in our stride and it becomes at times a bit humdrum to us. But the fantasy is there.’


‘Just because it came so late to us,’ said Blaine. ‘Just because we passed up the ability so long. It was in us all the time and we never used it. Because it wasn’t practical. Because it was fantastic. Because we couldn’t quite believe it. The ancients grabbed the edge of it, but they didn’t understand it. They thought that it was magic.’


That’s what a lot of folks still think,’ said Rand.


He rustled up two glasses and got ice out of the wall refrigerator. He poured out generous helpings.


‘Drink up,’ he said, handing Blaine a glass.


Rand lowered himself into the chair behind the desk.


‘Sit down,’ he said to Blaine. ‘You aren’t in that much of a rush. And you lose something in the drinking when you stay standing up.’


Blaine sat down.


Rand put his feet up on the desk, settled back in comfort.


No more than twenty minutes left!


And sitting there, with the glass clutched in his hand, in that second of silence before Rand should speak again, it seemed to Blaine once more that he could hear the throbbing of the huge thing that was Fishhook, as if it were one great sentient being lying here against the nighttime Mother Earth of northern Mexico, as if it had heart and lungs and many throbbing veins and it was this throbbing which he heard.


Across the desk Rand crinkled his face into a gracious mask of geniality.


‘You guys have all the fun,’ he said. ‘I sometimes envy you.’


‘It’s a job,’ Blaine told him carelessly.


‘You went out five thousand years today. You got something out of it.’


‘I suppose there was some satisfaction,’ Blaine admitted. ‘The intellectual thrill of knowing where you were. Actually, it was better than the usual run. I think I rustled up some life.’


Tell me,’ said Rand.


‘Not a thing to tell. I found this thing when time was running out. I didn’t have a chance to do anything at all before I was jerked back home. You’ve got to do something about that, Kirby. It can get damn embarrassing.’


Rand shook his head. ‘I’m afraid that’s out,’ he said.


‘You should give us some discretion,’ Blaine insisted. ‘The time limit should not be so arbitrary. You keep a man out the total length of time – the entire thirty hours – when there is no earthly reason for him staying on. Then you yank him back when he’s on the very verge of something.’


Rand grinned at him.


‘Don’t tell me you can’t do it,’ said Blaine. ‘Don’t pretend that it’s impossible. Fishhook has cords of scientists, stacked up in solid rows –’


‘Oh, I suppose it’s possible,’ Rand told him. ‘We just like to keep control.’


‘Afraid of someone staying?’


That’s possible,’ said Rand.


‘What for?’ demanded Blaine. ‘You’re not a man out there. You’re nothing but a human mind caged in a smart machine.’


‘We like it as it is,’ said Rand. ‘After all, you guys are valuable. We must take safety measures. What if you got into a jam five thousand years from home? What if something happened and you were unable to exercise control? We would lose you then. But this way it’s automatic. When we send you out, we know you’re coming back.’


‘You value us too highly,’ Blaine told him dryly.


‘Not at all,’ said Rand. ‘Do you realize how much we have invested in you? Do you realize how many men we sift through before we find one that we can use? One who is both a telepath and a rather special kind of teleporter, one who has the mental balance to stand up to the impact of some of the things he finds out there, and, finally, one who is capable of loyalty to Fishhook.’


‘You buy the loyalty,’ said Blaine. ‘There is no one of us who ever claimed he was underpaid.’


That,’ Rand told him, ‘is not what I am talking about and you know it isn’t.’


And you, Blaine asked inaudibly – what are the qualifications for security? Peeping could be one of them – the ability to look into another’s mind – but there’d never been any evidence in all the years he had known Rand that the man actually was a peeper. If he were a peeper, then why should he use men in his department whose sole purpose consisted of their ability to peep?


‘I can’t see what all this has to do,’ said Blaine, ‘with not giving us some time control. We could—’


‘And I don’t see why you should fret yourself,’ Rand countered. ‘You’ll be going back to your precious planet. You can pick up where you left off.’


‘Of course I’m going back. I found it, didn’t I? That sort of makes it mine.’


He finished off the drink, put the glass down on the desk.


‘Well, I’m off,’ he said. ‘Thank you for the drink.’


‘Of course,’ said Rand. ‘Wouldn’t think of keeping you. You’ll be back tomorrow?’


‘Nine o’clock,’ said Blaine.
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Blaine walked through the massive, ornate entrance that fronted on the plaza and under ordinary circumstance he would have stopped there for a moment to soak in this best part of the day.


The street lamps were soft blobs of light, and the fronds were rustling in the evening breeze. The strollers on the walks seemed disembodied shadows, and the cars went sliding past in a sort of breathless haste, but quietly, very quietly. And over all of it hung the magic haze of an autumn night.


Tonight he did not stop. There was no time to stop.


Eight minutes now. Eight little lousy minutes.


Five blocks to get his car out of the parking lot and he didn’t have the time. He couldn’t take the chance. He had to leave the car.


And there was something else – there was Kirby Rand. Why, on this of all nights, had Rand popped out his door and asked him in to have a drink?


There was nothing that he could put his finger on, but he felt a vague disquiet at his talk with Rand. It was almost as if the man had known he was stealing time from him, as if he might have sensed that there was something wrong.


But all of that was past, Blaine told himself. It had been hard luck, of course, but it was not disastrous. In fact, there might even be some advantage to it. If he had got his car, Fishhook would have known exactly where to look for him. But forced to stay within the city, he could vanish in a matter of ten minutes.


He strode swiftly down the walk and turned in a direction away from the parking lot.


Give me ten minutes more, he told himself, almost as if it were a prayer. With a ten-minute start, there were a dozen places he could hide himself – hide himself to gain a little breathing space, to do a little thinking and to make some plans. For now, without a car, he simply had no plans.


He’d get those ten minutes, he was sure, if he only could be so lucky as to meet no one who might recognize him.


He felt the terror welling up as he strode along, a terror rising like a froth foaming in his skull. And it was not his terror; it was not human terror. It was abysmal and black, a screaming, clawing terror that had its origin in a mind that could hide no longer from the horrors of an alien planet, that could no longer huddle inside an alien brain, that finally found it unbearable to face up to a frightening situation that was made almost unendurable by a total lack of background.


Blaine fought against the terror, teeth gritted in his mind, knowing with one thin, undulled edge of understanding that it was not himself who had tripped the terror, but this other, this lurker in the brain.


And realized, even as he thought it, that he could scarcely separate the two of them – that they were bound inexorably together, that they shared a common fate.


He started to run but forced himself to stop with the last ounce of resolution in him. For he must not run; he must in no wise attract attention to himself.


He lurched off the walk and collided with the trunk of a massive tree, and his hands went out to grasp and hug it, as if by the mere act of contact with something earthly he might gain some strength.


He stood there against the tree, hanging on as best he could – and hanging on was all. Slowly the terror began to drain back into some inner recess of his skull, crawling back into its hole, hiding piteously again.


It’s all right, he told the thing. You stay right where you are. Don’t worry. Leave everything to me. I will handle this.


It had tried to get away. It had tried its best to burst free of where it was and, having failed, now was pulling back into the one safe corner of the pen in which it found itself.


No more of this, Blaine thought. I can’t afford another one like this. If another came, he knew, he could not stand against it. He could not keep himself from running from the terror, slobbering and screaming in horror as he ran. And that would be the end for him.


He let loose of the tree and stood stiff and straight beside it, forcing himself to stand stiff and straight against his weakness and his rubber legs. He felt the chill dampness of the perspiration which had started out on him and he was panting like a man who had run a race.


How could he run and hide, he asked himself; how could he get away with this monkey on his back? Himself alone was bad enough. He could not hope to do it if he had to drag along a frightened, whimpering alien.


But there was no way to lose the alien, no way he knew of at the moment to shake it loose of him. He was stuck with it and he must get along with it the best way that he could.


He moved out from the tree and went on down the walk, but more slowly and less surely, trying to still the shaking in him, trying to pump some strength into his wobbly legs. And through it all, he suddenly realized that he was ravenous with hunger. The wonder was, he told himself, that he had not sooner been aware of it, for except for the glass of milk, he had had no food for more than thirty hours. Rest – rest that had amounted to a deep, unbroken sleep – but not a bite of food.


The cars went sliding past, whispering on their airjets, with the soft, low murmur of the nuclear engines like an undertone.


One pulled to the curb just ahead of him, and a head stuck out.


‘Shep,’ said the head, ‘how lucky! I was hoping I would find you.’


Blaine stood in panic for an instant and he felt the alien terror rising once again, but he crammed it back into its corner with every shred of mental power he had.


He made his voice calm and fought to keep it even.


‘Freddy,’ he said. ‘It’s a long time since I’ve seen you.’


For it was Freddy Bates, man of no apparent occupation, although it was vaguely understood that he represented someone or other in this place where almost every other person was a lobbyist or representative or petty diplomat or undercover agent.


Freddy opened the door.


‘Hop in,’ he said. ‘We’re going to a party.’


And this might be it, thought Blaine. This might be the way to start where he was going. It was better, certainly, than anything he had in mind. Fishhook would never in a million years think to find him at a party. And another thing: a party would be an easy place to slip away from. There would be so many people that none of them would notice when or where one of them might go. There would be, he was almost certain, at least one car with the key left carelessly in its ignition lock. There would be food – and he needed food.


‘Come on,’ said Freddy. ‘It is one of Charline’s parties.’


Blaine slid into the car and sank into the seat. The door hissed shut, and Freddy swung the car into a traffic lane.


‘I told Charline,’ said Freddy, settling down to chatter, ‘that a party simply could not be a party without a soul from Fishhook. I volunteered to go out and snare a Fishhook personage.’


‘You goofed,’ Blaine told him shortly. ‘I am no personage.’


‘Except,’ said Freddy, ‘you travelers have such horrendous tales to tell.’


‘You know,’ said Blaine, ‘that we never tell them.’


Freddy clicked his tongue. ‘Secrecy,’ he said.


‘You’re wrong,’ said Blaine. ‘It’s rules and regulations.’


‘Of course. And that’s the reason rumor is a rampant wildfire in this town. Let something happen in the afternoon up here on the hill and by evening it is being told in the finest detail in the lowest dives.’


‘But usually not correct.’


‘Perhaps not in its more lurid and exact description, but at least in principle.’


Blaine did not answer. He settled back in the seat and turned his head toward the window, watching the lighted streets slide past and above the streets the massive, terraced blocks of buildings that were Fishhook. And marveled at the unfailing wonder of this sight which after all the years never failed to thrill him. Knowing as he thought it that it was not the sight itself, for there were grander in the world, but the fabulous significance which fell like a mantle on the city.


For here, he thought, in fact, if not in name, was the capital of Earth. Here lay the hope and greatness of the future, here was the human link with other worlds deep in outer space.


And he was leaving it.


Incredible as it seemed, with all his love of it and all his devotion to it and all his faith in it, he was running from it like a frightened rabbit.


‘What are you guys going to do with all of it?’ asked Freddy.


‘All of what?’


‘All the knowledge, all the secrets, all the concepts that you are raking in.’


‘I wouldn’t know,’ said Blaine.


‘Regiments of scientists,’ said Freddy, ‘working happily away. Corps of technologists doping out new angles. How far ahead of the rest of us are you – a million years or so?’


‘You’re talking to the wrong man,’ said Blaine. ‘I don’t know a thing. I just do my job. And if you’re needling me, you should know that I don’t needle.’


‘I’m sorry,’ said Freddy. ‘It’s an obsession with me.’


‘You and a million other people. Bitching at Fishhook is a worldwide pastime.’


‘Look at it my way,’ said Freddy, earnestly. ‘I’m sitting on the outside. I’m not even looking in. Here I see this great monstrosity, this human paragon, this superhuman project, and I feel an envy of everyone who’s in it and a sense of not belonging and distinctly second-rate. Do you wonder the world hates Fishhook’s guts?’


‘Do they?’


‘Shep,’ said Freddy, solemnly, ‘you should get around.’


‘No particular need. I hear enough of it without going anywhere. My question was: Do they hate Fishhook really?’


‘I think they do,’ said Freddy. ‘Maybe not right here. All the talk in this town is mostly fashionable. But get out in the provinces. They really hate it there.’


The streets now were not so closely hemmed nor the lights so bright. There were fewer business places and the residences were thinning out. The traffic had diminished.


‘Who’ll be at Charline’s?’ asked Blaine.


‘Oh, the usual crowd,’ said Freddy. ‘Plus this the usual zoo. She’s the crazy sort. Without any inhibitions, scarcely with a social sense. You might bump into almost anyone.’


‘Yes, I know,’ said Blaine.


The thing stirred inside his brain, almost a sleepy stir.


It’s all right, Blaine told it. Just settle down and snooze. We have got it made. We are on our way.


Freddy swung the car off the main road and followed a secondary that went winding up a canyon. The air took on a chill. In the dark outside one could hear the trees talking back and forth and there was the smell of pine.


The car turned an abrupt curve, and the house was shining on a bench above – a modernistic cliff dwelling plastered in the canyon’s wall like a swallow’s nest.


‘Well,’ said Freddy, joyously, ‘here we finally are.’
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The party was beginning to get noisy – not boisterous, but noisy. It was beginning to acquire that stale air of futility to which, in the end, all parties must fall victim. And there was something about it – about the sour smell of too many cigarettes, the chill of the canyon breeze through the open windows, the shrill and vacant sound of human chatter – that said it was getting late – late and time to go, although it really wasn’t. It wasn’t midnight yet.


The man named Herman Dalton stretched his long legs out, slumping in the chair, the big cigar thrust into one corner of his mouth, and his hair like a new-built brush pile from his running hands through it.


‘But I tell you, Blaine,’ he rumbled, ‘there’s got to be an end to it. The time will come, if something isn’t done, when there’ll be no such thing as business. Fishhook, even now, has driven us flat against the wall.’


‘Mr Dalton,’ Blaine told him wearily, ‘if you must argue this, you should find someone else. I know nothing about business and even less of Fishhook despite the fact I work there.’


‘Fishhook’s absorbing us,’ said Dalton, angrily. ‘They’re taking away our very livelihood. They’re destroying a fine system of conventions and of ethics built very painfully through the centuries by men deeply dedicated to the public service. They are breaking down the commercial structure which has been built so carefully. They’re ruining us, slowly and inexorably, not all of us at once, but surely, one by one. There is the matter, for example, of this so-called butcher vegetable. You plant a row of seeds, then later you go out and dig up the plants as you would potatoes, but rather than potatoes you have hunks of protein.’


‘And so,’ said Blaine, ‘for the first time in their lives, millions of people are eating meat they couldn’t buy before, that your fine, brave system of conventions and of ethics didn’t allow them to earn enough to buy.’


‘But the farmers!’ Dalton yelled. ‘And the meat market operators. Not to mention the packing interests …’


‘I suppose,’ suggested Blaine, ‘it would have been more cricket if the seeds had been sold exclusively to the farmers or the supermarkets. Or if they were sold at the rate of a dollar or a dollar and a half apiece instead of ten cents a packet. That way we’d keep natural meat competitive and the economy safe and sound. Of course, then, these millions of people—’


‘But you do not understand,’ protested Dalton. ‘Business is the very lifeblood of our society. Destroy it and you destroy Man himself.’


‘I doubt that very much,’ said Blaine.


‘But history proves the position of commercialism. It has built the world as it stands today. It opened up the new lands, it sent out the pioneers, it erected the factories and it—’


‘I take it, Mr Dalton, you read a lot of history.’


‘Yes, Mr Blaine, I do. I am particularly fond of—’


‘Then, perhaps, you’ve noticed one other thing as well. Ideas and institutions and beliefs in time outlive their usefulness. You’ll find it in page after page of all our history – the world evolves and the people and their methods change. Has it ever occurred to you that business as you think of it may have outlived its usefulness? Business has made its contribution and the world moves on. Business is just another dodo …’


Dalton came straight out of his slump, his hair standing straight on end, the cigar dangling in his mouth.


‘By God,’ he cried, ‘I believe you actually mean it. Is that what Fishhook thinks?’


Blaine chuckled dryly. ‘No, it’s what I think. I have no idea what Fishhook may be thinking. I am not in Policy.’


And that was the way it went, Blaine told himself. No matter where you went, that was the way it was. There was always someone who tried to root out a hint, a clue, a tiny secret that might pertain to Fishhook. Like a group of hopping vultures, like a bunch of peeping Toms – athirst to know what was going on, suspecting, perhaps, much more was going on than was actually the case.


The city was a madhouse of intrigue and of whispering and of rumor – filled with representatives and operatives and pseudo-diplomats. And this gent in the chair across from him, Blaine speculated, was here to place a formal protest against some new outrage perpetrated upon some proud commercial unit by some new Fishhook enterprise.


Dalton settled back into his chair. He got a fresh and deadly grip upon the big cigar. His hair fell back again, it seemed, into some semblance of once having known a comb.


‘You say you’re not in Policy,’ he said. ‘I believe you told me you are a traveler.’


Blaine nodded.


‘That means that you go out in space and visit other stars.’


‘I guess that covers it,’ said Blaine.


‘You’re a parry, then.’


‘I suppose you’d call me that. Although I’ll tell you frankly it is not a name that is regularly employed in polite society.’


The rebuke was lost on Dalton. He was immune to shame.


‘What’s it like?’ he asked.


‘Really, Mr Dalton, I cannot begin to tell you.’


‘You go out all alone?’


‘Well, not alone. I take a taper with me.’


‘A taper?’


‘A machine. It gets things down on tape. It is full of all sorts of instruments, highly miniaturized, of course, and it keeps a record of everything it sees.’


‘And this machine goes out with you—’


‘No, damn it. I told you. I take it out with me. When I go out, I take it along with me. Like you’d take along a brief case.’


‘Your mind and that machine?’


‘That’s right. My mind and that machine.’


‘Think of it!’ said Dalton.


Blaine did not bother with an answer.


Dalton took the cigar out of his mouth and examined it intently. The end that had been in his mouth was very badly chewed. The end of it was shredded, and untidy strips hung down. Grunting with concentration, he tucked it back into his mouth, twirling it a bit to wind up the shreds.


‘To get back to what we were talking about before,’ he announced pontifically. ‘Fishhook has all these alien things and I suppose it is all right. I understand they test them rather thoroughly before they put them on the market. There’d be no hard feelings – no sir, none at all – if they’d only market them through regular retail channels. But they don’t do that. They will allow no one to sell any of these items. They’ve set up their own retail outlets and, to add insult to injury, they call these outlets Trading Posts. As if, mind you, they were dealing with a bunch of savages.’


Blaine chuckled. ‘Someone, long ago, in Fishhook must have had a sense of humor. Believe me, Mr Dalton, it is a hard thing to believe.’


‘Item after item,’ Dalton raged, ‘they contrive to ruin us. Year by year they take away or cancel out commodities for which there was demand. It’s a process of erosion that wears away at us. There’s no vicious threat, there’s just the steady chiseling. And I hear now that they may open up their transportation system to the general public. You realize what a blow that would strike at the old commercial setup.’


‘I suppose,’ said Blaine, ‘it would put the truckers out of business and a number of the airlines.’


‘You know very well it would. There isn’t any transportation system that could compete with a teleportive system.’


Blaine said: ‘It seems to me the answer is for you to develop a teleportive system of your own. You could have done it years ago. You’ve got a lot of people outside of Fishhook who could show you how it’s done.’


‘Crackpots,’ said Dalton viciously.


‘No, Dalton. Not crackpots. Just ordinary people who have the paranormal powers that put Fishhook where it is today – the very powers you admire in Fishhook but deplore in your own people.’


‘We wouldn’t dare,’ said Dalton. ‘There’s the social situation.’


‘Yes, I know,’ said Blaine. ‘The social situation. Are the happy little mobs still crucifying them?’


‘The moral climate,’ conceded Dalton, ‘is at times confusing.’


‘I should imagine so,’ said Blaine.


Dalton took the cigar from his mouth and regarded it with something like disgust. One end of it was dead and the other badly frayed. After considering for a moment, he tossed it into a potted plant. It caught on the lower part of the greenery and dangled there obscenely.


Dalton leaned back and clamped his hands across his gut. He stared up at the ceiling.


‘Mr Blaine,’ he said.


‘Yes?’


‘You’re a man of great discernment. And of integrity. And of a great impatience with fuddy-duddy thinking. You’ve brought me up short on a couple of matters and I liked the way you did it.’


‘Your servant,’ Blaine said, coldly.


‘How much do they pay you?’


‘Enough,’ said Blaine.


‘There’s no such thing as enough. I never saw a man—’


‘If you’re trying to buy me, you’re out of your ever-loving mind.’


‘Not buy you. Hire you. You know the ins and outs of Fishhook. You know a lot of people. In a consultive capacity, you’d be invaluable. We’d be willing to discuss—’


‘Excuse me, sir,’ said Blaine, ‘but I’d be entirely useless to you. Under the present circumstance, I’d be no good at all.’


For he’d been here for an hour and that was much too long. He’d eaten and he’d had a drink and he’d talked with Dalton – he’d wasted a lot of time on Dalton – and he must be getting on. For the word that he was here would filter back to Fishhook and before it did he must be far away.


There was a fabric rustle, and a hand fell on his shoulder.


‘Shep,’ said Charline Whittier, ‘it was nice of you to come.’


He rose and faced her.


‘It was good of you to ask me.’


She crinkled impish eyes at him. ‘Did I really ask you?’


‘No,’ he said. ‘Leave us be honest. Freddy dragged me in. I hope that you don’t mind.’


‘You know you’re always welcome.’ Her hand tightened on his arm. ‘There’s someone you must meet. You’ll forgive us, Mr Dalton.’


‘Certainly,’ said Dalton.


She led Blaine away.


‘You know,’ he said, ‘that was rather rude of you.’


‘I was rescuing you,’ she told him. ‘The man’s a frightful bore. I can’t imagine how he got here. I’m sure I didn’t ask him.’


‘Just who is he?’ asked Blaine. ‘I’m afraid I never did find out.’


She shrugged bare and dimpled shoulders. The head of some business delegation. Down here to cry out their broken hearts to Fishhook.’


‘He indicated that much. He’s irate and most unhappy.’


‘You haven’t got a drink,’ said Charline.


‘I just finished one.’


‘And you’ve had something to eat? You’re having a good time? I have a new dimensino, the very latest thing …’


‘Maybe,’ said Blaine. ‘Maybe later on.’


‘Go and get another drink,’ said Charline. ‘I must say hello to some other of my guests. How about staying after? It’s been weeks since I have seen you.’


He shook his head. ‘I’m more sorry than I can tell you. It was nice of you to ask.’


‘Some other time,’ she said.


She moved away, but Blaine reached out and stopped her.


‘Charline,’ he said, ‘did anyone ever tell you you’re an awfully good egg?’


‘No one,’ she told him. ‘Absolutely no one.’


She stood on tiptoe to kiss him lightly on the cheek.


‘Now run along and play,’ she said.


He stood and watched her move away into the crowd.


Inside him the Pinkness stirred, a question mark implicit in its stirring.


Just a while, Blaine told it, watching the crowd. Let me handle it a little longer. Then we’ll talk it over.


And he felt the gratitude, the sudden tail-wag of appreciation for being recognized.


We’ll get along, he said. We’ve got to get along. We’re stuck with one another.


It curled up again – he could feel it curling up, leaving things to him.


It had been frightened to start with, it might become frightened again, but at the moment it was accepting the situation – and to it the situation, he knew, must seem particularly horrific, for this place was a far and frightening cry from the detachment and serenity of that blue room on the far-off planet.


He drifted aimlessly across the room, skirting the bar, pausing a moment to peer into the room which contained the newly installed dimensino, then heading for the foyer. For he must be getting on. Before morning light he either must be miles away or be well hidden out.


He skirted little jabbering groups and nodded at a few acquaintances who spoke to him or waved across the room.


It might take some time to find a car in which a forgetful driver had left the key. It might be – and the thought came with brutal force – he would fail to find one. And if that were the case, what was there to do? Take to the hills, perhaps, and hide out there for a day or two while he got things figured out. Charline would be willing to help him, but she was a chatterbox, and he would be a whole lot better off if she knew nothing of the matter. There was no one else he could think of immediately who could give him any help. Some of the boys in Fishhook would, but any help they gave him would compromise themselves, and he was not as desperate as all that. And a lot of others, of course, but each of them with an ax to grind in this mad pattern of intrigue and petition which surrounded Fishhook – and you could never know which of them to trust. There were some of them, he was quite aware, who would sell you out in the hope of gaining some concession or some imagined position of advantage.


He gained the entrance of the foyer and it was like coming out of some deep forest onto a wind-swept plain – for here the surflike chatter was no more than a murmuring, and the air seemed clearer and somehow a great deal cleaner. Gone was the feeling of oppression, of the crowding in of bodies and of minds, of the strange pulse beat and crosscurrent of idle opinion and malicious gossip.


The outer door came open, and a woman stepped into the foyer.


‘Harriet,’ said Blaine, ‘I might have known you’d come. You never miss Charline’s parties, I remember now. You pick up a running history of all that’s happened of importance and—’


Her telepathic whisper scorched his brain: Shep, you utter, perfect fool! What are you doing here? (Picture of an ape with a dunce cap on its head, picture of the south end of a horse, picture of a derisive phallic symbol.)


‘But, you—’


Of course. Why not (a row of startled question marks)? Do you think only in Fishhook? Only in yourself? Secret, sure – but I have a right to secrets. How else would a good newspaperman pick up (heaps of blowing dirt, endless flutter of statistics, huge ear with a pair of lips flapping loosely at it)?


Harriet Quimby said, sweetly, vocally: ‘I wouldn’t miss Charline’s parties for anything at all. One meets such stunning people.’


Bad manners, said Blaine, reprovingly. For it was bad manners. There were only certain times when it was permissible to use telepathy – and never at a social function.


To hell with that, she said. Lay bare my soul for you and that is what I get. (A face remarkably like his with a thin, trim hand laid very smartly on it.) It is all over town. They even know you’re here. They’ll be coming soon – if they’re not already here. I came as fast as I could immediately I heard. Vocalize, you fool. Someone will catch on. Us just standing here.


‘You’re wasting your time,’ said Blaine. ‘No stunning people here tonight. It’s the poorest lot Charline has ever got together.’


Maybe. We have to take our chance. You are on the lam. Just like Stone. Just like all the others. I am here to help you.


He said: ‘I was talking to some business lobbyist. He was an awful bore. I just stepped out to get a breath of air.’ Stone! What do you know of Stone?


Never mind right now. ‘In that case I’ll be going. No use to waste my time.’ My car is down the road, but you can’t go out with me. I’ll go ahead and have the car out in front and running. You wander around awhile, then duck down into the kitchen (map of house with red guideline leading to the kitchen).


I know where the kitchen is.


Don’t muff it. No sudden moves, remember. No grim and awful purpose. Just wander like the average partygoer, almost bored to death. (Cartoon of gent with droopy eyelids and shoulders all bowed down by the weight of a cocktail glass he held limply in his hand, ears puffed out from listening and a frozen smile pasted on his puss.) But wander to the kitchen, then out the side door down the road.


‘You don’t mean you’re leaving – just like that?’ said Blaine. ‘My judgment, I can assure you, is very often bad.’ But you? Why are you doing this? What do you get out of it? (Perplexed, angry person holding empty sack.)


Love you. (Board fence with interlocked hearts carved all over it.)


Lie. (Bar of soap energetically washing out a mouth!)


‘Don’t tell them, Shep,’ said Harriet. ‘It would break Charline’s heart.’ I’m a newspaperman (woman) and I’m working on a story and you are part of it.


One thing you forgot. Fishhook may be waiting at the mouth of the canyon road.


Shep, don’t worry. I’ve got it all doped out. We’ll fool them yet.


‘All right, then,’ said Blaine. ‘I won’t say a word. Be seeing you around.’ And thanks.


She opened the door and was gone, and he could hear the sound of her walking across the patio and clicking down the stairs.


He slowly turned around toward the crowded rooms and as he stepped through the door, the blast of conversation hit him in the face – the jumbled sound of many people talking simultaneously, not caring particularly what they said, not trying to make sense, but simply jabbering for the sake of jabber, seeking for the equivalent of conformity in this sea of noise.


So Harriet was a telly and it was something he would never have suspected. Although, if you were a news hen and you had the talent, it would make only common sense to keep it under cover.


Closemouthed women, he thought, and wondered how any woman could have managed to keep so quiet about it. Although Harriet, he reminded himself, was more newsman than she was woman. You could put her up there with the best of the scribblers.


He stopped at the bar and got a Scotch and ice and stood idly for a moment, sipping at it. He must not appear to hurry, he must never seem to be heading anywhere, and yet he couldn’t afford to let himself be sucked into one of the conversational eddies – there wasn’t time for that.


He could drop into the dimensino room for a minute or two, but there was danger in that. One got identified with what was going on too quickly. One lost one’s sense of time; one lost everything but the situation which dimensino created. And it often was disturbing and confusing to drop into the middle of it.


It would not be, he decided, a very good idea.


He exchanged brief greetings with a couple of acquaintances; he suffered a backslapping reunion with a slightly inebriated gentleman he’d seen no longer than ten days before; he was forced to listen to two off-color stories; he went through a mild flirting routine with a simpering dowager who came charging out of ambush.


And all the time he moved steadily toward the door that led down to the kitchen. Finally he arrived.


He stepped through the doorway and went casually down the stairs.


The place was empty, a cold, metallic place with the gleam of chrome and the shine of high utility. A clock with a sweep second hand hung upon one wall and its whirring sound hung heavy in the room.


Blaine placed his glass, still half full of Scotch, on the nearest table, and there, six strides away, across the gleaming floor, was the outside door.


He took the first two steps and as he started on the third a silent shout of warning sounded in his brain and he spun around.


Freddy Bates stood beside the huge refrigerator, one hand jammed deep into a jacket pocket.


‘Shep,’ said Freddy Bates, ‘if I were you, I wouldn’t try it. Fishhook has the place tied up. You haven’t got a chance.’
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Blaine stood frozen for a second while wonder hammered at him. And it was surprise and bafflement, rather than either fear or anger, that held him frozen there. Surprise that, of all people, it should be Freddy Bates. Freddy, no longer the aimless man-about-town, the inconsequential mystery man in a town that was full of such as he, but an agent of Fishhook and, apparently, a very able one.


And another thing – that Kirby Rand had known and had allowed him to walk out of the office and go down the elevator. But grabbing for a phone as soon as he had reached the corridor to put Freddy on the job.


It had been clever, Blaine admitted to himself – much more clever than he himself had been. There had never been a moment that he had suspected Rand felt anything was wrong, and Freddy, when he picked him up, had been his normal, ineffectual self.


Anger soaked slowly into him, to replace the wonder. Anger that he had been taken in, that he had been trapped by such a jerk as Freddy.


‘We’ll just walk outside,’ said Freddy, ‘like the friends we are, and I’ll take you back to have a talk with Rand. No fuss, no fight, but very gentlemanly. We would not want to do anything – either one of us – to cause Charline embarrassment.’


‘No,’ said Blaine. ‘No, of course we wouldn’t.’


His mind was racing, seeking for a way, looking for an out, anything at all that would get him out of this. For he was not going back. No matter what might happen, he wasn’t going back with Freddy.


He felt the Pinkness stir as if it were coming out.


‘No!’ yelled Blaine. ‘No!’


But it was too late. The Pinkness had crawled out and it filled his brain, and he was still himself but someone else as well. He was two things at once and it was most confusing and something strange had happened.


The room became as still as death except for the groaning of the clock upon the wall. And that was strange, as well, for until this very moment, the clock had done no groaning; it had whirred but never groaned.


Blaine took a swift step forward, and Freddy didn’t move. He stayed standing there, with the hand thrust in the pocket.


And another step and still Freddy barely stirred. His eyes stayed stiff and staring and he didn’t blink. But his face began to twist, a slow and tortured twist, and the hand in the pocket moved, but so deliberately that one only was aware of a sort of stirring, as if the arm and hand and the thing the hand clutched in the pocket were waking from deep sleep.


And yet another step and Blaine was almost on him, with his fist moving like a piston. Freddy’s mouth dropped slowly open, as if the jaw hinge might be rusty, and his eyelids came creeping down in the caricature of a blink.


Then the fist exploded on his jaw. Blaine hit where he was aiming and he hit with everything he had, his torso twisting to follow through the blow. Even as he hit and the pain of contact slashed across his knuckles and tingled in his wrist, he knew it was all wrong. For Freddy had scarcely moved, had not even tried to defend himself.


Freddy was falling, but not as one should fall. He was falling slowly, deliberately, as a tree will topple when the final cut is made. In slow motion, he crumpled toward the floor and as he fell his hand finally cleared the pocket and there was a gun in it. The gun slipped from his flaccid fingers and beat him to the floor.


Blaine bent to scoop it up and he had it in his hand before Freddy hit the floor and he stood there, with the gun in hand, watching Freddy finally strike the floor – not actually striking it, but just sort of settling down on it and relaxing in slow motion on its surface.


The clock still groaned upon the wall, and Blaine swung around to look at it and saw that the second hand was barely crawling across the numbered face. Crawling where it should have galloped, and groaning when it should have whirred, and the clock, Blaine told himself, had gone crazy, too.


There was something wrong with time. The creeping second hand and Freddy’s slow reaction was evidence of that.


Time had been slowed down.


And that was impossible.


Time did not slow down; time was a universal constant. But if time, somehow, had slowed down, why had not he been a party to it?


Unless –


Of course, unless time had stayed the way it was and he had been speeded up; had moved so fast that Freddy had not had the time to act, had been unable to defend himself, could under no circumstances have gotten the gun out of his pocket.


Blaine held his fist out in front of him and looked at the gun. It was a squat and ugly thing and it had a deadly bluntness.


Freddy had not been fooling, nor was Fishhook fooling. You do not pack a gun in a little game all filled with lightness and politeness. You do not pack a gun unless you’re prepared to use it. And Freddy – there was no doubt of that – had been prepared to use it.


Blaine swung back toward Freddy and he was still upon the floor and he seemed to be most restful. It would be quite a little while before Freddy would be coming round.


Blaine dropped the gun into his pocket and turned toward the door and as he did so he glanced up at the clock and the second hand had barely moved from where he’d seen it last.


He reached the door and opened it and took one last glance back into the room. The room still was bright with chrome, still stark in its utility, and the one untidy thing within it was Freddy sprawled upon the floor.


Blaine stepped out of the door and moved along the flagstone walk that led to the long stone stairway that went slanting down across the great cliff face.


A man was lounging at the head of the stairs and he began to straighten slowly as Blaine raced down the walk toward him.


The light from one of the upstairs windows shone across the face of the straightening man, and Blaine saw the lines of outraged surprise, as if they were sculptured lines in a graven face.


‘Sorry, pal,’ said Blaine.


He shot his arm out, stiff from the shoulder, with the palm spread flat and caught the graven face.


The man reeled backward slowly, step by cautious step, tilting farther and farther backward with each step. In another little while he’d fall upon his back.


Blaine didn’t wait to see. He went running down the stairs. Beyond the dark lines of parked vehicles stood a single car, with its taillights gleaming and its motor humming softly.


It was Harriet’s car, Blaine told himself, but it was headed the wrong way – not down the road toward the canyon’s mouth, but into the canyon’s maw. And that was wrong, he knew, because the road pinched out a mile or two beyond.


He reached the bottom of the steps and threaded his way among the cars out into the road.


Harriet sat waiting in the car, and he walked around it and opened the door. He slid into the seat.


Weariness hit him, a terrible, bone-aching weariness, as if he had been running, as if he’d run too far. He sank into the seat and looked at his hands lying in his lap and saw that they were trembling.


Harriet turned to look at him. ‘It didn’t take you long,’ she said.


‘I got a break,’ said Blaine. ‘I hurried.’


She put the car in gear and it floated up the road, its airjets thrumming and the canyon walls picking up the thrumming to fling it back and forth.


‘I hope,’ said Blaine, ‘you know where you are going. The road ends up here aways.’


‘Don’t worry, Shep. I know.’


He was too tired to argue. He was all beaten out.


And he had a right to be, he told himself, for he had been moving ten times (or a hundred times?) faster than he should, than the human body ever had been intended to. He had been using energy at a terrific rate – his heart had beat the faster, his lungs had worked the harder, and his muscles had gone sliding back and forth at an astounding rate.


He lay quietly, his mind agape at what had happened, and wondering, too, what had made it happen. Although the wonder was a formalized and an academic wonder, for he knew what it was.


The Pinkness had faded out of him, and he went hunting it and found it, snug inside its den.


Thanks, he said to it.


Although it seemed a little funny that he should be thanking it, for it was a part of him – it was inside his skull, it sheltered in his brain. And yet not a part of him, not yet a part of him. But a skulker no longer, a fugitive no more.


The car went fleeing up the canyon, and the air was fresh and cool, as if it had been new-washed in some clear mountain stream, and the smell of pine came down between the walls like the smell of a faint and delicate perfume.


Perhaps, he told himself, it had been with no thoughts of helping him that the thing inside his brain had acted as it did. Rather it might have been an almost automatic reflex action for the preservation of itself. But no matter what it was, it had saved him as surely as itself. For the two of them were one. No longer could either of them act independently of the other. They were bound together by the legerdemain of that sprawling Pinkness on that other planet, by the double of the thing that had come to live with him – for the thing within his mind was a shadow of its other self five thousand light years distant,


‘Have trouble?’ Harriet asked.


‘I met up with Freddy.’


‘Freddy Bates, you mean,’


‘He’s the one and only Freddy.’


‘The little nincompoop.’


‘Your little nincompoop,’ said Blaine, ‘was packing a gun and he had blood within his eyes.’


‘You don’t mean—’


‘Harriet,’ said Blaine, ‘this is liable to get rough. Why don’t you let me out –?’


‘Not on your life,’ said Harriet. ‘I’ve never had so much fun in all my life.’


‘You aren’t going anywhere. You haven’t much road left.’


‘Shep, you may not think it to look at me, but I’m the intellectual type. I do a lot of reading and I like history best of all, bloody battle history. Especially if there are a lot of campaign maps to follow.’


‘So?’


‘So I’ve found out one thing. It is always a good idea to have a line of retreat laid out.’


‘But not up this road.’


‘Up this road,’ she said.


He turned his head and watched her profile and she didn’t look the part – not the hard-boiled newspaper gal that she really was. No chatter column writer nor a sob sister nor a society hen, but one of the dozen or so top-notch reporters spelling out the big picture of Fishhook for one of the biggest newspapers in North America.


And yet as chic, he thought, as a fashion model. Chic, without being sleek, and with an air of quiet assurance that would have been arrogance in any other woman.


There was nothing, he was sure, that could be known of Fishhook which she didn’t know. She wrote with a strangely objective viewpoint, one might almost say detached, but even in that rare atmosphere of journalistic prose she injected a soft sense of human warmth.


And in the face of all of this, what was she doing here?


She was a friend, of course. He had known her for years, ever since that day shortly after she had arrived at Fishhook and they had gone to dinner at the little place where the old blind woman still sold roses. He had bought her a rose, he remembered, and being far from home and lonesome she had cried a little. But, he told himself, she’d probably not cried since.


Strange, he thought, but it all was strange. Fishhook, itself, was a modern nightmare which the outer world, in a century’s time, had not quite accepted.


He wondered what it had been like, that century ago, when the men of science had finally given up, when they had admitted that Man was not for space. And all the years were dead and all the dreams were futile and Man had finally ended up in a little planetary dead-end. For then the gods had toppled, and Man, in his secret mind, had known that after all the years of yearnings, he had achieved nothing more than gadgets.


Hope had fallen on hard times, and the dreams had dwindled, and the trap closed tight – but the urge to space had refused to die. For there was a group of very stubborn men who took another road – a road that Man had missed, or deserted, whichever you might choose, many years ago and ever since that time had sneered at and damned with the name of magic.


For magic was a childish thing; it was an old wives’ tale; it was something out of nursery books – and in the hard and brittle world of the road that Man had taken it was intolerable. You were out of your mind if you believed in magic.


But the stubborn men had believed in it, or at least in the principle of this thing which the world called magic, for it was not actually magic if one used the connotation which through the years had been placed upon the word. Rather it was a principle as true as the principles which underlay the physical sciences. But rather than a physical science, it was a mental science; it concerned the using of the mind and the extension of the mind instead of the using of the hands and the extensions of the hands.


Out of this stubbornness and this belief and faith Fishhook had arisen – Fishhook because it was a reaching out, a fishing into space, a going of the mind where the body could not go.


Ahead of the car the road swung to the right, then swiveled to the left, in a tightening curve. This was the turnaround; here the road came to an end.


‘Hang on,’ said Harriet.


She swung the car off the road and nosed it up a rocky stream bed that ran along one of the canyon walls. The airjets roared and blustered, the engines throbbed and howled. Branches scraped along the bubble top, and the car tilted sharply, then brought itself aright.


‘This is not too bad,’ said Harriet. There is a place or two, later on, where it gets a little rough.’


‘This is the line of retreat you were talking about?’


‘That’s exactly right.’


And why, he wondered, should Harriet Quimby need a line of retreat? He almost asked her but decided not to.


She drove cautiously, traveling in the dry creek bed, clinging close against the wall of rock that came down out of darkness. Birds fled squawling from the bushes, and branches dragged against the car, screeching in their agony of tortured wood.


The headlights showed a sharp bend, with a barn-size boulder hemming in the wall of rock. The car slowed to a crawl, thrust its nose into the space between the boulder and the wall, swiveled its rear around and went inching through the space into the clear again.


Harriet cut down the jets, and the car sank to the ground, grating on the gravel in the creek bed. The jets cut out and the engine stopped and silence closed upon them.


‘We walk from here?’ asked Blaine.


‘No. We only wait awhile. They’ll come hunting for us. If they heard the jets, they’d know where we had gone.’


‘You go clear to the top?’


‘Clear to the top,’ she said.


‘You have driven it?’ he asked.


‘Many times,’ she told him. ‘Because I knew that if the time ever came to use it, I’d have to use it fast. There’d be no time for guessing or for doubling back. I’d have to know the trail.’


‘But why, in the name of God—’


‘Look, Shep. You are in a jam. I get you out of it. Shall we let it go at that?’


‘If that’s the way you want it, sure. But you’re sticking out your neck. There’s no need to stick it out.’


‘I’ve stuck out my neck before. A good newsman sticks out the neck whenever there is need to.’


That might be true, he told himself, but not to this extent. There were a lot of newspapermen in Fishhook and he’d drunk with most of them. There were a few he could even call his friends. And yet no one of them – no one but Harriet – would do what she was doing.


So newspapering by itself could not be the answer. Nor could friendship be the entire answer, either. It was something more than either, perhaps a good deal more than either.


The answer might be that Harriet was not a newswoman only. She must be something else. There must be another interest and a most compelling one.


‘One of the other times you stuck your neck out, did you stick it out for Stone?’


‘No,’ she said. ‘I only heard of Stone.’


They sat in the car, listening, and from far down the canyon came the faint muttering of jets. The muttering came swiftly up the road, and Blaine tried to count them and it seemed that there were three, but he could not be sure.


The cars came to the turn-around and stopped, and men got out of them and tramped into the brush. They called to one another.


Harriet put out a hand and her fingers clamped around Blaine’s arm.


Shep, what did you do to Freddy? (Picture of a grinning death’s-head.)


Knocked him out, is all.


And he had a gun?


Took it away from him.


(Freddy in a coffin, with a tight smile on his painted face, with a monstrous lily stuck between his folded hands.)


No. Not that. (Freddy with a puffed-up eye, with a bloody nose, a cross-hatch of patches on his blotchy face.)


They sat quietly, listening.


The shouts of the men died away, and the cars started up and went down the road.


Now?


We’ll wait, said Harriet. Three came up. Only two went back. There is still one waiting (a row of listening ears, all stretched out of shape with straining for a sound). They’re sure we came up the road. They don’t know where we are. This is (a gaping trap with jagged rows of teeth). They’ll figure we’ll think they went away and will betray ourselves.


They waited. Somewhere in the woods a raccoon whickered, and a bird, disturbed by some nighttime prowler, protested sleepily.


There is a place, said Harriet. A place where you’ll be safe. If you want to go there.


Anyplace. I haven’t any choice.


You know what the outside’s like?


I’ve heard.


They have signs in some towns (a billboard with the words: PARRY, DON’T LET THE SUN SET ON YOU HERE). They have prejudice and intolerance and there are (bearded, old-time preachers thumping pulpits; men clad in nightgowns, with masks upon their faces and rope and whip in hand; bewildered, frightened people cowering beneath a symbolic bramblebush).


She said in a vocal whisper: ‘It’s a dirty, stinking shame.’


Down on the road the car had started up. They listened to it leave.


‘They gave up finally,’ said Harriet. ‘They may still have left a man behind, but we’ll have to chance that.’


She started the engine and turned up the jets. With the lights switched on, the car nosed up the stream bed. The way grew steeper and the bed pinched out. The car moved along a hog’s back, dodging clumps of bushes. They picked lip a wall of rock again, but it was on the left side now. The car dipped into a crevasse no more than a paint-layer distant away from either side and they inched along it. The crevasse pinched sharply out, and they were on a narrow ledge with black rock above and black emptiness below. For an eternity they climbed, and the wind grew chill and bitter and finally before them was a flatness, flooded by a moon dipping toward the west.


Harriet stopped the car and slumped in the seat.


Blaine got out and fumbled in his pocket for a pack of cigarettes. He finally found it and there was only one left in the pack. It was very badly crumpled. He straightened it out carefully and lit it. Then he walked around the car and stuck it between Harriet’s lips.


She puffed on it gratefully.


The border’s up ahead,’ she said. ‘You take the wheel. Another fifty miles across country. Very easy going. There’s a little town where we can stop for breakfast.’
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The crowd had gathered across the street from the restaurant. It was clustered thickly about Harriet’s car and it was watching closely and it was deadly silent. Ugly, but not noisy. Angry, and perhaps just slightly apprehensive, perhaps just on the edge of fear. Angry, more than likely, because it was afraid.


Blaine pressed his back against the wall of the restaurant where, a few minutes before, they had finished breakfast. And there had been nothing wrong at breakfast. It had been all right. No one had said a thing. No one stared at them. Everything had been normal and very commonplace.


‘How could they tell?’ asked Blaine.


‘I don’t know,’ said Harriet.


‘They took down the sign.’


‘Or maybe it fell over. Maybe they never had one. There are some that don’t. It takes a lot of belligerence to put up a sign.’


‘These babies look belligerent enough.’


They may not be after us.’


‘Maybe not,’ he said. But there was no one else, there was nothing else against which they would be banded.


Listen closely, Shep. If something happens. If we are separated. Go to South Dakota. Pierre in South Dakota (map of the United States with Pierre marked with a star and the name in big red letters and a purple road that led from this tiny border town to the city on the wide Missouri).


I know the place, said Blaine.


Ask for me at this restaurant (the facade of a building, stone-fronted, big plate windows with an ornate, silver-mounted saddle hanging in one window, a magnificent set of elk antlers fixed above the door). It’s up on the hill, above the river. Almost anyone will know me. They can tell you where I am.


We won’t get separated.


But if we do, you mind what I say.


Of course I will, said Blaine. You have lugged me this far. I’ll trust you all the way.


The crowd was beginning to seethe a little – not actually moving, but stirring around, beginning to get restless, as if it might be gently frothing. And a murmur rose from it, a sullen, growling murmur without any words.


An old crone pushed through it and shambled out into the street. She was an ancient thing. What could be seen of her – her head, her hands, her bare and muddy feet – was a mass of wrinkles. Her hair was dirty, ragged white and it drooped in wisps all about her head.


She lifted a feeble arm, from which flabby muscles hung like an obscene pouch, and she pointed a crooked, bony, quavering forefinger straight in Blaine’s direction.


‘That is him,’ she screamed. ‘He is the one I spotted. There’s something queer with him. You can’t get into his brain. It’s like a shining mirror. It—’


The rest of what she said was drowned out in the rising clamor of the crowd, which began moving forward – not rapidly, but foot by foot – edging along toward the two against the wall, as if it might be fearful and reluctant but pushed along by a civic duty that was greater than its fear.


Blaine put his hand into his jacket pocket and his fingers closed around the gun he’d scooped up in Charline’s kitchen. But that was not the way, he knew. That would only make it worse. He pulled his hand out of the pocket and let it dangle at his side.


But there was something wrong – he was standing all alone, just his human self. There was no Pinkness in him, no stir inside his brain. He was a naked human and wondered wildly, for a moment, if he should be glad or not. And then he caught it peeping out of one corner of his brain and he waited for it, but nothing happened and the questioning segment of it pulled out of consciousness again.


There was fury and loathing in the faces that floated atop the mass of human bodies moving in the street. Not the night-shrouded baying of the mob, but the slantwise, daylight slinking of a pack of wolves, and in the forefront of the press, borne along on the edge of this wave of human hatred, was the withered crone who had pointed with her finger to set the pack in motion.


‘Stand still,’ Blaine said to Harriet. ‘That is our only chance.’


Any moment now, he knew, the situation could hit a crisis point. The mob would either lose its nerve and waver, or some slight incident, some smallest motion, some spoken word, would send it forward with a rush.


And if that happened, he knew, he would use the gun. Not that he wanted to, not that he intended to – but it would be the one thing left to do.


But for the moment, in the little interval before violence could erupt, the town stood petrified – a sleepy little town with shabby, two-storey business buildings, all in need of paint, fronting on a sun-baked street. Scraggy trees stood at infrequent intervals, and there were faces at the upstairs windows, staring out in astonishment at the potential animal padding in the street.


The mob moved closer, circling, still cautious, and mute; all its murmur quieted, all its hate locked tight behind the savage masks.


A foot clicked sharply on the sidewalk, then another foot, and still another one – the rugged, steady sound of someone’s stolid walking.


The footsteps came closer, and Blaine turned his eyes a second to catch out of the corner of them the sight of a tall, angular almost cadaverous man who strode along deliberately, for all the world as if he were out for a morning stroll. The man reached Blaine and stood to one side of him and then he turned and faced the mob. He never said a word; he just stayed standing there. But the crowd came to a halt and stood there in the street in a dreadful quietness.


Then a man said: ‘Good morning to you, Sheriff.’


The sheriff didn’t stir; he didn’t say a word.


‘Them is parries,’ said the man.


‘Who says so?’ asked the sheriff.


‘Old Sara, she says so.’


The sheriff looked at the crone: ‘How about it, Sara?’


‘Tom is right,’ Old Sara screeched. ‘That one there, he has a funny mind. It bounces back at you.’


‘And the woman?’ asked the sheriff.


‘She is with him, ain’t she?’


‘I am ashamed of you,’ the sheriff said, as if they all were naughty children. ‘I have a mind to run you in, every one of you.’


‘But them is parries!’ yelled a stricken voice. ‘You know we don’t allow no parries here.’


‘Now, I tell you what,’ the sheriff said. ‘You all get back to business. I’ll take care of this.’


‘The both of them?’ a voice asked.


‘Why, I don’t know,’ the sheriff said. ‘The lady ain’t no parry. I just kind of figured we’d run her out of town and that would be enough.’


He said to Harriet: ‘Are you with this man?’


‘And I’m staying with him!’


No! said Blaine. (A sign for silence, finger to the lips.)


Fast, hoping that no one would catch it, for in a town like this even a telepath might be in for trouble.


But the warning must be sounded.


‘That your car across the street?’ the sheriff asked.


Harriet shot a questioning glance at Blaine.


‘Yes, it is,’ she said.


‘Well, I tell you, miss. You just trot over to it and get out of here. The folks will let you through.’


‘But I don’t intend—’


Blaine said: ‘You better do it, Harriet.’


She hesitated.


‘Go ahead,’ he said.


She stepped slowly off the sidewalk, then turned back.


‘I’ll be seeing you,’ she said to Blaine.


She glanced with contempt at the sheriff. ‘Cossack,’ she declared.


The sheriff didn’t mind. He’d never heard the term.


‘Beat it, lady,’ he said, and his voice was almost kindly.


The crowd parted to let her through, but buzzed angrily. She reached the car and turned to wave at Blaine. Then she got into the seat and started the motor, gunned the jets and swung the car sharply out into the street. The crowd fled, shrieking, tumbling over one another to get out of the way, blinded by the screaming dust that was spun up by the jets.


The sheriff watched with monumental calm as the car roared down the street.


‘You see that, Sheriff!’ roared an outraged victim. ‘Why don’t you run her in?’


‘Served you right,’ the sheriff said. ‘You started all of this. Here I was getting ready for a restful day and you got me all stirred up.’


He didn’t look stirred up.


The protesting crowd pushed toward the sidewalk, arguing violently.


The sheriff waved his hands, as if he were shooing chickens.


‘Get along with you,’ he told them. ‘You have had your fun. Now I got to get to work. I got this guy to jail.’


He turned to Blaine. ‘Come along with me,’ he said.


They walked down the street together toward the courthouse.


‘You ought to have known better,’ said the sheriff. ‘This town is hell on parries.’


‘No way to tell,’ said Blaine. ‘There wasn’t any sign.’


‘Blew down a year or two ago,’ the sheriff told him. ‘No one had the gumption to set it up again. Really should have a new sign. Old one got pretty rickety. You could hardly read the lettering on it. Sand storms scoured off the paint.’


‘What do you intend to do with me?’


The sheriff said: ‘Not too much, I reckon. Hold you for a while until the folks cool down. For your own protection. As soon as it is safe, I’ll get you out of here.’


He was silent for a moment, considering the situation.


‘Can’t do it right away,’ he said. ‘The boys will be watching mighty close.’


They reached the courthouse and climbed the steps. The sheriff opened the door. ‘Straight ahead,’ he said.


They walked into the sheriff’s office, and the sheriff closed the door.


‘You know,’ said Blaine, ‘I don’t believe you’ve got the grounds to hold me. What would happen if I just walked out of here?’


‘Nothing much, I guess. Not right away, at least. I certainly wouldn’t stop you, although I’d argue some. But you wouldn’t get out of town. They’d have you in five minutes.’


‘I could have left in the car.’


The sheriff shook his head. ‘Son, I know these people. I was raised with them. I am one of them. I know how far I can go with them and when I’ve got to stop. I could get the lady off, but not the both of you. You ever see a mob in action?’


Blaine shook his head.


‘It ain’t a pretty sight.’


‘How about this Sara? She’s a parry, too.’


‘Well, I tell you, friend. Sara has good blood behind her. Fell on evil times, but her family’s been here for more than a hundred years. The town just tolerates her.’


‘And she’s handy as a spotter.’


The sheriff shook his head and chuckled. ‘There ain’t much,’ he said, with local pride, ‘that filters past our Sara. She has a busy time of it, watching all the strangers that come into town.’


‘You catch a lot of parries that way?’


‘Tolerable,’ said the sheriff. ‘Every now and then. A tolerable number, I would say.’


He motioned at the desk. ‘Just dump your pockets there. The law says I got to do it. I’ll fix up a receipt for you.’


Blaine began digging in his pockets. Billfold, card case, handkerchief, key ring, matches and, finally, the gun.


He lifted it out rather gingerly and laid it with the other stuff.


The sheriff eyed it. ‘You had that all the time?’


Blaine nodded.


‘And you never reached for it?’


‘I was too scared to reach for it.’


‘You got a permit for it?’


‘I don’t even own it.’


The sheriff whistled softly through his teeth.


He picked up the gun and broke it. There was the coppery shine of cartridge cases.


The sheriff opened a desk drawer and tossed it in.


‘Now,’ he said, as if relieved, ‘I’ve got something legal I can hold you on.’


He picked up the book of matches and handed them to Blaine.


‘You’ll want these for smoking.’


Blaine put them in his pocket.


‘I could get you cigarettes,’ the sheriff said.


‘No need,’ Blaine told him. ‘I carry them sometimes, but I don’t do much smoking. Usually I wear them out carrying them before I get around to smoking.’


The sheriff lifted a ring of keys off a nail. ‘Come along,’ he said.


Blaine followed him into a corridor that fronted on a row of cells.


The sheriff unlocked the nearest one, across the corridor from the door.


‘You’ve got it all alone,’ he said. ‘Ran the last one out last night. Boy who came across the border and got himself tanked up. Figured he was as good as white folks.’


Blaine walked into the cell. The sheriff banged and locked the door.


‘Anything you want,’ he said, with a fine show of hospitality, ‘just yell out and say so. I’ll get it for you.’
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It had gone by many names.


Once it had been known as extrasensory perception. And then there had been a time when it had been psionics, psi for short. But first of all it had been magic.


The medicine man, with the oxides that he used for paint, with his knucklebones to rattle in the skull, with his bag of nauseous content, may have practiced it in a clumsy sort of way before the first word had been written – grasping at a principle he did not understand, more than likely not even knowing that he did not understand, not realizing there was anything he ought to understand. And the knowledge was passed on, from hand to inept hand. The witch doctor of the Congo used it, the priests of Egypt knew it, the wise men of Tibet were acquainted with it. And in all these cases it was not wisely used and it was not understood and it got mixed up with a lot of mumbo jumbo and in the days of reason it became discredited and there was scarcely anyone who believed in it.


Out of the days of reason rose a method and a science, and there was no place for magic in the world that science built – for there was no method in it and there was no system in it and it could not be reduced to a formula or equation. So it was suspect and it was outside the pale and it was all stupid foolishness. No man in his right mind would once consider it.


But they called it PK now for paranormal kinetics, which was too long to say. And the ones who had it they called parries and shut them up in jails and did even worse than that.


It was a queer business, once one thought of it – for despite the strange gulf which lay between PK and science, it had taken the orderly mind which science had drummed into the human race to make PK finally work.


And, strange as it might seem, Blaine told himself, it had been necessary that science should come first. For science had to be developed before Man could understand the forces which had freed his mind from the shackles in which they had been bound, before mental energy could be tapped and put to work by those who quite unsuspectingly had always carried with them that power and energy. For even in the study of PK there had been a need for method, and science had been the training ground in which method had developed.


There were those who said that in some distant past two roads had forked for mankind, one of them marked ‘Magic’ and the other ‘Science’, and that Man had taken the ‘Science’ road and let the ‘Magic’ go. Many of these people then went on to say that Man had made a great mistake in the choosing of the roads. See how far we’d have gone, they said, if we had taken ‘Magic’ at the first beginning.


But they were wrong, Blaine said, talking to himself, for there had never been two roads; there’d only been the one. For Man had had to master science before he could master magic.


Although science had almost defeated magic, had almost driven it into limbo with laughter and with scorn.


And would have driven it had there not been stubborn men who had refused to give up the dream of stars. Men who had been willing to do anything at all, to brave the laughter of the world, to accept derision, if they only could lay hands upon the stars.


He wondered how it must have been in those days when Fishhook had been no more than a feeble hope, a glimmer of the mind, an article of faith. For the little band of hopeful, stubborn men had stood entirely by themselves. When they had asked for help, there had been no help, but only scornful chuckling against such errant foolery.


The press had made a field day of it when they had appeared in Washington to ask financial aid. There had, quite naturally, been no such aid forthcoming, for the government would have naught to do with such a wildcat scheme. If science in all its might and glory had failed to reach the stars, how could there be hope that such as these might do it? So the men had worked alone, except for such pittances as they might be given here and there – a small grant from India, another from the Philippines and a little from Columbia – plus dribbles that came in from metaphysical societies and a few sympathetic donors.


Then finally a country with a heart – Mexico – had invited them to come, had provided money, had set up a study center and a laboratory, had lent encouragement rather than guffaws of laughter.


And almost from that day, Fishhook had become reality, had developed into an institution which did credit not to itself alone, but to the country which had opened up its heart.


And I am a part of it, thought Blaine, sitting in his cell; a part of this virtually secret society, although secret through no fault of its own. Made secret, rather, by the envy and intolerance and the surging superstition of the entire world. Even though I am running from it, even though it be hunting me, I am still a part of it.


He got up from the tiny bunk with its dirty blanket and stood at the window, staring out. He could see the sun-baked street and the scraggly trees staggered on the boulevard and across the street the sad, defeated business houses with a few dilapidated cars parked against the curb, some of them so ancient they were equipped with wheels which in turn were driven by internal combustion engines. Men sat on the steps that led up to the store fronts, chewing tobacco and spitting out onto the sidewalks, creating little pools of sticky amber liquid which looked like old bloodstains. They sat there languidly and chewed and occasionally talked among themselves, not looking at the courthouse, looking nowhere in particular, but being very nonchalant about their deadly loafing.


But they were watching the courthouse, Blaine knew. They were watching him – the man with the mirror in his mind. The mind, Old Sara told the sheriff, that bounces back at you.


And that had been what Kirby Rand had seen, that had been what had tipped him off and set Fishhook on the trail. Which meant that Rand, if he were not a peeper, then certainly was a spotter. Although, Blaine thought, it didn’t really matter whether Rand was a peeper or a spotter, for a peeper would have little luck in reading a mind that bounced right back at you.


And that meant, Blaine realized, that he carried in his mind the equivalent of a flashing warning light for anyone with the ability to see. There’d be nowhere he’d be safe. There’d be no place he could hide. He’d ring a loud and angry bell for any peeper or any spotter or any hounder that came within his range.


He’d not been that way before. He was quite certain of it. Someone would have mentioned it or it would have been on his psych report.


You, he said to the hider in his mind, come out of there!


It wagged its tail. It wriggled like a happy dog. It did not come out.


Blaine went back to the bunk and sat down on the edge of it.


Harriet would be back with some sort of help. Or maybe the sheriff would let him go before then, as soon as it was safe. Although the sheriff didn’t have to, for the sheriff had good grounds to hold him – the possession of the gun.


Buster, he said to his boon companion, it may be up to you again. We may need another trick.


For the thing inside his mind had come up with a trick before – a very trick in time. Or metabolism? There was no way of knowing which, whether he had moved faster than was customary or whether time had been slowed down for everyone but him.


And when he got away, what then?


Up to South Dakota, as Harriet had said?


He might as well, he told himself, for he had no other plans. There had been no time in which he could make any plans. It had been a bare, bald matter of getting out of Fishhook’s clutches. Years ago, he told himself, he should have laid his plans, but it had seemed a far thing then. It had seemed a circumstance that could never happen to him. So here he was, stuck inside a jail cell in a little town of which he did not even know the name, with no more than fifteen dollars and that locked in the sheriff’s desk.


He sat and listened to a gasoline car come stuttering down the street, and somewhere a bird was chirping. And he was in a jam, he admitted to himself – he was in an awful jam.


The men were waiting out there, sitting on the steps, trying very hard not to seem to watch the courthouse, and he did not like the looks of it.


The door in the sheriff’s office opened and banged again, and there was the sound of feet moving on the floor. Voices came indistinctly, and Blaine didn’t try to listen. What was the use of listening? What was the use of anything?


Then the sheriff’s deliberate tread moved across the office and out into the corridor. Blaine looked up as the sheriff stopped just outside his cell.


‘Blaine,’ the sheriff said, ‘the Father’s here to see you.’


‘What father?’


‘The priest, you heathen. The pastor of this parish.’


‘I can’t understand,’ said Blaine, ‘why he’d be interested.’


‘You’re a human being, aren’t you?’ said the sheriff. ‘You have got a soul.’


‘I will not deny it.’


The sheriff regarded him with a stern and puzzled look. ‘Why didn’t you tell me that you were from Fishhook?’


Blaine shrugged. ‘What difference would it make?’


‘Good God, man,’ the sheriff said, ‘if the folks in this town knew you were from Fishhook, they’d be in to string you up. They might let just a simple parry slip through their fingers, but not a man from Fishhook. They burned down the Trading Post three years ago last month, and the factor got out of town just ahead of them.’


‘And what would you do about it,’ Blaine demanded, ‘if they decided I needed stringing up?’
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