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I

THE DOORKNOB opened a blue eye and looked at him. Cameron stopped moving. He didn’t touch the knob. He pulled back his hand and stood motionless, watching.

Then, when nothing happened, he stepped to one side. The black pupil of the eye swiveled in that direction. It watched him.

Deliberately he turned his back and walked slowly toward a window valve. The circular pane lightened to transparency as he approached. In a moment he stood before it, two fingers checking his pulse beat, while he automatically counted his respiration.

The window showed a green, rolling countryside, checkered with the shadows of drifting clouds. Golden sunlight brightened the spring flowers on the slopes. A helicopter moved silently across the blue sky.

The big, gray-haired man finished checking his pulse and waited, not wanting to turn around just yet. He stared at the peaceful landscape. Then, with a faint sound of impatience, he touched a stud. The pane swung aside into the wall.

Beyond the gap was red darkness, and the sound of thunder.

 Shapes swam out of the gloom of the underground city, immense, blocky colossi of stone and metal. Somewhere a deep, rhythmic breathing made a distant roar; a mechanical rales rasped in the titan pump’s beat. Static lightnings flickered occasionally, their duration too brief to show much of Low Chicago.

Cameron leaned forward, tilting his head back. Far above he could see only a deepening of the shadow, except when the necklaces of pallid lightning raced across the stone sky. And below was nothing but a pit of blackness.

Still, this was reality. The solid, sensible machines in the cavern made a sound foundation to logic, the logic on which the world was built today. A little heartened, Cameron drew back and closed the pane. Again blue skies and green hills were apparently outside the window.

He turned. The doorknob was a doorknob, nothing more. It was plain, solid metal.

He rounded the desk and walked quickly forward. His hand reached out and closed firmly on the metal.

His fingers sank into it. It was half-solid jelly.

				• • •

				Robert Cameron, Civilian Director of Psychometrics, went back to his desk and sat down. He pulled a bottle from his desk and poured himself a shot. His gaze wasn’t steady. It kept shifting around the desk, never settling steadily on any one object. Presently he pushed a button.

Ben DuBrose, Cameron’s confidential secretary, came in, a short, heavy-set man of thirty, with pugnacious blue eyes and untidy taffy-colored hair. He seemed to have no trouble with the doorknob. Cameron didn’t meet the gaze of those blue eyes.

He said sharply, “I just noticed my televisor’s off. Did you do that?”

DuBrose grinned. “Why, chief — it doesn’t matter, does it? All the incoming calls come through my board anyway.”

“Not all of them,” Cameron said. “Not the ones from GHQ. You’re getting too smart. Where’s Seth?”

“I don’t know,” DuBrose said, frowning faintly. “Wish I did. He — ”

“Shut up.” Cameron had turned the visor to Receive. A hysterical buzzing sounded. The director looked up accusingly. DuBrose noticed the lines of tension about the older man’s eyes, and cold, frantic panic struck into his stomach. He wondered if he could smash the visor — but that wouldn’t help now. Where was Seth?

“Scrambler,” a voice said.

“Scrambler on,” Cameron grunted. His strong, big-knuckled hands moved lightly over switches. A face checkered in on the screen.

The Secretary of War said, “Cameron? What’s wrong with that office of yours? I’ve been trying to locate you — ”

“Well, now you’ve got me. Since you’re using this call number, it must be important. What’s up?”

“I can’t tell you over the visor. Not even through the scrambler. Perhaps I made a mistake in explaining as much as I did to your man — DuBrose. Is he trustworthy?”

Cameron met DuBrose’s blank stare. “Yes,” he said, slowly. “Yes, DuBrose is all right. Well?”

“I’ll have a man pick you up in half an hour. There’s something I want you to see. Usual precautions. This is priority emergency. All right?”

“I’ll be ready, Kalender,” the director said, and broke the contact. He laid his hands flat on the desk and watched them.

“All right, have me court-martialed,” DuBrose said.

“When did Kalender drop in?”

“This morning. Look, chief — I’ve got a reason. A good one. I tried to explain it to Kalender, but he’s a brass hat. I didn’t have enough stars on my shoulder to impress him.”

“What did he tell you?”

“Something I don’t think you should know yet. Seth would back me up on that, too. You’d trust him. And — look, I passed my psych tests with honors or I wouldn’t be here with you. There’s a psychological problem here and the factors indicate that you shouldn’t know the set-up until — ”

“Until what?”

DuBrose bit a thumbnail. “Anyway till I check with Seth. It’s important that you shouldn’t get mixed up in this affair right now. The whole thing’s paradoxical. I maybe all wrong, but if I’m right — you don’t know how right that is!”

Cameron said, “So you think Kalender’s making a mistake in approaching me directly. Why?”

“That’s exactly what I don’t want to tell you. Because if I did, it would — screw things up.”

Cameron sighed and rubbed his forehead. “Forget it,” he said, his voice tired. “I’m the guy in charge of this department, Ben. It’s my responsibility.” He stopped and looked sharply at DuBrose. “That word must have a plenty high emotional index to you.”

“What word?” Dubrose said flatly.

“Responsibility. You reacted plenty.”

“A flea bit me.”

“So. Well, it’s the truth. If there’s a priority emergency in psych, it’s my business to know about it. The war won’t stop while I take a recess.”

DuBrose picked up the bottle and shook it.

“Buy yourself one,” Cameron said, shoving the cup forward. The secretary poured out amber fluid. He managed to drop the pill into the whiskey without attracting Cameron’s attention.

But he didn’t drink. He lifted the cup, sniffed, and set it down again. “Too early for me, I guess. I do my best drinking at night. Do you know where I can reach Seth?”

“Oh, shut up,” Cameron said. He sat staring at the cup without seeing it. DuBrose went to the window and looked at the projected landscape there.

“Look’s like rain.”

“Not under here,” Cameron said. “Nohow.”

“On the surface, however  …  look. Let me go along, anyhow.”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because you make me sick,” Cameron said tersely. DuBrose shrugged and went out. As he reached for the doorknob he felt the director’s eyes upon him, but he didn’t turn.

He went quickly to the communications board, ignoring the receptive smile of the girl who sat before the flickering panel.

“Get hold of Seth Pell,” DuBrose said, curiously conscious of the tone of flat hopelessness in his voice. “Try everywhere. Keep trying.”

“Important?”

“Yeah  …  plenty!”

“General broadcast?”

“I  …  no,” DuBrose said. He ruffled his yellow hair distractedly. “I can’t. No authorization. You’d think those pot-heads in charge would allow for — ”

“The chief would O.K. it.”

“That’s what you think. No dice, Sally. Just try your best, that’s all. I may be going out, but I’ll call back. Find out where I can reach Seth, anyhow.”

 “Something must be up,” Sally hinted. DuBrose gave her a thin, crooked smile and turned away. Praying silently, he went back to Cameron’s office.

				• • •

				The director had the window open and was staring out at the red-lit darkness. DuBrose slanted a quick glance at the desk. The cup was empty of whiskey, and an uncontrollable tremor of relief shook him. Though even now — 

Cameron didn’t turn. He said, “Who is it?” A layman would not have noticed a difference in the director’s voice, but DuBrose was no layman. He could tell that the alkaloid had already reached Cameron’s brain, via the bloodstream.

“It’s Ben.”

“Oh.”

DuBrose watched the slight swaying of the big figure at the window. That should wear off soon, though. The disorientation period was very brief. He blessed the lucky chance that he had had a package of Pix in his pocket. Not that it was a coincidence; most warmen carried them. When you work on desperately overtime schedules, the slow process of getting drunk is a nuisance and hangovers are an occupational risk. Some bright chemist had taken time off to fool around with alkaloids and create Pix, tiny, tasteless pills that had all the impact of 100 proof Scotch. They created and maintained that roseate glow of synthetic euphoria which has been popular since man first noticed grapes fermenting. It was one of the reasons why war workers were willing to plug away at their interminable jobs indefinitely, in the long deadlock that had existed since both nations decentralized and dug in. The population in general, oddly enough, seemed to live a more secure and contented life than before the war; the actual job of battle planning and operation was limited to GHQ and its subsidiaries. In extremely specialized warfare, there is room only for specialists, especially since neither country used troops any more. Even PFCs were made of metal.

The set-up would have been impossible without the booster charge of World War II. As the first World War had stimulated the use of air power in the second interglobal conflict, so the war of the nineteen-forties had stimulated the techniques of electronics — among other things. And when the first blasting attack of the Falangists, on the other side of the planet, had come, the western hemisphere was not only prepared, but could work its war machine with slightly miraculous speed and precision.

War needs no motive. But probably imperialism, as much as anything, was the motive behind the Falangists’ attack. They were a hybrid race, as Americans had once been; a new nation that had arisen after World War II. The social, political and economic tangle of Europe had ended in a free state, a completely new country. The blood of a dozen races, Croats, Germans, Spanish, Russian, French, English, mingled in the Falangists. For the Falangists were émigrés from all Europe into a new free state with arbitrary and well-guarded borders. It was a new melting-pot of races.

And, in the end, the Falangists unified, drawing their name from Spain, their technology from Germany, and their philosophy from Japan. They were a mélange as no other nation had ever been: black, yellow and white stirred up together in a cauldron under which a fire had been kindled. They spoke of a new racial unity; their enemy called them mongrels, and it was impossible to decide. Once American colonizers had pioneered westward. But there were no new lands for the Falangists.

So the last two great nations of the world had been locked for decades in a see-saw war, each with a knife against the other’s armored throat. The social economy of both countries had gradually adjusted to war conditions — which led to such developments as Pix!

Morale Service, backed by Psych, had sponsored Pix. And there were plenty of other quick-action surrogates that kept the war workers happy. Like the Creeps, as someone had irreverently dubbed the subjective movies, with their trigger-action emotional shocks. And Deep Sleep, and the Fairylands that could partially compensate for the lack of children or pets — or could even act as a psychological curative. Few men could keep an inferiority complex when he could be Jehovah to a fantastically convincing illusion of a little world of his own, peopled with critters he could design and create himself. They weren’t alive; they were simply gadgets; but so intricately constructed that many a man, watching a Fairyland come alive under his guiding hands on the controls, had found it difficult to come back to the real world. As an escape mechanism, the devices were plenty useful.

DuBrose watched Cameron. He wanted to make his point before the disorientation wore off.

“We’d better get ready.”

“We?”

DuBrose put surprise in his voice. “Changed your mind? Don’t you want me to go along, then?”

“Oh. Did I  …  I thought — ”

“Better not keep the window open. We might get some fumes in while we’re gone.”

“No dangerous gases in Low Chicago,” Cameron said, taking it for granted that DuBrose was to accompany him. “Not even in the Spaces.”

“Well, there are some mighty strong stinks,” DuBrose said.

“An underground city — ”

“I know. No matter how high-grade the technics are worked out, it’s still underground. But you’re the man who made the plans for the scanner windows in the first place. Why not use ’em?”

Cameron swung the pane back into place and stared at the green hillside, shadowed now under thickening rain-clouds. “Claustrophobia isn’t my weakness,” he said. “I can spend months underground without getting bothered.”

“That’s more than I can do.” DuBrose noticed that Cameron held his ersatz liquor well. That was fine; he hadn’t hoped that the director would pass out. His plan was set for a longer range. Probably the emissary from the Secretary of War wouldn’t even notice Cameron’s euphoria. He reminded himself to feed the chief a breath-purifier before — 

He managed it just in time. A thin, sour-looking man with two weapons strapped to his waist was ushered in, after the precautionary identifications.

“Name’s Locke,” he said. “Ready, Mr. Cameron?”

“Yes.” The director was reoriented again. “Where are we going?”

“Sanatorium.”

“Surface?”

“Surface.”

Cameron nodded and started toward the door. Then he paused, frowning a little.

“Well?” he said.

“Sorry.” Locke opened the door and let Cameron precede him. When DuBrose followed, the government man barred his path.

“You’re not — ”

“It’s all right.”

Locke shook his head. “Mr. Cameron. Is this man to come along?”

 The director glanced back, his face puzzled. “He  …  what? Oh, yes. He’s to come with us.”

“If you say so.” Locke looked sourer than ever, but fell in behind DuBrose.

They went past Communications, and the secretary raised his eyebrows at Sally. She made a hopeless gesture. DuBrose took a long breath. It was up to him now. And he was very much afraid of what they might see in that sanatorium.

				• • •

				The dropper took them to a lower level, and now Locke took the lead, herding the others toward an express crosstown way. DuBrose settled back on the seat and tried to relax. He watched the ivory-pale, luminous ceiling of the tube slide past overhead, but that smooth synthetic substance made no barrier to his thoughts. They probed beyond, into the roaring clamor of the Spaces where the machines thundered in the heartbeat of the city, peopling those abysses with a clamorous life of their own. No men worked there. The men who ran the machines sat comfortably in the air-conditioned, soundproofed buildings, with the scanning windows giving them the illusion of a life that wasn’t underground. Unless you opened one of the valves, you could spend your life in Low Chicago and never realize that it was more than a mile beneath the earth’s surface.

Claustrophobia had been one of the first problems. And plenty of neuroses had ripened into full psychoses before certain necessities had been met and certain problems solved. Neuroses that only the warmen had, because the majority of the civilian population didn’t have to live underground. Decentralization had saved them from being bomb targets.

“This station,” Locke said over his shoulder. DuBrose touched a button under the chair’s arm. The three seats slid off the fast belt into a spur track, slowed down and stopped. Locke silently led the way into a pneumocar that stood waiting. He closed the door and reached for the controls. DuBrose grabbed a strap just as a lean finger stabbed at top acceleration.

His stomach massaged his spine. By the time his sight came back, after the momentary blackout, he was automatically playing the old game every warman played — the hopeless task of trying to orient himself and guess the direction in which the car was plunging. It wasn’t possible, of course. Only twenty men really knew where Low Chicago was locked — top-rankers at GHQ. The labyrinth of tunnels that branched from the cavern ended in as many different spots, some a mile away, some five hundred miles. And, because of the winding course, all the cars took exactly fifteen minutes to reach their destinations.

Low Chicago might be under the cornfields of Indiana, under Lake Huron, or under the ruins of old Chicago, for all the war workers knew. They simply went to one of the Gates known to them, were identified, and got into a pneumocar. Then, a quarter of an hour later, they were in Low Chicago. As simple as that. Every underground city had the same system, a preventative measure against drill-bombs. There were other precautions, too, but DuBrose wasn’t a technician. He had been told it was impossible to get a triangulated radio fix on any war city — and accepted the fact. War, these days, was more of a chess game than a series of battles.

The car stopped; they walked through a short tube into the cabin of a helicopter. The vanes shrieked. The plane rose and maneuvered jerkily in a quarter turn. Through a window DuBrose could see the feathery branches of trees slipping downward. Then, as they rose higher, an arid stretch of hills was visible. Dubrose wondered what state they were in. Illinois? Indiana? Ohio?

He leaned forward anxiously. There was something — 

“Eh?” Cameron glanced at him.

DuBrose spun a dial on the window frame; a circle in the plastic thickened to a lens, bringing the distant scene closer. He looked once and relaxed.

“Dud,” Locke said. DuBrose had not thought the pilot had noticed his movement.

“One of the domes, that’s all,” Cameron said, settling back. But DuBrose didn’t stop staring at the silvery, tattered thing on the hillside.

It was a hemisphere, a hundred feet in diameter, and there were seventy-four of them scattered over America, all exactly alike. DuBrose could not remember when they had been perfectly opaque, mirror-silvery shells; he had been eight years old when they had appeared out of nowhere, all at once, cryptic with their secret that had never been solved. No one had been able to get into them, and nothing tangible had ever come out. Seventy-four shining hemispheres had come from somewhere, causing a near-panic. Another secret weapon of the enemy.

An area thirty miles around each shell had been cleared of civilians, while experts tried to solve the problem, expecting at any moment that the things would blow up. A year later they were still working.

Five years later they continued their tests — more sporadically.

Then the unbroken smoothness of the domes began to be marred. Striae made networks across the polished substance that wasn’t matter. And the webs broadened, as though quicksilver were flaking from the back of a mirror, until the shells were tattered and split. It was possible to see inside then, but there was nothing inside — simply bare ground.

Nevertheless no one had been able to get into a dome. The force, whatever it was, remained constant; something like solid energy, made an impassable barrier to solids.

Long since the public, continuing to think the enigmas a secret weapon that had failed, had named them Duds. The title stuck.

“Dud,” Locke said, and turned on the auxiliary rockets. The landscape vanished in a blur.

DuBrose glanced at Cameron, wondering how soon the alkaloid surrogate would wear off. Pix weren’t infallible. Sometimes — 

But sight of the director’s calm, relaxed face reassured him. It would be all right. It had to be.

Cameron was looking at the altitude gauge on the instrument panel. It was smiling at him.


II

DR. LOMAR BRANN, the neropsychiatrist in charge of the sanatorium, was a compact, dapper, alert man with a waxed moustache and sleek black hair. He had a way of clipping his words that made him seem brusquer than he was. Now his eyes narrowed a little at sight of Cameron, but if he noticed the director’s euphoria, he didn’t show it.

“Hello, Cameron,” he said, tossing charts on his desk. “I’ve been expecting to see you. How are you, DuBrose?”

Cameron smiled. “I’m under sealed orders, Brann. I don’t know what I’m here for.”

 “Well  …  I know. I’ve had my own orders. You’re to examine Case M-204.”

The director jerked his thumb toward a visor screen on the wall. It showed a patient fidgeting nervously in his chair, while the oval inset screen just above held a close-up of the man’s face. The audio was saying softly:

“They were always after me and the birds whose ferds couldn’t stop and the noises trees freeze sees words always go like words — ”

Brann turned the visor off. The wire-tape spool stopped unreeling; the recording faded and died into silence. “That’s not the one,” Brann said. “He’s — ”

“Dementia praecox, eh?”

“Yes, d. p. Disoriented, rhymes words — usual case history. I’ll have no trouble curing him, though. Two months and he’ll be on a farm topside.”

That was the usual procedure after psycho-patients had undergone treatment in the underground hospital-city. They were put into the care of specially selected sponsors, where the cure could progress under more normal conditions. DuBrose had made a survey of the system as part of his psych field work.

Brann looked slightly puzzled. He had noticed the euphoria, then — but he wouldn’t comment on it while DuBrose anad Locke were there. He said, “I suppose we may as well look at M-204.”

Cameron said, “His identity is secret?”

“Not my field. The Secretary of War will tell you later, don’t worry about that. I’m just supposed to show you the patient. Mr. Locke, if you’ll wait here — ”

The guide nodded and settled himself more comfortably into a chair. Brann ushered Cameron and DuBrose through a door into a cool, softly lighted corridor. “He’s my own private case. Nobody else sees him, except the two nurses. Constant attendance, of course.”
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