
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   





TO THE DARK STAR


Robert Silverberg


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com






      
      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.





      
      
      INTRODUCTION

      
      A considerable jump in time marks the break here between the first volume of this series, To Be Continued, and this one. To Be Continued covers my short-story work between 1953 and 1958; and the attentive reader of the introductions to the stories in that volume
         will very likely have noticed that my primary (though not only) concern as a writer in the 1950’s was to earn money. In 1958,
         my fourth year as a full-time writer, making money by writing began to be very difficult to do, if your specialty happened
         to be science fiction. Midway through that year the American News Company, the vast, omnipotent, and (I think) mob-controlled
         distribution company that was responsible for getting most of the nation’s fiction magazines to the newsstands, abruptly went
         belly-up as a result of some miscarried financial manipulation, and its collapse brought down dozens of small publishers who
         depended on advance payments from American News to stay afloat. Among them were most of the science fiction magazines to which
         I was a regular contributor.
      

      
      The best ones—John Campbell’s Astounding, Horace Gold’s Galaxy, Tony Boucher’s Fantasy and Science Fiction—were able to survive the debacle. But most of my mainstays, the ones that cheerfully bought all the copy I could provide
         at a cent or two a word, went under right away or else entered a stage of obvious terminal decline. Larry Shaw’s Infinity and its companion Science Fiction Adventures disappeared, W.W. Scott’s Super Science (for which I wrote 36 of the 120 stories it published in four years) did likewise, Bob Lowndes’ Future and Science Fiction Stories began to totter toward their doom, and so forth. I was still free to take my chances with the demanding Boucher, Campbell, and Gold,
         of course, but the salvage markets that I depended on to accept the stories which those three editors rejected were no longer
         there, and with the same number of writers competing for space in ever fewer magazines I was faced with the prospect of writing
         material that would find no publisher whatever. So by late 1958 I began to disappear from science fiction myself—the first
         of several such withdrawals from the field that I would stage.
      

      
      I was accustomed by then to a pretty good standard of living, and so, fast on my feet as ever, I found a bunch of new markets
         outside the s-f world for whom I wrote just about anything and everything. My ledger shows something called “Stalin’s Slave
         Barracks” for a magazine called Sir in March, 1959, “Cures for Sleepless Nights” in the January, 1960 issue of Living For Young Homemakers, “Wolf Children of India” written for Exotic Adventures in May, 1959, and so on and on in a really astonishing fashion, reams of stuff that I have completely forgotten doing. And
         when Bill Hamling, the former publisher of several science-fiction magazines to which I had contributed dozens of stories,
         started a new line of mildly erotic paperbacks, I became part of his staff of regulars, cranking out two or three and sometimes
         four novels a month for him, cheerfully formulaic books with names like Love Addict, Summertime Affair, and Lust Goddess that are collector’s items today. Just to demonstrate my versatility I opened up yet another line of books of an utterly
         different and much more respectable kind—non-fiction books on archaeological subjects, beginning with Lost Cities and Vanished Civilizations in 1962 and going on to such items as Empires in the Dust, Sunken History, and Man Before Adam. Oh, yes, I was a busy boy.
      

      
      I did continue to appear regularly in the s-f magazines all through 1959, but mostly with stories that I had written the previous
         year, or even earlier. 1960 saw just four short s-f stories of mine published—what would have been a week’s work a couple
         of years before—and the little novel for young readers, Lost Race of Mars, which proved very popular and remained in print for decades. In 1961 I wrote just one s-f story, and expanded an old magazine novella into a hardcover book for a lending-library publisher. In 1962, a year when
         I needed to maximize my income because I had taken it upon myself to buy a huge, expensive house in the Riverdale section
         of New York, a house that had once been the residence of the famed Mayor Fiorello La Guardia, no s-f short stories of mine
         appeared, just the novel The Seed of Earth, another expansion, based on a story from 1957. You would blink your eyes in astonishment if I told you how little that twenty-room
         house cost, because it is a very small sum indeed in modern-day money, but I assure you it was a gigantic amount in its own
         pre-inflation era when a dollar was a DOLLAR, and writing science fiction for the shrunken market of 1962 was too risky a
         proposition now that I was a homeowner with all the exciting new expenses that that involved.
      

      
      But the veteran writer and editor Frederik Pohl, with whom I had struck up a friendship in my earliest days as a writer, had
         taken over the editorship of Galaxy and its companion magazine If from the ailing Horace Gold in June of 1961, and he lured me back into the field which was still, after all, more important
         to me than any other. Fred had long been vexed with me for my willingness to churn out all that lucrative junk, and he believed
         (rightly, as time would prove) that a top-rank science-fiction writer was hidden behind the pyramid of literary garbage that
         I had cheerfully been producing over the past few years. So he made me an offer shrewdly calculated to appeal to my risk-abhorring
         nature. He agreed to buy any story I cared to send him—a guaranteed sale—provided I undertook to write it with all my heart, no quick-buck hackwork. If he wanted revisions, I would pledge to do one rewrite
         for him, after which he would be bound to buy the story without asking anything more of me. If I turned in a story he didn’t
         like, he would buy it anyway, but that would be the end of the deal. I was, of course, to say nothing about these terms to
         any of my fellow writers, and I kept the secret until long after Fred had left the magazine.
      

      
      It was an irresistible deal, as he damned well knew. I would get three cents a word—the top rate at the time—without the slightest
         risk, and without any necessity whatever to slant my work to meet the imagined prejudices of some dictatorial editor. All
         I had to do was write what I believed to be good science fiction, and Fred would buy it. I had never had an arrangement like
         that with a first-class s-f magazine before, and I lost no time in writing “To See the Invisible Man,” the first of what would
         be a great many stories for Fred Pohl’s Galaxy. One thing led to another, and before long, spurred by my new arrangement with Pohl, I found myself regularly writing science
         fiction again, although never with the lunatic prolificity that marked my earliest years in the field.
      

      
      Robert Silverberg

      




      
      
      TO SEE THE INVISIBLE MAN

      
      This story, written in June of 1962, marks the beginning of my real career as a science-fiction writer, I think. The 1953–58
            stories collected in To Be Continued, the first of this series of volumes, are respectable professional work, some better than others but all of them at least minimally
            acceptable—but most of them could have been written by just about anyone. Aside from a few particularly ambitious items, they
            were designed to slip unobtrusively into the magazines of their time, efficiently providing me with regular paychecks. But
            now, by freeing me from the need to calculate my way around the risk of rejection, Fred Pohl allowed—indeed, required—me to
            reach as deep into my literary resources as I was capable of doing. I knew that unless I gave him my very best, the wonderful
            guaranteed-sale deal I had with him would vanish as quickly as it had appeared. Therefore I would reach deeper and deeper,
            in the years ahead, until I had moved so far away from my youthful career as a hack writer that latecomers would find it hard
            to believe that I had been emotionally capable of writing all that junk, let alone willing to do it. In “To See the Invisible
            Man” the distinctive Silverberg fictional voice is on display for just about the first time.

      
      (The voice of another and greater writer can be heard in the background, though. I found the idea for my story in the opening
            paragraph of Jorge Luis Borges’ “The Babylon Lottery,” where he says, “Like all men in Babylon I have been a proconsul; like
            all, a slave … During one lunar year, I have been declared invisible; I shrieked and was not heard, I stole my bread and was
            not decapitated.” Borges chose to do no more with the theme of statutory invisibility in that story—it was, for him, nothing
            more than an embellishment in a story about something else entirely. So I fell upon the notion and developed it to explore its practical
            implications, thus doing the job Borges had left undone.)

      
      Oddly, the story didn’t appear in Galaxy despite my arrangement with Fred. Soon after taking over the editorial post he created a new magazine, Worlds of Tomorrow, and shifted some stories out of the Galaxy inventory to fill its first issue, dated April, 1963. “To See the Invisible Man” was among them. To those readers who quite
            rightly thought of me as a heartless manufacturer of mass-produced fiction, the story was something of a revelation—and there
            would be more such surprises to come.

      
      Many years later, by the way, it was adapted for television’s Twilight Zone program, with a superb screenplay by Steve Barnes.

      [image: image]

      
      And then they found me guilty, and then they pronounced me invisible, for a span of one year beginning on the eleventh of May
         in the year of Grace 2104, and they took me to a dark room beneath the courthouse to affix the mark to my forehead before
         turning me loose.
      

      
      Two municipally paid ruffians did the job. One flung me into a chair and the other lifted the brand.

      
      “This won’t hurt a bit,” the slab-jawed ape said, and thrust the brand against my forehead, and there was a moment of coolness,
         and that was all.
      

      
      “What happens now?” I asked.

      
      But there was no answer, and they turned away from me and left the room without a word. The door remained open. I was free
         to leave, or to stay and rot, as I chose. No one would speak to me, or look at me more than once, long enough to see the sign
         on my forehead. I was invisible.
      

      
      You must understand that my invisibility was strictly metaphorical. I still had corporeal solidity. People could see me—but they would not see me.
      

      
      An absurd punishment? Perhaps. But then, the crime was absurd too. The crime of coldness. Refusal to unburden myself for my
         fellow man. I was a four-time offender. The penalty for that was a year’s invisibility. The complaint had been duly sworn,
         the trial held, the brand duly affixed.
      

      
      I was invisible.

      
      I went out, out into the world of warmth.

      
      
      They had already had the afternoon rain. The streets of the city were drying, and there was the smell of growth in the Hanging
         Gardens. Men and women went about their business. I walked among them, but they took no notice of me.
      

      
      The penalty for speaking to an invisible man is invisibility, a month to a year or more, depending on the seriousness of the
         offense. On this the whole concept depends. I wondered how rigidly the rule was observed.
      

      
      I soon found out.

      
      I stepped into a liftshaft and let myself be spiraled up toward the nearest of the Hanging Gardens. It was Eleven, the cactus
         garden, and those gnarled, bizarre shapes suited my mood. I emerged on the landing stage and advanced toward the admissions
         counter to buy my token. A pasty-faced, empty-eyed woman sat back of the counter.
      

      
      I laid down my coin. Something like fright entered her eyes, quickly faded.

      
      “One admission,” I said.

      
      No answer. People were queuing up behind me. I repeated my demand. The woman looked up helplessly, then stared over my left
         shoulder. A hand extended itself, another coin was placed down. She took it, and handed the man his token. He dropped it in
         the slot and went in.
      

      
      “Let me have a token,” I said crisply.

      
      Others were jostling me out of the way. Not a word of apology. I began to sense some of the meaning of my invisibility. They
         were literally treating me as though they could not see me.
      

      
      There are countervailing advantages. I walked around behind the counter and helped myself to a token without paying for it.
         Since I was invisible, I could not be stopped. I thrust the token in the slot and entered the garden.
      

      
      But the cacti bored me. An inexpressible malaise slipped over me, and I felt no desire to stay. On my way out I pressed my
         finger against a jutting thorn and drew blood. The cactus, at least, still recognized my existence. But only to draw blood.
      

      
      I returned to my apartment. My books awaited me, but I felt no interest in them. I sprawled out on my narrow bed and activated
         the energizer to combat the strange lassitude that was afflicting me. I thought about my invisibility.
      

      
      It would not be such a hardship, I told myself. I had never depended overly on other human beings. Indeed, had I not been
         sentenced in the first place for my coldness toward my fellow creatures? So what need did I have of them now? Let them ignore me!
      

      
      It would be restful. I had a year’s respite from work, after all. Invisible men did not work. How could they? Who would go
         to an invisible doctor for a consultation, or hire an invisible lawyer to represent him, or give a document to an invisible
         clerk to file? No work, then. No income, of course, either. But landlords did not take rent from invisible men. Invisible
         men went where they pleased, at no cost. I had just demonstrated that at the Hanging Gardens.
      

      
      Invisibility would be a great joke on society, I felt. They had sentenced me to nothing more dreadful than a year’s rest cure.
         I was certain I would enjoy it.
      

      
      But there were certain practical disadvantages. On the first night of my invisibility I went to the city’s finest restaurant.
         I would order their most lavish dishes, a hundred-unit meal, and then conveniently vanish at the presentation of the bill.
      

      
      My thinking was muddy. I never got seated. I stood in the entrance half an hour, bypassed again and again by a maitre d’hotel
         who had clearly been through all this many times before: Walking to a seat, I realized, would gain me nothing. No waiter would
         take my order.
      

      
      I could go into the kitchen. I could help myself to anything I pleased. I could disrupt the workings of the restaurant. But
         I decided against it. Society had its ways of protecting itself against the invisible ones. There could be no direct retaliation,
         of course, no intentional defense. But who could say no to a chef’s claim that he had seen no one in the way when he hurled
         a pot of scalding water toward the wall? Invisibility was invisibility, a two-edged sword.
      

      
      I left the restaurant.

      
      I ate at an automated restaurant nearby. Then I took an autocab home. Machines, like cacti, did not discriminate against my
         sort. I sensed that they would make poor companions for a year, though.
      

      
      I slept poorly.
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      The second day of my invisibility was a day of further testing and discovery.

      
      I went for a long walk, careful to stay on the pedestrian paths. I had heard all about the boys who enjoy running down those
         who carry the mark of invisibility on their foreheads. Again, there is no recourse, no punishment for them. My condition has its little
         hazards by intention.
      

      
      I walked the streets, seeing how the throngs parted for me. I cut through them like a microtome passing between cells. They
         were well trained. At midday I saw my first fellow Invisible. He was a tall man of middle years, stocky and dignified, bearing
         the mark of shame on a domelike forehead. His eyes met mine only for a moment. Then he passed on. An invisible man, naturally,
         cannot see another of his kind.
      

      
      I was amused, nothing more. I was still savoring the novelty of this way of life. No slight could hurt me. Not yet.

      
      Late in the day I came to one of those bathhouses where working girls can cleanse themselves for a couple of small coins.
         I smiled wickedly and went up the steps. The attendant at the door gave me the flicker of a startled look—it was a small triumph
         for me—but did not dare to stop me.
      

      
      I went in.

      
      An overpowering smell of soap and sweat struck me. I persevered inward. I passed cloakrooms where long rows of gray smocks
         were hanging, and it occurred to me that I could rifle those smocks of every unit they contained, but I did not. Theft loses
         meaning when it becomes too easy, as the clever ones who devised invisibility were aware.
      

      
      I passed on, into the bath chambers themselves.

      
      Hundreds of women were there. Nubile girls, weary wenches, old crones. Some blushed. A few smiled. Many turned their backs
         on me. But they were careful not to show any real reaction to my presence. Supervisory matrons stood guard, and who knew but
         that she might be reported for taking undue cognizance of the existence of an Invisible?
      

      
      So I watched them bathe, watched five hundred pairs of bobbing breasts, watched naked bodies glistening under the spray, watched
         this vast mass of bare feminine flesh. My reaction was a mixed one, a sense of wicked achievement at having penetrated this
         sanctum sanctorum unhalted, and then, welling up slowly within me, a sensation of—was it sorrow? Boredom? Revulsion?
      

      
      I was unable to analyze it. But it felt as though a clammy hand had seized my throat. I left quickly. The smell of soapy water
         stung my nostrils for hours afterward, and the sight of pink flesh haunted my dreams that night. I ate alone, in one of the
         automatics. I began to see that the novelty of this punishment was soon lost.
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      In the third week I fell ill. It began with a high fever, then pains of the stomach, vomiting, the rest of the ugly symptomatology.
         By midnight I was certain I was dying. The cramps were intolerable, and when I dragged myself to the toilet cubicle I caught
         sight of myself in the mirror, distorted, greenish, beaded with sweat. The mark of invisibility stood out like a beacon in
         my pale forehead.
      

      
      For a long time I lay on the tiled floor, limply absorbing the coolness of it. Then I thought: What if it’s my appendix? That
         ridiculous, obsolete, obscure prehistoric survival? Inflamed, ready to burst?
      

      
      I needed a doctor.

      
      The phone was covered with dust. They had not bothered to disconnect it, but I had not called anyone since my arrest, and
         no one had dared call me. The penalty for knowingly telephoning an invisible man is invisibility. My friends, such as they
         were, had stayed far away.
      

      
      I grasped the phone, thumbed the panel. It lit up and the directory robot said, “With whom do you wish to speak, sir?”

      
      “Doctor,” I gasped.

      
      “Certainly, sir.” Bland, smug mechanical words! No way to pronounce a robot invisible, so it was free to talk to me!

      
      The screen glowed. A doctorly voice said, “What seems to be the trouble?”

      
      “Stomach pains. Maybe appendicitis.”

      
      “We’ll have a man over in—” He stopped. I had made the mistake of upturning my agonized face. His eyes lit on my forehead
         mark. The screen winked into blackness as rapidly as though I had extended a leprous hand for him to kiss.
      

      
      “Doctor,” I groaned.

      
      He was gone. I buried my face in my hands. This was carrying things too far, I thought. Did the Hippocratic Oath allow things
         like this? Could a doctor ignore a sick man’s plea for help?
      

      
      Hippocrates had not known anything about invisible men. A doctor was not required to minister to an invisible man. To society
         at large I simply was not there. Doctors could not diagnose diseases in nonexistent individuals.
      

      
      I was left to suffer.

      
      
      It was one of invisibility’s less attractive features. You enter a bathhouse unhindered, if that pleases you—but you writhe
         on a bed of pain equally unhindered. The one with the other, and if your appendix happens to rupture, why, it is all the greater
         deterrent to others who might perhaps have gone your lawless way!
      

      
      My appendix did not rupture. I survived, though badly shaken. A man can survive without human conversation for a year. He
         can travel on automated cars and eat at automated restaurants. But there are no automated doctors. For the first time, I felt
         truly beyond the pale. A convict in a prison is given a doctor when he falls ill. My crime had not been serious enough to
         merit prison, and so no doctor would treat me if I suffered. It was unfair. I cursed the devils who had invented my punishment.
         I faced each bleak dawn alone, as alone as Crusoe on his island, here in the midst of a city of twelve million souls.
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      How can I describe my shifts of mood, my many tacks before the changing winds of the passing months?

      
      There were times when invisibility was a joy, a delight, a treasure. In those paranoid moments I gloried in my exemption from
         the rules that bound ordinary men.
      

      
      I stole. I entered small stores and seized the receipts, while the cowering merchant feared to stop me, lest in crying out
         he make himself liable to my invisibility. If I had known that the State reimbursed all such losses, I might have taken less
         pleasure in it. But I stole.
      

      
      I invaded. The bathhouse never tempted me again, but I breached other sanctuaries. I entered hotels and walked down the corridors,
         opening doors at random. Most rooms were empty. Some were not.
      

      
      Godlike, I observed all. I toughened. My disdain for society—the crime that had earned me invisibility in the first place—heightened.

      
      I stood in the empty streets during the periods of rain, and railed at the gleaming faces of the towering buildings on every
         side. “Who needs you?” I roared “Not I! Who needs you in the slightest?”
      

      
      I jeered and mocked and railed. It was a kind of insanity, brought on, I suppose, by the loneliness. I entered theaters—where
         the happy lotus-eaters sat slumped in their massage chairs, transfixed by the glowing tridim images—and capered down the aisles.
         No one grumbled at me. The luminescence of my forehead told them to keep their complaints to themselves, and they did.
      

      
      Those were the mad moments, the good moments, the moments when I towered twenty feet high and strode among the visible clods
         with contempt oozing from every pore. Those were insane moments—I admit that freely. A man who has been in a condition of
         involuntary invisibility for several months is not likely to be well balanced.
      

      
      Did I call them paranoid moments? Manic depressive might be more to the point. The pendulum swung dizzily. The days when I
         felt only contempt for the visible fools all around me were balanced by days when the isolation pressed in tangibly on me.
         I would walk the endless streets, pass through the gleaming arcades, stare down at the highways with their streaking bullets
         of gay colors. Not even a beggar would come up to me. Did you know we had beggars, in our shining century? Not till I was
         pronounced invisible did I know it, for then my long walks took me to the slums, where the shine has worn thin, and where
         shuffling stubble-faced old men beg for small coins.
      

      
      No one begged for coins from me. Once a blind man came up to me.

      
      “For the love of God,” he wheezed, “help me to buy new eyes from the eye bank.”

      
      They were the first direct words any human being had spoken to me in months. I started to reach into my tunic for money, planning
         to give him every unit on me in gratitude. Why not? I could get more simply by taking it. But before I could draw the money
         out, a nightmare figure hobbled on crutches between us. I caught the whispered word, “Invisible,” and then the two of them
         scuttled away like frightened crabs. I stood there stupidly holding my money.
      

      
      Not even the beggars. Devils, to have invented this torment!

      
      So I softened again. My arrogance ebbed away. I was lonely, now. Who could accuse me of coldness? I was spongy soft, pathetically
         eager for a word, a smile, a clasping hand. It was the sixth month of my invisibility.
      

      
      I loathed it entirely, now. Its pleasures were hollow ones and its torment was unbearable. I wondered how I would survive
         the remaining six months. Believe me, suicide was not far from my mind in those dark hours.
      

      
      And finally I committed an act of foolishness. On one of my endless walks I encountered another Invisible, no more than the
         third or the fourth such creature I had seen in my six months. As in the previous encounters, our eyes met, warily, only for
         a moment. Then he dropped his to the pavement, and he sidestepped me and walked on. He was a slim young man, no more than forty, with tousled brown hair and a narrow, pinched face. He had a look of scholarship
         about him, and I wondered what he might have done to merit his punishment, and I was seized with the desire to run after him
         and ask him, and to learn his name, and to talk to him, and embrace him.
      

      
      All these things are forbidden to mankind. No one shall have any contact whatsoever with an Invisible—not even a fellow Invisible.
         Especially not a fellow Invisible. There is no wish on society’s part to foster a secret bond of fellowship among its pariahs.
      

      
      I knew all this.

      
      I turned and followed him, all the same.

      
      For three blocks I moved along behind him, remaining twenty to fifty paces to the rear. Security robots seemed to be everywhere,
         their scanners quick to detect an infraction, and I did not dare make my move. Then he turned down a side street, a gray,
         dusty street five centuries old, and began to stroll, with the ambling, going-nowhere gait of the Invisible. I came up behind
         him.
      

      
      “Please,” I said softly. “No one will see us here. We can talk. My name is—”

      
      He whirled on me, horror in his eyes. His face was pale. He looked at me in amazement for a moment, then darted forward as
         though to go around me.
      

      
      I blocked him.

      
      “Wait,” I said. “Don’t be afraid. Please—”

      
      He burst past me. I put my hand on his shoulder, and he wriggled free.

      
      “Just a word,” I begged.

      
      Not even a word. Not even a hoarsely uttered, “Leave me alone!” He sidestepped me and ran down the empty street, his steps
         diminishing from a clatter to a murmur as he reached the corner and rounded it. I looked after him, feeling a great loneliness
         well up in me.
      

      
      And then a fear. He hadn’t breached the rules of Invisibility, but I had. I had seen him. That left me subject to punishment, an extension of
         my term of invisibility, perhaps. I looked around anxiously, but there were no security robots in sight, no one at all.
      

      
      I was alone.

      
      Turning, calming myself, I continued down the street. Gradually I regained control over myself. I saw that I had done something
         unpardonably foolish. The stupidity of my action troubled me, but even more the sentimentality of it. To reach out in that
         panicky way to another Invisible—to admit openly my loneliness, my need—no. It meant that society was winning. I couldn’t have that.
      

      
      I found that I was near the cactus garden once again. I rode the liftshaft, grabbed a token from the attendant, and bought
         my way in. I searched for a moment, then found a twisted, elaborately ornate cactus eight feet high, a spiny monster. I wrenched
         it from its pot and broke the angular limbs to fragments, filling my hands with a thousand needles. People pretended not to
         watch. I plucked the spines from my hands and, palms bleeding, rode the liftshaft down, once again sublimely aloof in my invisibility.
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      The eighth month passed, the ninth, the tenth. The seasonal round had made nearly a complete turn. Spring had given way to
         a mild summer, summer to a crisp autumn, autumn to winter with its fortnightly snowfalls, still permitted for esthetic reasons.
         Winter had ended, now. In the parks, the trees sprouted green buds. The weather control people stepped up the rainfall to
         thrice daily.
      

      
      My term was drawing to its end.

      
      In the final months of my invisibility I had slipped into a kind of torpor. My mind, forced back on its own resources, no
         longer cared to consider the implications of my condition, and I slid in a blurred haze from day to day. I read compulsively
         but unselectively. Aristotle one day, the Bible the next, a handbook of mechanics the next. I retained nothing; as I turned
         a fresh page, its predecessor slipped from my memory.
      

      
      I no longer bothered to enjoy the few advantages of invisibility, the voyeuristic thrills, the minute throb of power that
         comes from being able to commit any act with only limited fears of retaliation. I say limited because the passage of the Invisibility Act had not been accompanied by an act repealing human nature; few men would not
         risk invisibility to protect their wives or children from an invisible one’s molestations; no one would coolly allow an invisible
         to jab out his eyes; no one would tolerate an Invisible’s invasion of his home. There were ways of coping with such infringements
         without appearing to recognize the existence of the Invisible, as I have mentioned.
      

      
      Still, it was possible to get away with a great deal. I declined to try. Somewhere Dostoevsky has written, “Without God, all
         things are possible.” I can amend that. “To the invisible man, all things are possible—and uninteresting.” So it was.
      

      
      The weary months passed.

      
      I did not count the minutes till my release. To be precise, I wholly forgot that my term was due to end. On the day itself,
         I was reading in my room, morosely turning page after page, when the annunciator chimed.
      

      
      It had not chimed for a full year. I had almost forgotten the meaning of the sound.

      
      But I opened the door. There they stood, the men of the law. Wordlessly, they broke the seal that held the mark to my forehead.

      
      The emblem dropped away and shattered.

      
      “Hello, citizen,” they said to me.

      
      I nodded gravely. “Yes. Hello.”

      
      “May 11, 2105. Your term is up. You are restored to society. You have paid your debt.”

      
      “Thank you. Yes.”

      
      “Come for a drink with us.”

      
      “I’d sooner not.”

      
      “It’s the tradition. Come along.”

      
      I went with them. My forehead felt strangely naked now, and I glanced in a mirror to see that there was a pale spot where
         the emblem had been. They took me to a bar nearby, and treated me to synthetic whiskey, raw, powerful. The bartender grinned
         at me. Someone on the next stool clapped me on the shoulder and asked me who I liked in tomorrow’s jet races. I had no idea,
         and I said so.
      

      
      “You mean it? I’m backing Kelso. Four to one, but he’s got terrific spurt power.”

      
      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      
      “He’s been away for a while,” one of the government men said softly.

      
      The euphemism was unmistakable. My neighbor glanced at my forehead and nodded at the pale spot. He offered to buy me a drink
         too. I accepted, though I was already feeling the effects of the first one. I was a human being again. I was visible.
      

      
      I did not dare spurn him, anyway. It might have been construed as a crime of coldness once again. My fifth offense would have
         meant five years of Invisibility. I had learned humility.
      

      
      Returning to visibility involved an awkward transition, of course. Old friends to meet, lame conversations to hold, shattered
         relationships to renew. I had been an exile in my own city for a year, and coming back was not easy.
      

      
      No one referred to my time of invisibility, naturally. It was treated as an affliction best left unmentioned. Hypocrisy, I
         thought, but I accepted it. Doubtless they were all trying to spare my feelings. Does one tell a man whose cancerous stomach
         has been replaced, “I hear you had a narrow escape just now?” Does one say to a man whose aged father has tottered off toward
         a euthanasia house, “Well, he was getting pretty feeble anyway, wasn’t he?”
      

      
      No. Of course not.

      
      So there was this hole in our shared experience, this void, this blankness. Which left me little to talk about with my friends,
         in particular since I had lost the knack of conversation entirely. The period of readjustment was a trying one.
      

      
      But I persevered, for I was no longer the same haughty, aloof person I had been before my conviction. I had learned humility
         in the hardest of schools.
      

      
      Now and then I noticed an Invisible on the streets, of course. It was impossible to avoid them. But, trained as I had been
         trained, I quickly glanced away, as though my eyes had come momentarily to rest on some shambling, festering horror from another
         world.
      

      
      It was in the fourth month of my return to visibility that the ultimate lesson of my sentence struck home, though. I was in
         the vicinity of the City Tower, having returned to my old job in the documents division of the municipal government. I had
         left work for the day and was walking toward the tubes when a hand emerged from the crowd, caught my arm.
      

      
      “Please,” the soft voice said. “Wait a minute. Don’t be afraid.”

      
      I looked up, startled. In our city strangers do not accost strangers.

      
      I saw the gleaming emblem of invisibility on the man’s forehead. Then I recognized him—the slim man I had accosted more than
         half a year before on that deserted street. He had grown haggard; his eyes were wild, his brown hair flecked with gray. He
         must have been at the beginning of his term, then. Now he must have been near its end.
      

      
      He held my arm. I trembled. This was no deserted street. This was the most crowded square of the city. I pulled my arm away
         from his grasp and started to turn away.
      

      
      “No—don’t go,” he cried. “Can’t you pity me? You’ve been there yourself.”

      
      
      I took a faltering step. Then I remembered how I had cried out to him, how I had begged him not to spurn me. I remembered
         my own miserable loneliness.
      

      
      I took another step away from him.

      
      “Coward!” he shrieked after me. “Talk to me! I dare you! Talk to me, coward!”

      
      It was too much. I was touched. Sudden tears stung my eyes, and I turned to him, stretched out a hand to his. I caught his
         thin wrist. The contact seemed to electrify him. A moment later, I held him in my arms, trying to draw some of the misery
         from his frame to mine.
      

      
      The security robots closed in, surrounding us. He was hurled to one side, I was taken into custody. They will try me again—not
         for the crime of coldness, this time, but for a crime of warmth. Perhaps they will find extenuating circumstances and release
         me; perhaps not.
      

      
      I do not care. If they condemn me, this time I will wear my invisibility like a shield of glory.

      




      
      
      THE PAIN PEDDLERS

      
      This was the second of the stories I did for Fred Pohl under our you-write-I’ll-buy deal: fast, smooth, dark. It was written
            in November, 1962, and appeared in the August, 1963 Galaxy.
      

      
      But my science fiction output was still very low. I had found a new and very appealing line of work: like Isaac Asimov, I
            had drifted into writing books of popularized science, beginning in 1961 with the very successful Lost Cities and Vanished Civilizations. Most of what I did was on archaeological subjects—1962 saw me write a book on underwater archaeology, Sunken History, and another called Empires in the Dust, and I edited an anthology of the writings of famous archaeologists, Great Adventures in Archaeology. It was a long way from “Kill That Babe” and “Stalin’s Slave Barracks.” I was enjoying myself, I was making money, and I was
            winning a new audience far from the grimy world of pulp-category fiction.
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      Pain is Gain.

      
      —Greek proverb

      
      The phone bleeped. Northrop nudged the cut-in switch and heard Maurillo say, “We got a gangrene, chief. They’re amputating
         tonight.” Northrop’s pulse quickened at the thought of action. “What’s the tab?” he asked.
      

      
      
      “Five thousand, all rights.”

      
      “Anesthetic?”

      
      “Natch,” Maurillo said. “I tried it the other way.”

      
      “What did you offer?”

      
      “Ten. It was no go.”

      
      Northrop sighed. “I’ll have to handle it myself, I guess. Where’s the patient?”

      
      “Clinton General. In the wards.”

      
      Northrop raised a heavy eyebrow and glowered into the screen. “In the wards?” he bellowed. “And you couldn’t get them to agree?”
      

      
      Maurillo seemed to shrink. “It was the relatives, chief. They were stubborn. The old man, he didn’t seem to give a damn, but
         the relatives—”
      

      
      “Okay. You stay there. I’m coming over to close the deal,” Northrop snapped. He cut the phone out and pulled a couple of blank
         waiver forms out of his desk, just in case the relatives backed down. Gangrene was gangrene, but ten grand was ten grand.
         And business was business. The networks were yelling. He had to supply the goods or get out.
      

      
      He thumbed the autosecretary. “I want my car ready in thirty seconds. South Street exit.”

      
      “Yes, Mr. Northrop.”

      
      “If anyone calls for me in the next half hour, record it. I’m going to Clinton General Hospital, but I don’t want to be called
         there.”
      

      
      “Yes, Mr. Northrop.”

      
      “If Rayfield calls from the network office, tell him I’m getting him a dandy. Tell him—oh, hell, tell him I’ll call him back
         in an hour. That’s all.”
      

      
      “Yes, Mr. Northrop.”

      
      Northrop scowled at the machine and left his office. The gravshaft took him down forty stories in almost literally no time
         flat. His car was waiting, as ordered, a long, sleek ’08 Frontenac with bubble top. Bulletproof, of course. Network producers
         were vulnerable to crackpot attacks.
      

      
      He sat back, nestling into the plush upholstery. The car asked him where he was going, and he answered.

      
      “Let’s have a pep pill,” he said.

      
      A pill rolled out of the dispenser in front of him. He gulped it down. Maurillo, you make me sick, he thought. Why can’t you close a deal without me? Just once?

      
      
      He made a mental note. Maurillo had to go. The organization couldn’t tolerate inefficiency.
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      The hospital was an old one. It was housed in one of the vulgar green-glass architectural monstrosities so popular sixty years
         before, a tasteless slab-sided thing without character or grace. The main door irised and Northrop stepped through, and the
         familiar hospital smell hit his nostrils. Most people found it unpleasant, but not Northrop. It was the smell of dollars,
         for him.
      

      
      The hospital was so old that it still had nurses and orderlies. Oh, plenty of mechanicals skittered up and down the corridors,
         but here and there a middle-aged nurse, smugly clinging to her tenure, pushed a tray of mush along, or a doddering orderly
         propelled a broom. In his early days on video, Northrop had done a documentary on these people, these living fossils in the
         hospital corridors. He had won an award for the film, with its crosscuts from baggy-faced nurses to gleaming mechanicals,
         its vivid presentation of the inhumanity of the new hospitals. It was a long time since Northrop had done a documentary of
         that sort. A different kind of show was the order of the day now, ever since the intensifiers had come in.
      

      
      A mechanical took him to Ward Seven. Maurillo was waiting there, a short, bouncy little man who wasn’t bouncing much now,
         because he knew he had fumbled. Maurillo grinned up at Northrop, a hollow grin, and said, “You sure made it fast, chief!”
      

      
      “How long would it take for the competition to cut in?” Northrop countered. “Where’s the patient?”

      
      “Down by the end. You see where the curtain is? I had the curtain put up. To get in good with the heirs. The relatives, I
         mean.”
      

      
      “Fill me in,” Northrop said. “Who’s in charge?”

      
      “The oldest son. Harry. Watch out for him. Greedy.”

      
      “Who isn’t?” Northrop sighed. They were at the curtain, now. Maurillo parted it. All through the long ward, patients were
         stirring. Potential subjects for taping, all of them, Northrop thought. The world was so full of different kinds of sickness—and
         one sickness fed on another.
      

      
      He stepped through the curtain. There was a man in the bed, drawn and gaunt, his hollow face greenish, stubbly. A mechanical
         stood next to the bed, with an intravenous tube running across and under the covers. The patient looked at least ninety. Knocking off ten years for the effects of illness still made him pretty old, Northrop
         thought.
      

      
      He confronted the relatives.

      
      There were eight of them. Five women, ranging from middle age down to teens. Three men, the oldest about fifty, the other
         two in their forties. Sons and daughters and nieces and granddaughters, Northrop figured.
      

      
      He said gravely, “I know what a terrible tragedy this must be for all of you. A man in the prime of his life—head of a happy
         family…” Northrop stared at the patient. “But I know he’ll pull through. I can see the strength in him.”
      

      
      The oldest relative said, “I’m Harry Gardner. I’m his son. You’re from the network?”

      
      “I’m the producer,” Northrop said. “I don’t ordinarily come in person, but my assistant told me what a great human situation
         there was here, what a brave person your father is…”
      

      
      The man in the bed slept on. He looked bad.

      
      Harry Gardner said, “We made an arrangement. Five thousand bucks. We wouldn’t do it, except for the hospital bills. They can
         really wreck you.”
      

      
      “I understand perfectly,” Northrop said in his most unctuous tones. “That’s why we’re prepared to raise our offer. We’re well
         aware of the disastrous effects of hospitalization on a small family, even today, in these times of protection. And so we
         can offer—”
      

      
      “No! There’s got to be anesthetic!” It was one of the daughters, a round, drab woman with colorless thin lips. “We ain’t going
         to let you make him suffer!”
      

      
      Northrop smiled. “It would only be a moment of pain for him. Believe me. We’d begin the anesthesia immediately after the amputation.
         Just let us capture that single instant of—”
      

      
      “It ain’t right! He’s old, he’s got to be given the best treatment! The pain could kill him!”

      
      “On the contrary,” Northrop said blandly. “Scientific research has shown that pain is often beneficial in amputation cases.
         It creates a nerve block, you see, that causes a kind of anesthesia of its own, without the harmful side effects of chemotherapy.
         And once the danger vectors are controlled, the normal anesthetic procedures can be invoked, and—” He took a deep breath,
         and went rolling glibly on to the crusher, “with the extra fee we’ll provide, you can give your dear one the absolute finest in medical care. There’ll be no reason to stint.”
      

      
      Wary glances were exchanged. Harry Gardner said, “How much are you offering?”

      
      “May I see the leg?” Northrop countered.

      
      The coverlet was peeled back. Northrop stared.

      
      It was a nasty case. Northrop was no doctor, but he had been in this line of work for five years, and that was long enough
         to give him an amateur acquaintance with disease. He knew the old man was in bad shape. It looked as though there had been
         a severe burn, high up along the calf, which had probably been treated only with first aid. Then, in happy proletarian ignorance,
         the family had let the old man rot until he was gangrenous. Now the leg was blackened, glossy, and swollen from midcalf to
         the ends of the toes. Everything looked soft and decayed. Northrop had the feeling that he could reach out and break the puffy
         toes off, one at a time.
      

      
      The patient wasn’t going to survive. Amputation or not, he was probably rotten to the core by this time, and if the shock
         of amputation didn’t do him in, general debilitation would. It was a good prospect for the show. It was the kind of stomach-turning
         vicarious suffering that millions of viewers gobbled up avidly.
      

      
      Northrop looked up and said, “Fifteen thousand if you’ll allow a network-approved surgeon to amputate under our conditions.
         And we’ll pay the surgeon’s fee besides.”
      

      
      “Well…”

      
      “And we’ll also underwrite the entire cost of postoperative care for your father,” Northrop added smoothly. “Even if he stays
         in the hospital for six months, we’ll pay every nickel, over and above the telecast fee.”
      

      
      He had them. He could see the greed shining in their eyes. They were faced with bankruptcy, and he had come to rescue them,
         and did it matter all that much if the old man didn’t have anesthetic when they sawed his leg off? He was hardly conscious
         even now. He wouldn’t really feel a thing, not really.
      

      
      Northrop produced the documents, the waivers, the contracts covering residuals and Latin-American reruns, the payment vouchers,
         all the paraphernalia. He sent Maurillo scuttling off for a secretary, and a few moments later a glistening mechanical was
         taking it all down.
      

      
      “If you’ll put your name here, Mr. Gardner…”

      
      
      Northrop handed the pen to the eldest son. Signed, sealed, delivered.

      
      “We’ll operate tonight,” Northrop said. “I’ll send our surgeon over immediately. One of our best men. We’ll give your father
         the care he deserves.”
      

      
      He pocketed the documents. It was done. Maybe it was barbaric to operate on an old man that way, Northrop thought, but he
         didn’t bear the responsibility, after all. He was just giving the public what it wanted, and the public wanted spouting blood
         and tortured nerves. And what did it matter to the old man, really? Any experienced medic could tell you he was as good as
         dead. The operation wouldn’t save him. Anesthesia wouldn’t save him. If the gangrene didn’t get him, postoperative shock would
         do him in. At worst, he would suffer only a few minutes under the knife, but at least his family would be free from the fear
         of financial ruin.
      

      
      On the way out, Maurillo said, “Don’t you think it’s a little risky, chief? Offering to pay the hospitalization expenses,
         I mean?”
      

      
      “You’ve got to gamble a little sometimes to get what you want,” Northrop said.

      
      “Yeah, but that could run to fifty, sixty thousand! What‘ll that do to the budget?”

      
      Northrop shrugged. “We’ll survive. Which is more than the old man will. He can’t make it through the night. We haven’t risked
         a penny, Maurillo. Not a stinking cent.”
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      Returning to the office, Northrop turned the papers on the Gardner amputation over to his assistants, set the wheels in motion
         for the show, and prepared to call it a day. There was only one bit of dirty work left to do. He had to fire Maurillo.
      

      
      It wasn’t called firing, of course. Maurillo had tenure, just like the hospital orderlies and everyone else below executive
         rank. It was more a demotion than anything else. Northrop had been increasingly dissatisfied with the little man’s work for
         months, now, and today had been the clincher. Maurillo had no imagination. He didn’t know how to close a deal. Why hadn’t
         he thought of underwriting the hospitalization? If I can’t delegate responsibility to him, Northrop told himself, I can’t use him at all. There were plenty of other assistant producers in the outfit who’d be glad to step in.
      

      
      
      Northrop spoke to a couple of them. He made his choice. A young fellow named Barton, who had been working on documentaries
         all year. Barton had done the plane-crash deal in London in the spring. He had a fine touch for the gruesome. He had been
         on hand at the World’s Fair fire last year in Juneau. Yes, Barton was the man.
      

      
      The next part was the sticky one. Northrop phoned Maurillo, even though Maurillo was only two rooms away—these things were
         never done in person—and said, “I’ve got some good news for you, Ted. We’re shifting you to a new program.”
      

      
      “Shifting…?”

      
      “That’s right. We had a talk in here this afternoon, and we decided you were being wasted on the blood and guts show. You
         need more scope for your talents. So we’re moving you over to Kiddie Time. We think you’ll really blossom there. You and Sam
         Kline and Ed Bragan ought to make a terrific team.”
      

      
      Northrop saw Maurillo’s pudgy face crumble. The arithmetic was getting home; over here, Maurillo was Number Two, and on the
         new show, a much less important one, he’d be Number Three. It was a thumping boot downstairs, and Maurillo knew it.
      

      
      The mores of the situation called for Maurillo to pretend he was receiving a rare honor. He didn’t play the game. He squinted and said,
         “Just because I didn’t sign up that old man’s amputation?”
      

      
      “What makes you think…?”

      
      “Three years I’ve been with you! Three years, and you kick me out just like that!”

      
      “I told you, Ted, we thought this would be a big opportunity for you. It’s a step up the ladder. It’s—”

      
      Maurillo’s fleshy face puffed up with rage. “It’s getting junked,” he said bitterly. “Well, never mind, huh? It so happens
         I’ve got another offer. I’m quitting before you can can me. You can take your tenure and—”
      

      
      Northrop blanked the screen.

      
      The idiot, he thought. The fat little idiot. Well, to hell with him!

      
      He cleared his desk, and cleared his mind of Ted Maurillo and his problems. Life was real, life was earnest. Maurillo just
         couldn’t take the pace, that was all.
      

      
      Northrop prepared to go home. It had been a long day.
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      At eight that evening came word that old Gardner was about to undergo the amputation. At ten, Northrop was phoned by the network’s
         own head surgeon, Dr. Steele, with the news that the operation had failed.
      

      
      “We lost him,” Steele said in a flat, unconcerned voice. “We did our best, but he was a mess. Fibrillation set in, and his
         heart just ran away. Not a damned thing we could do.”
      

      
      “Did the leg come off?”

      
      “Oh, sure. All this was after the operation.”
      

      
      “Did it get taped?”

      
      “They’re processing it now. I‘m on my way out.”

      
      “Okay,” Northrop said. “Thanks for calling.”

      
      “Sorry about the patient.”

      
      “Don‘t worry yourself,” Northrop said. “It happens to the best of us.”

      
      The next morning, Northrop had a look at the rushes. The screening was in the twenty-third floor studio, and a select audience
         was on hand—Northrop, his new assistant producer Barton, a handful of network executives, a couple of men from the cutting
         room. Slick, bosomy girls handed out intensifier helmets—no mechanicals doing the work here!
      

      
      Northrop slipped the helmet on over his head. He felt the familiar surge of excitement as the electrodes descended, as contact
         was made. He closed his eyes. There was a thrum of power somewhere in the room as the EEG-amplifier went into action. The
         screen brightened.
      

      
      There was the old man. There was the gangrenous leg. There was Dr. Steele, crisp and rugged and dimple-chinned, the network’s
         star surgeon, $250,000-a-year’s worth of talent. There was the scalpel, gleaming in Steele’s hand.
      

      
      Northrop began to sweat. The amplified brain waves were coming through the intensifier, and he felt the throbbing in the old
         man’s leg, felt the dull haze of pain behind the old man’s forehead, felt the weakness of being eighty years old and half
         dead.
      

      
      Steele was checking out the electronic scalpel, now, while the nurses fussed around, preparing the man for the amputation.
         In the finished tape, there would be music, narration, all the trimmings, but now there was just a soundless series of images,
         and, of course, the tapped brain-waves of the sick man.
      

      
      The leg was bare.

      
      The scalpel descended.

      
      
      Northrop winced as vicarious agony shot through him. He could feel the blazing pain, the brief searing hellishness as the
         scalpel slashed through diseased flesh and rotting bone. His whole body trembled, and he bit down hard on his lips and clenched
         his fists and then it was over.
      

      
      There was a cessation of pain. A catharsis. The leg no longer sent its pulsating messages to the weary brain. Now there was
         shock, the anesthesia of hyped-up pain, and with the shock came calmness. Steele went about the mop-up operation. He tidied
         the stump, bound it.
      

      
      The rushes flickered out in anticlimax. Later, the production crew would tie up the program with interviews of the family,
         perhaps a shot of the funeral, a few observations on the problem of gangrene in the aged. Those things were the extras. What
         counted, what the viewers wanted, was the sheer nastiness of vicarious pain, and that they got in full measure. It was a gladiatorial
         contest without the gladiators, masochism concealed as medicine. It worked. It pulled in the viewers by the millions.
      

      
      Northrop patted sweat from his forehead.

      
      “Looks like we got ourselves quite a little show here, boys,” he said in satisfaction.
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      The mood of satisfaction was still on him as he left the building that day. All day he had worked hard, getting the show into
         its final shape, cutting and polishing. He enjoyed the element of craftsmanship. It helped him to forget some of the sordidness
         of the program.
      

      
      Night had fallen when he left. He stepped out of the main entrance and a figure strode forward, a bulky figure, medium height,
         tired face. A hand reached out, thrusting him roughly back into the lobby of the building.
      

      
      At first Northrop didn’t recognize the face of the man. It was a blank face, a nothing face, a middle-aged empty face. Then
         he placed it.
      

      
      Harry Gardner. The son of the dead man.

      
      “Murderer!” Gardner shrilled. “You killed him! He would have lived if you’d used anesthetics! You phony, you murdered him
         so people would have thrills on television!”
      

      
      Northrop glanced up the lobby. Someone was coming around the bend. Northrop felt calm. He could stare this nobody down until
         he fled in fear.
      

      
      
      “Listen,” Northrop said, “we did the best medical science can do for your father. We gave him the ultimate in scientific care.
         We—”
      

      
      “You murdered him!”

      
      “No,” Northrop said, and then he said no more, because he saw the sudden flicker of a slice-gun in the blank-faced man’s fat
         hand. He backed away, but it didn’t help, because Gardner punched the trigger and an incandescent bolt flared out and sliced
         across Northrop’s belly just as efficiently as the surgeon’s scalpel had cut through the gangrenous leg.
      

      
      Gardner raced away, feet clattering on the marble floor. Northrop dropped, clutching himself. His suit was seared, and there
         was a slash through his abdomen, a burn an eighth of an inch wide and perhaps four inches deep, cutting through intestines,
         through organs, through flesh. The pain hadn’t begun yet. His nerves weren’t getting the message through to his stunned brain.
         But then they were, and Northrop coiled and twisted in agony that was anything but vicarious now.
      

      
      Footsteps approached.

      
      “Jeez,” a voice said.

      
      Northrop forced an eye open. Maurillo. Of all people, Maurillo.

      
      “A doctor,” Northrop wheezed. “Fast! Christ, the pain! Help me, Ted!”

      
      Maurillo looked down, and smiled. Without a word, he stepped to the telephone booth six feet away, dropped in a token, punched
         out a call.
      

      
      “Get a van over here, fast. I’ve got a subject, chief.”

      
      Northrop writhed in torment. Maurillo crouched next to him. “A doctor,” Northrop murmured. “A needle, at least. Gimme a needle!
         The pain—”
      

      
      “You want me to kill the pain?” Maurillo laughed. “Nothing doing, chief. You just hang on. You stay alive till we get that
         hat on your head and tape the whole thing.”
      

      
      “But you don’t work for me—you’re off the program—”

      
      “Sure,” Maurillo said. “I’m with Transcontinental now. They’re starting a blood-and-guts show too. Only they don’t need waivers.”

      
      Northrop gaped. Transcontinental? That bootleg outfit that peddled tapes in Afghanistan and Mexico and Ghana and God knew
         where else? Not even a network show, he thought. No fee. Dying in agony for the benefit of a bunch of lousy tapeleggers. That
         was the worst part, Northrop thought. Only Maurillo would pull a deal like that.
      

      
      “A needle! For God‘s sake, Maurillo, a needle!”

      
      
      “Nothing doing, chief. The van’ll be here any minute. They’ll sew you up, and we’ll tape it nice.”

      
      Northrop closed his eyes. He felt the coiling intestines blazing within him. He willed himself to die, to cheat Maurillo and
         his bunch of ghouls. But it was no use. He remained alive and suffering.
      

      
      He lived for an hour. That was plenty of time to tape his dying agonies. The last thought he had was that it was a damned
         shame he couldn’t star on his own show.
      

      




      
      
      NEIGHBOR

      
      Also for Fred Pohl: written in January, 1964, published in the August, 1964 Galaxy. I was being faithful to our agreement, writing s-f stories only when the mood took me, not just because it was time to knock
            something new out for one of my regular markets. Science fiction is always best written by part-time writers: the need to
            save the world from plunging asteroids or berserk robots three times a week isn’t conducive to creating classic literature.

      
      And here in 1964 I was very much a part-time science-fiction writer. The occasional story for Fred and an equally infrequent
            novel for young readers (such as 1964’s The Time of the Great Freeze) was all I was doing in that line. The science-fact books had become my main enterprise. 1964 saw me do a book on Antarctica,
            a biography of Socrates (which would stand me in good stead decades later when I wrote my Hugo-winning story “Enter a Soldier”),
            a book on famous scientific hoaxes, an enormous history of the Great Wall of China, and, late in the year, an account of the
            Pueblo Indians. It was an incredibly grueling schedule, a constant grind of research and typing and correcting galleys and
            doing the research for the next one, but I was young and thought nothing of it. I was setting myself up for real exhaustion
            and physical collapse, but that was still a couple of years in the future.
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      Fresh snow had fallen during the night. It lay like a white sheet atop the older snow, nine or ten feet of it, that already
         covered the plain. Now all was smooth and clear almost to the horizon. As Michael Holt peered through the foot-thick safety glass of his command-room
         window, he saw, first of all, the zone of brown earth, a hundred yards in diameter, circling his house, and then the beginning
         of the snowfield with a few jagged bare trees jutting through it, and then, finally, a blot on the horizon, the metallic tower
         that was Andrew McDermott’s dwelling.
      

      
      Not in seventy or eighty years had Holt looked at the McDermott place without feeling hatred and irritation. The planet was
         big enough, wasn’t it? Why had McDermott chosen to stick his pile of misshapen steel down right where Holt had to look at
         it all his days? The McDermott estate was large. McDermott could have built his house another fifty or sixty miles to the
         east, near the banks of the wide, shallow river that flowed through the heart of the continent. He hadn’t cared to. Holt had
         politely suggested it, when the surveyors and architects first came out from Earth. McDermott had just as politely insisted
         on putting his house where he wanted to put it.
      

      
      It was still there. Michael Holt peered at it, and his insides roiled. He walked to the control console of the armament panel,
         and let his thin, gnarled hands rest for a moment on a gleaming rheostat.
      

      
      There was an almost sexual manner to the way Holt fondled the jutting knobs and studs of the console. Now that his two-hundredth
         year was approaching, he rarely handled the bodies of his wives any more. But, then, he did not love his wives as keenly as
         he loved the artillery emplacement with which he could blow Andrew McDermott to atoms.
      

      
      Just let him provoke me, Holt thought.
      

      
      He stood by the panel, a tall, gaunt man with a withered face and a savage hook of a nose and a surprisingly thick shock of
         faded red hair. He closed his eyes and allowed himself the luxury of a daydream.
      

      
      He imagined that Andrew McDermott had given him offense. Not simply the eternal offense of being there in his view, but some
         direct, specific affront. Poaching on his land, perhaps. Or sending a robot out to hack down a tree on the borderland. Or
         putting up a flashing neon sign mocking Holt in some vulgar way. Anything that would serve as an excuse for hostilities.
      

      
      And then: Holt saw himself coming up here to the command room and broadcasting an ultimatum to the enemy. “Take that sign
         down, McDermott,” he might say. “Keep your robots off my land,” perhaps. “Or else this means war.”
      

      
      
      McDermott would reply with a blast of radiation, of course, because that was the kind of sneak he was. The deflector screens
         of Holt’s front-line defenses would handle the bolt with ease, soaking it in and feeding the energy straight to Holt’s own
         generators.
      

      
      Then, at long last, Holt would answer back. His fingers would tighten on the controls. Crackling arcs of energy would leap
         toward the ionosphere and bound downward at McDermott’s place, spearing through his pitiful screens as though they weren’t
         there. Holt saw himself gripping the controls with knuckle-whitening fervor, launching thunderbolt after thunderbolt, while
         on the horizon Andrew McDermott’s hideous keep blazed and glowed in hellish fire, and crumpled and toppled and ran in molten
         puddles over the snow.
      

      
      Yes, that would be the moment to live for!

      
      That would be the moment of triumph!

      
      To step back from the controls at last and look through the window and see the glowing red spot on the horizon where the McDermott
         place had been. To pat the controls as though they were the flanks of a beloved old horse. To leave the house, and ride across
         the borderland into the McDermott estate, and see the charred ruin, and know that he was gone forever.
      

      
      Then, of course, there would be an inquiry. The fifty lords of the planet would meet to discuss the battle, and Holt would
         explain, “He wantonly provoked me. I need not tell you how he gave me offense by building his house within my view. But this
         time—”
      

      
      And Holt’s fellow lords would nod sagely, and would understand, for they valued their own unblemished views as highly as Holt
         himself. They would exonerate him and grant him McDermott’s land, as far as the horizon, so no newcomer could repeat the offense.
      

      
      Michael Holt smiled. The daydream left him satisfied. His heart raced perhaps a little too enthusiastically as he pictured
         the slagheap on the horizon. He made an effort to calm himself. He was, after all, a fragile old man, much as he hated to
         admit it, and even the excitement of a daydream taxed his strength.
      

      
      He walked away from the panel, back to the window. Nothing had changed. The zone of brown earth where his melters kept back
         the snow, and then the white field, and finally the excrescence on the horizon, glinting coppery red in the thin midday sunlight.
         Holt scowled. The daydream had changed nothing. No shot had been fired. McDermott’s keep still stained the view. Turning,
         Holt began to shuffle slowly out of the room, toward the dropshaft that would take him five floors downward to his family.
      

      
      The communicator chimed. Holt stared at the screen in surprise.

      
      “Yes?”

      
      “An outside call for you, Lord Holt. Lord McDermott is calling,” the bland metallic voice said.

      
      “Lord McDermott’s secretary, you mean.”

      
      “It is Lord McDermott himself, your lordship.”

      
      Holt blinked. “You’re joking,” he said. “It’s fifty years since he called me. If this is a prank, I’ll have your circuits
         shorted!”
      

      
      “I cannot joke, your lordship. Shall I tell Lord McDermott you do not wish to speak to him?”

      
      “Of course,” Holt snapped. “No…wait. Find out what he wants. Then tell him I can’t speak to him.”

      
      Holt sank back into a chair in front of the screen. He nudged a button with his elbow, and tiny hands began to massage the
         muscles of his back, where tension-poisons had suddenly flooded in to stiffen him.
      

      
      McDermott calling? What for?

      
      To complain, of course. Some trespass, no doubt. Some serious trespass, if McDermott felt he had to make the call himself.
         Michael Holt’s blood warmed. Let him complain! Let him accuse, let him bluster! Perhaps this would give the excuse for hostilities
         at last. Holt ached to declare war. He had been building his armaments patiently for decade after decade, and he knew beyond
         doubt that he had the capability to destroy McDermott moments after the first shot was fired. No screens in the universe could
         withstand the array of weaponry Holt had assembled. The outcome of a conflict was in no doubt. Let him start something, Michael Holt prayed. Oh, let him be the aggressor! I’m ready for him, and more than ready!

      
      The bell chimed again. The robot voice of Holt’s secretary said, “I have spoken to him, your lordship. He will tell me nothing.
         He wants to speak to you.”
      

      
      Holt sighed. “Very well. Put him on, then.”

      
      There was a moment of electronic chaos on the screen as the robot shifted from the inside channel to an outside one. Holt
         sat stiffly, annoyed by the sudden anxiety he felt. He realized, strangely, that he had forgotten what his enemy’s voice sounded
         like. All communications between them had been through robot intermediaries for years.
      

      
      
      The screen brightened and showed a test pattern. A hoarse, querulous voice said, “Holt? Holt, where are you?”

      
      “Right here in my chair, McDermott. What’s troubling you?”

      
      “Turn your vision on. Let me have a look at you, Holt.”

      
      “You can speak your piece without seeing me, can’t you? Is my face that fascinating to you?”

      
      “Please. This is no time for bickering. Turn the vision on!”

      
      “Let me remind you,” Holt said coldly, “that you have called me. The normal rules of etiquette require that I have the privilege of deciding on the manner of transmission. And I prefer not
         to be seen. I also prefer not to be speaking to you. You have thirty seconds to state your complaint. Important business awaits
         me.”
      

      
      There was silence. Holt gripped the arms of his chair and signaled for a more intense massage. He became aware, in great irritation,
         that his hands were trembling. He glared at the screen as though he could burn his enemy’s brain out simply by sending angry
         thoughts over the communicator.
      

      
      McDermott said finally, “I have no complaint, Holt. Only an invitation.”

      
      “To tea?”

      
      “Call it that. I want you to come here, Holt.”

      
      “You’ve lost your mind!”

      
      “Not yet. Come to me. Let’s have a truce,” McDermott rasped. “We’re both old, sick, stupid men. It’s time to stop the hatred.”

      
      Holt laughed. “We’re both old, yes. But I’m not sick and you’re the only stupid one. Isn’t it a little late for the olive
         branch?”
      

      
      “Never too late.”

      
      “You know there can’t be peace between us,” Holt said. “Not so long as that eyesore of yours sticks up over the trees. It’s
         a cinder in my eye, McDermott. I can’t ever forgive you for building it.”
      

      
      “Will you listen to me?” McDermott said. “When I’m gone, you can blast the place apart, if it pleases you. All I want is for
         you to come here. I—I need you, Holt. I want you to pay me a visit.”
      

      
      “Why don’t you come here, then?” Holt jeered. “I’ll throw my door wide for you. We’ll sit by the fire and reminisce about
         all the years we hated each other.”
      

      
      “If I could come to you,” McDermott said, “there would be no need for us to meet at all.”

      
      “What do you mean?”

      
      “Turn your visual on, and you’ll see.”

      
      
      Michael Holt frowned. He knew he had become hideous with age, and he was not eager to show himself to his enemy. But he could
         not see McDermott without revealing himself at the same time. With an abrupt, impulsive gesture, Holt jabbed the control button
         in his chair. The mists on the screen faded, and an image appeared.
      

      
      All Holt could see was a face, shrunken, wizened, wasted. McDermott was past two hundred, Holt knew, and he looked it. There
         no flesh left on his face. The skin lay like parchment over bone. The left side of his face was distorted, the nostril flared,
         the mouth corner dragged down to reveal the teeth, the eyelid drooping. Below the chin, McDermott was invisible, swathed in
         machinery, his body cocooned in what was probably a nutrient bath. He was obviously in bad shape.
      

      
      He said, “I’ve had a stroke, Holt. I’m paralyzed from the neck down. I can’t hurt you.”

      
      “When did this happen?”

      
      “A year ago.”

      
      “You’ve kept very quiet about it,” Holt said.

      
      “I didn’t think you’d care to know. But now I do. I’m dying, Holt, and I want to see you once face to face before I die. I
         know, you’re suspicious. You think I’m crazy to ask you to come here. Well, maybe I am crazy. I’ll turn my screens off. I’ll
         send all my robots across the river. I’ll be absolutely alone here, helpless, and you can come with an army if you like. There.
         Doesn’t that sound like a trap, Holt? I know I’d think so if I were in your place and you were in mine. But it isn’t a trap.
         Can you believe that? I’ll open my door to you. You can come and laugh in my face as I lie here. But come. There’s something
         I have to tell you, something of vital importance to you. And you’ve got to be here in person when I tell you. You won’t regret
         coming. Believe that, Holt.”
      

      
      Holt stared at the wizened creature on the screen, and trembled with doubt and confusion. The man must be a lunatic! It was
         years since Holt had last stepped beyond the protection of his own screens. Now McDermott was asking him not only to go into
         the open field, where he might be gunned down with ease, but to enter into McDermott’s house itself, to put his head right
         between the jaws of the lion.
      

      
      Absurd!

      
      McDermott said, “Let me show you my sincerity. My screens are off. Take a shot at the house. Hit it anywhere. Go ahead. Do
         your worst!”
      

      
      Deeply troubled, chilled with mystification, Holt elbowed out of his chair, went beyond the range of the visual pickup, over
         to the control console of the guns. How many times in dreams he had fondled these studs and knobs, never firing them once, except in test
         shots directed at his own property! It was unreal to be actually training the sights on the gleaming tower of McDermott’s
         house at last. Excitement surged in him. Could this all be some subtle way, he wondered, of causing him to have a fatal heart
         attack through overstimulation?
      

      
      He gripped the controls. He pondered, considered tossing a thousand-megawatt beam at McDermott, then decided to use something
         a little milder. If the screens really were down all the way, even his feeblest shot would score.
      

      
      He sighted—not on the house itself, but on a tree just within McDermott’s inner circle of defense. He fired, still half convinced
         he was dreaming. The tree became a yard-high stump.
      

      
      “That’s it,” McDermott called. “Go on. Aim at the house, too. Knock a turret off. The screens are down.”

      
      Senile dementia, Holt thought. Baffled, he lifted the sight a bit and let the beam play against one of McDermott’s outbuildings. The shielded
         wall glowed a moment, then gave as the beam smashed its way through. Ten square feet of McDermott’s castle now was a soup
         of protons, fleeing into the cold.
      

      
      Holt realized in stunned disbelief that there was nothing at all preventing him from destroying McDermott and his odious house
         entirely. There was no risk of a counterattack. He would not even need to use the heavy artillery that he had been so jealously
         hoarding against this day. A light beam would do it easily enough.
      

      
      If would be too easy this way, though.

      
      There could be no pleasure in a wanton attack. McDermott had not provoked him. Rather, he sat there in his cocoon, sniveling
         and begging to be visited.
      

      
      Holt returned to the visual field. “I must be as crazy as you are,” he said. “Turn your robots loose and leave your screens
         down. I’ll come to visit you. I wish I understood this, but I’ll come anyway.”
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      Michael Holt called his family together. Three wives, the eldest near his own age, the youngest only seventy. Seven sons,
         ranging in age from sixty to a hundred thirteen. The wives of his sons. His grandchildren. His top echelon of robots.
      

      
      
      He assembled them in the grand hall of Holt Keep, and took his place at the head of the table, and stared down the rows at
         their faces, so like his own, and said quietly, “I am going to pay a call on Lord McDermott.”
      

      
      He could see the shock on their faces. They were too well disciplined to speak their minds, of course. He was Lord Holt; and
         his word was law, and he could, if he so pleased, order them all put to death on the spot. Once, many years before, he had
         been forced to assert his parental authority in just such a way, and no one would ever forget it.
      

      
      He smiled. “You think I’ve gone soft in my old age, and perhaps I have. But McDermott has had a stroke. He’s completely paralyzed
         from the neck down. He wants to tell me something, and I’m going to go. His screens are down and he’s sending all his robots
         out of the house. I could have blasted the place apart if I wanted to.”
      

      
      He could see the muscles working in the jaws of his sons. They wanted to cry out, but they did not dare.

      
      Holt went on, “I’m going alone except for a few robots. If there’s been no word from me for half an hour after I’m seen entering
         the house, you’re authorized to come after me. If there’s any interference with the rescue party, it will mean war. But I
         don’t think there’ll be trouble. Anyone who comes after me in less than half an hour will be put to death.”
      

      
      Holt’s words died away in a shiver of echoes. He eyed them all, one at a time. This was a critical moment, he knew. If they
         dared, they might decide among themselves that he had gone mad, and depose him. That had happened before too, in other families.
         They could topple him, reprogram all the robots to take commands from them instead, and confine him to his wing of the house.
         He had given them evidence enough, just now, of his irresponsibility.
      

      
      But they made no move. They lacked the guts. He was head of the household, and his word was law. They sat, pale and shaken
         and dazed, as he rolled his chair past them and out of the grand hall.
      

      
      Within an hour, he was ready to go. Winter was in the fourth of its seven months, and Michael Holt had not left the house
         since the first snowfall. But he had nothing to fear from the elements. He would not come in contact with the frigid air of
         the sub-zero plain. He entered his car within his own house, and it glided out past the defense perimeter, a gleaming dark
         teardrop sliding over the fresh snow. Eight of his robots accompanied him, a good enough army for almost any emergency.
      

      
      
      A visual pickup showed him the scene at McDermott Keep. The robots were filing out, an army of black ants clustering around
         the great gate. He could see them marching eastward, vanishing from sight beyond the house. A robot overhead reported that
         they were heading for the river by the dozens.
      

      
      The miles flew past. Black, twisted trees poked through the snow, and Holt’s car weaved a way through them. Far below, under
         many feet of whiteness, lay the fertile fields. In the spring, all would be green, and the leafy trees would help to shield
         the view of McDermott Keep, though they could not hide it altogether. In winter, the ugly copper-colored house was totally
         visible. That made the winters all the more difficult for Holt to endure.
      

      
      A robot said softly, “We are approaching the borderlands, your lordship.”

      
      “Try a test shot. See if his screens are still down.”

      
      “Shall I aim for the house?”

      
      “No. A tree just in front of it.”

      
      Holt watched. A thick-boled, stubby tree in McDermott’s front palisade gleamed a moment, and then was not there.

      
      “The screens are still down,” the robot reported.

      
      “All right. Let’s cross the border.”

      
      He leaned back against the cushion. The car shot forward. They left the bounds of Holt’s own estate, and entered McDermott’s.
         There was no warning ping to tell them they were trespassing. McDermott had even turned off the boundary scanners, then. Holt
         pressed sweaty palms together. More than ever he felt that he had let himself be drawn into some sort of trap. There was no
         turning back, now. He was across the border, into McDermott’s own territory. Better to die boldly, he thought, than to live
         huddled in a shell.
      

      
      He had never been this close to McDermott Keep before. When it was being built, McDermott had invited him to inspect it, but
         Holt had of course refused. Nor had he been to the housewarming; alone among the lords of the planet, he had stayed home to
         sulk. He could hardly even remember when he had left his own land at all. There were few places to go on this world, with
         its fifty estates of great size running through the temperate belt, and whenever Holt thirsted for the companionship of his
         fellow lords, which was not often, he could have it easily enough via telescreen. Some of them came to him, now and then.
         It was strange that when he finally did stir to pay a call, it should be a call on McDermott.
      

      
      
      Drawing near the enemy keep, he found himself reluctantly admitting that it was less ugly at close range than it seemed from
         the windows of Holt Keep. It was a great blocky building, hundreds of yards long, with a tall octagonal tower rising out of
         its northern end, a metal spike jabbing perhaps five hundred feet high. The reflected afternoon light, bouncing from the snowfield,
         gave the metal-sheathed building a curiously oily look, not unattractive at this distance.
      

      
      “We are within the outer defense perimeter,” a robot told Holt.

      
      “Fine. Keep going.”

      
      The robots sounded worried and perturbed, he thought. Of course, they weren’t programmed to show much emotional range, but
         he could detect a note of puzzlement in what they said and how they said it. They couldn’t understand this at all. It did
         not seem to be an invasion of McDermott Keep—that they could understand—but yet it was not a friendly visit, either.
      

      
      When they were a hundred yards from the great gate of McDermott Keep, the doors swung open. Holt called McDermott and said,
         “See that those doors stay open all the time I’m here. If they begin to close, there’ll be trouble.”
      

      
      “Don’t worry,” McDermott said. “I’m not planning any tricks.”

      
      Holt’s car shot between the gate walls, and he knew that now he was at his enemy’s mercy. His car rolled up to the open carport
         and went on through, so that he was actually within McDermott Keep. His robots followed him through.
      

      
      “May I close the carport?” McDermott asked.

      
      “Keep it open,” Holt said. “I don’t mind the cold.”

      
      The hood of his car swung back. His robots helped him out. Holt shivered momentarily as the cold outside air, filtering into
         the carport, touched him. Then he passed through the rising inner door, and, flanked by two sturdy robots, walked slowly but
         doggedly into the keep.
      

      
      McDermott’s voice reached him over a loudspeaker. “I am on the third floor of the tower,” he said. “If I had not sent all
         the robots away, I could have let one of them guide you.”
      

      
      “You could send a member of your family down,” Holt said sourly.

      
      McDermott ignored that. “Continue down the corridor until it turns. Go past the armor room. You will reach a dropshaft that
         leads upward.”
      

      
      Holt and his robots moved through the silent halls. The place was like a museum. The dark high-vaulted corridor was lined
         with statuary and artifacts, everything musty-looking and depressing. How could anyone want to live in a tomb like this? Holt passed a shadowy room where ancient suits of armor stood mounted. He could not
         help but compute the cost of shipping such useless things across the light-years from Earth.
      

      
      They came to the dropshaft. Holt and his two robots entered. A robot nudged the reversing stud and up they went, into the
         tower Holt had hated so long. McDermott guided them with a word or two.
      

      
      They passed down a long hall whose dull, dark walls were set off by a gleaming floor that looked like onyx. A sphincter opened,
         admitting them to an oval room ringed by windows. There was a dry, foul stench of death and decay in the room. Andrew McDermott
         sat squarely in the middle of the room, nesting in his life-capsule. A tangled network of tubes and pipes surrounded him.
         All of McDermott that was visible was a pair of eyes, like shining coals in the wasted face.
      

      
      “I’m glad you came,” McDermott said. His voice, without benefit of electronic amplification, was thin and feeble, like the
         sound of feathers brushing through the air.
      

      
      Holt stared at him in fascination. “I never thought I’d see this room,” he said.

      
      “I never thought you would either. But it was good of you to come, Holt. You look well, you know. For a man your age.” The
         thin lips curled in a grotesque twisted smile. “Of course, you’re still a youngster. Not even two hundred, yet. I’ve got you
         by thirty years.”
      

      
      Holt did not feel like listening to the older man’s ramblings. “What is it you wanted?” he asked without warmth. “I’m here,
         but I’m not going to stay all day. You said you had something vital to tell me.”
      

      
      “Not really to tell,” McDermott said. “More to ask. A favor. I want you to kill me, Holt.”

      
      “What?”

      
      “It’s very simple. Disconnect my feed line. There it is, right by my feet. Just rip it out. I’ll be dead in an hour. Or do
         it even more quickly. Turn off my lungs. This switch, right here. That would be the humane way to do it.”
      

      
      “You have a strange sense of humor,” Holt said.

      
      “Do you think so? Top the joke, then. Throw the switch and cap the jest.”

      
      “You made me come all the way here to kill you?”
      

      
      “Yes,” McDermott said. The blazing eyes were unblinking now. “I’ve been immobilized for a year, now. I’m a vegetable in this
         thing. I sit here day after day, idle, bored. And healthy. I might live another hundred years, do you realize that, Holt? I’ve had a stroke,
         yes. I’m paralyzed. But my body’s still vigorous. This damned capsule of mine keeps me in tone. It feeds me and exercises
         me and—do you think I want to go on living this way, Holt? Would you?”
      

      
      Holt shrugged. “If you want to die, you could ask someone in your family to unplug you.”

      
      “I have no family.”

      
      “Is that true? You had five sons…”

      
      “Four dead, Holt. The other one gone to Earth. No one lives here any more. I’ve outlasted them all. I’m as eternal as the
         heavens. Two hundred thirty years, that’s long enough to live. My wives are dead, my grandchildren gone away. They’ll come
         home when they find they’ve inherited. Not before. There’s no one here to throw the switch.”
      

      
      “Your robots,” Holt suggested.

      
      Again the grim smile. “You must have special robots, Holt. I don’t have any that can be tricked into killing their master.
         I’ve tried it. They know what’ll happen if my life-capsule is disconnected. They won’t do it. You do it, Holt. Turn me off. Blow the tower to hell, if it bothers you. You’ve won the game. The prize is yours.”
      

      
      There was a dryness in Holt’s throat, a band of pressure across his chest. He tottered a little. His robots, ever sensitive
         to his condition, steadied him and guided him to a chair. He had been on his feet a long time for a man of his age. He sat
         quietly until the spasm passed.
      

      
      Then he said, “I won’t do it.”

      
      “Why not?”

      
      “It’s too simple, McDermott. I’ve hated you too long. I can’t just flip a switch and turn you off.”

      
      “Bombard me, then. Blast the tower down.”

      
      “Without provocation? Do you think I’m a criminal?” Holt asked.

      
      “What do you want me to do?” McDermott said tiredly. “Order my robots to trespass? Set fire to your orchards? What will provoke
         you, Holt?”
      

      
      “Nothing,” Holt said. “I don’t want to kill you. Get someone else to do it.”

      
      The eyes glittered. “You devil,” McDermott said. “You absolute devil. I never realized how much you hated me. I send for you
         in a time of need, asking to be put out of my misery, and will you grant me that? Oh, no. Suddenly you get noble. You won’t
         kill me! You devil, I see right through you. You’ll go back to your keep and gloat because I’m a living dead man here. You’ll chuckle to yourself because I’m alone and frozen into this capsule. Oh, Holt, it’s not right to hate
         so deeply! I admit I’ve given offense. I deliberately built the tower here to wound your pride. Punish me, then. Take my life.
         Destroy my tower. Don’t leave me here!”
      

      
      Holt was silent. He moistened his lips, filled his lungs with breath, got to his feet. He stood straight and tall, towering
         over the capsule that held his enemy.
      

      
      “Throw the switch,” McDermott begged.

      
      “I’m sorry. I can’t.”

      
      “Devil!”

      
      Holt looked at his robots. “It’s time to go,” he said. “There’s no need for you to guide us. We can find our way out of the
         building.”
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      The teardrop-shaped car sped across the shining snow. Holt said nothing as he made the return journey. His mind clung to the
         image of the immobilized McDermott, and there was no room for any other thought. That stench of decay tingled in his nostrils.
         That glint of madness in the eyes as they begged for oblivion.
      

      
      They were crossing the borderlands, now. Holt’s car broke the warning barrier and got a pinging signal to halt and identify.
         A robot gave the password, and they went on toward Holt Keep.
      

      
      His family clustered near the entrance, pale, mystified. Holt walked in under his own steam. They were bursting with questions,
         but no one dared ask anything. It remained for Holt to say the first word.
      

      
      He said, “McDermott’s a sick, crazy old man. His family is dead or gone. He’s a pathetic and disgusting sight. I don’t want
         to talk about the visit.”
      

      
      Sweeping past them, Holt ascended the shaft to the command room. He peered out, over the snowy field. There was a double track
         in the snow, leading to and from McDermott Keep, and the sunlight blazed in the track, making it a line of fire stretching
         to the horizon.
      

      
      The building shuddered suddenly. Holt heard a hiss and a whine. He flipped on his communicator and a robot voice said, “McDermott
         Keep is attacking, your lordship. We’ve deflected a high-energy bombardment.”
      

      
      “Did the screens have any trouble with it?”

      
      “No, your lordship. Not at all. Shall I prepare for a counterattack?”

      
      Holt smiled. “No,” he said. “Take defensive measures only. Extend the screens right to the border and keep them there. Don’t
         let McDermott do any harm. He’s only trying to provoke me, but he won’t succeed.”
      

      
      The tall, gaunt man walked to the control panel. His gnarled hands rested lovingly on the equipment. So they had come to warfare
         at last, he thought. The cannon of McDermott Keep were doing their puny worst. Flickering needles told the story: whatever
         McDermott was throwing was being absorbed easily. He didn’t have the firepower to do real harm.
      

      
      Holt’s hands tightened on the controls. Now, he thought, he could blast McDermott Keep to ash. But he would not do it, any
         more than he would throw the switch that would end Andrew McDermott’s life.
      

      
      McDermott did not understand. Not cruelty, but simple selfishness, had kept him from killing the enemy lord, just as, all
         these years, Holt had refrained from launching an attack he was certain to win. He felt remotely sorry for the paralyzed man
         locked in the life-capsule. But it was inconceivable that Holt would kill him.
      

      
      Once you are gone, Andrew, who will I have to hate? Holt wondered.
      

      
      That was why he had not killed. No reason more complicated than that.

      
      Michael Holt peered through the foot-thick safety glass of his command-room window. He saw the zone of brown earth, the snowfield
         with its fresh track, and the coppery ugliness of McDermott Keep. His intestines writhed at the ugliness of that baroque tower
         against the horizon. He imagined the skyline as it had looked a hundred years ago, before McDermott had built his foul monstrosity
         there.
      

      
      He fondled the controls of his artillery bank as though they were a young girl’s breasts. Then he turned, slowly and stiffly,
         making his way across the command-room to his chair, and sat quietly, listening to the sound of Andrew McDermott’s futile
         bombardment expending itself harmlessly against the outer defenses of Holt Keep, and soon it grew dark as the winter night
         closed quietly down.
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