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  The Eyes Have It




   




  It was quite by accident I discovered this incredible invasion of Earth by lifeforms from another planet. As yet, I haven’t done anything about it; I can’t think of anything to do. I wrote to the Government, and they sent back a pamphlet on the repair and maintenance of frame houses. Anyhow, the whole thing is known; I’m not the first to discover it. Maybe it’s even under control.




  I was sitting in my easy-chair, idly turning the pages of a paperbacked book someone had left on the bus, when I came across the reference that first put me on the trail. For a moment I didn’t respond. It took some time for the full import to sink in. After I’d comprehended, it seemed odd I hadn’t noticed it right away.




  The reference was clearly to a nonhuman species of incredible properties, not indigenous to Earth. A species, I hasten to point out, customarily masquerading as ordinary human beings. Their disguise, however, became transparent in the face of the following observations by the author. It was at once obvious the author knew everything. Knew everything — and was taking it in his stride. The line (and I tremble remembering it even now) read:




      … his eyes slowly roved about the room.




  Vague chills assailed me. I tried to picture the eyes. Did they roll like dimes? The passage indicated not; they seemed to move through the air, not over the surface. Rather rapidly, apparently. No one in the story was surprised. That’s what tipped me off. No sign of amazement at such an outrageous thing. Later the matter was amplified.




      … his eyes moved from person to person.




  There it was in a nutshell. The eyes had clearly come apart from the rest of him and were on their own. My heart pounded and my breath choked in my windpipe. I had stumbled on an accidental mention of a totally unfamiliar race. Obviously non-Terrestrial. Yet, to the characters in the book, it was perfectly natural — which suggested they belonged to the same species.




  And the author? A slow suspicion burned in my mind. The author was taking it rather too easily in his stride. Evidently, he felt this was quite a usual thing. He made absolutely no attempt to conceal this knowledge. The story continued:




      … presently his eyes fastened on Julia.




  Julia, being a lady, had at least the breeding to feel indignant. She is described as blushing and knitting her brows angrily. At this, I sighed with relief. They weren’t all non-Terrestrials. The narrative continues:




      … slowly, calmly, his eyes examined every inch of her.




  Great Scott! But here the girl turned and stomped off and the matter ended. I lay back in my chair gasping with horror. My wife and family regarded me in wonder.




  “What’s wrong, dear?” my wife asked.




  I couldn’t tell her. Knowledge like this was too much for the ordinary run-of-the-mill person. I had to keep it to myself. “Nothing,” I gasped. I leaped up, snatched the book, and hurried out of the room.




   




  In the garage, I continued reading. There was more. Trembling, I read the next revealing passage:




      … he put his arm around Julia. Presently she asked him if he would remove his arm. He immediately did so, with a smile.




  It’s not said what was done with the arm after the fellow had removed it. Maybe it was left standing upright in the corner. Maybe it was thrown away. I don’t care. In any case, the full meaning was there, staring me right in the face.




  Here was a race of creatures capable of removing portions of their anatomy at will. Eyes, arms — and maybe more. Without batting an eyelash. My knowledge of biology came in handy, at this point. Obviously they were simple beings, uni-cellular, some sort of primitive single-celled things. Beings no more developed than starfish. Starfish can do the same thing, you know.




  I read on. And came to this incredible revelation, tossed off coolly by the author without the faintest tremor:




      … outside the movie theater we split up. Part of us went inside, part over to the cafe for dinner.




  Binary fission, obviously. Splitting in half and forming two entities. Probably each lower half went to the cafe, it being farther, and the upper halves to the movies. I read on, hands shaking. I had really stumbled onto something here. My mind reeled as I made out this passage:




      … I’m afraid there’s no doubt about it. Poor Bibney has lost his head again.




  Which was followed by:




      … and Bob says he has utterly no guts.




  Yet Bibney got around as well as the next person. The next person, however, was just as strange. He was soon described as:




      … totally lacking in brains.




   




  There was no doubt of the thing in the next passage. Julia, whom I had thought to be the one normal person, reveals herself as also being an alien life form, similar to the rest:




      … quite deliberately, Julia had given her heart to the young man.




  It didn’t relate what the final disposition of the organ was, but I didn’t really care. It was evident Julia had gone right on living in her usual manner, like all the others in the book. Without heart, arms, eyes, brains, viscera, dividing up in two when the occasion demanded. Without a qualm.




      … thereupon she gave him her hand.




  I sickened. The rascal now had her hand, as well as her heart. I shudder to think what he’s done with them, by this time.




      … he took her arm.




  Not content to wait, he had to start dismantling her on his own. Flushing crimson, I slammed the book shut and leaped to my feet. But not in time to escape one last reference to those carefree bits of anatomy whose travels had originally thrown me on the track:




      … her eyes followed him all the way down the road and across the meadow.




  I rushed from the garage and back inside the warm house, as if the accursed things were following me. My wife and children were playing Monopoly in the kitchen. I joined them and played with frantic fervor, brow feverish, teeth chattering.




  I had had enough of the thing. I want to hear no more about it. Let them come on. Let them invade Earth. I don’t want to get mixed up in it.




  I have absolutely no stomach for it.




   




  





   




   




  Beyond the Door




   




  That night at the dinner table he brought it out and set it down beside her plate. Doris stared at it, her hand to her mouth. “My God, what is it?” She looked up at him, bright-eyed.




  “Well, open it.”




  Doris tore the ribbon and paper from the square package with her sharp nails, her bosom rising and falling. Larry stood watching her as she lifted the lid. He lit a cigarette and leaned against the wall.




  “A cuckoo clock!” Doris cried. “A real old cuckoo clock like my mother had.” She turned the clock over and over. “Just like my mother had, when Pete was still alive.” Her eyes sparkled with tears.




  “It’s made in Germany,” Larry said. After a moment he added, “Carl got it for me wholesale. He knows some guy in the clock business. Otherwise I wouldn’t have—” He stopped.




  Doris made a funny little sound.




  “I mean, otherwise I wouldn’t have been able to afford it.” He scowled. “What’s the matter with you? You’ve got your clock, haven’t you? Isn’t that what you want?”




  Doris sat holding onto the clock, her fingers pressed against the brown wood.




  “Well,” Larry said, “what’s the matter?”




  He watched in amazement as she leaped up and ran from the room, still clutching the clock. He shook his head. “Never satisfied. They’re all that way. Never get enough.”




  He sat down at the table and finished his meal.




  The cuckoo clock was not very large. It was hand-made, however, and there were countless frets on it, little indentations and ornaments scored in the soft wood. Doris sat on the bed drying her eyes and winding the clock. She set the hands by her wristwatch. Presently she carefully moved the hands to two minutes of ten. She carried the clock over to the dresser and propped it up.




  Then she sat waiting, her hands twisted together in her lap—waiting for the cuckoo to come out, for the hour to strike.




  As she sat she thought about Larry and what he had said. And what she had said, too, for that matter—not that she could be blamed for any of it. After all, she couldn’t keep listening to him forever without defending herself; you had to blow your own trumpet in the world.




  She touched her handkerchief to her eyes suddenly. Why did he have to say that, about getting it wholesale? Why did he have to spoil it all? If he felt that way he needn’t have got it in the first place. She clenched her fists. He was so mean, so damn mean.




  But she was glad of the little clock sitting there ticking to itself, with its funny grilled edges and the door. Inside the door was the cuckoo, waiting to come out. Was he listening, his head cocked on one side, listening to hear the clock strike so that he would know to come out?




  Did he sleep between hours? Well, she would soon see him: she could ask him. And she would show the clock to Bob. He would love it; Bob loved old things, even old stamps and buttons. He liked to go with her to the stores. Of course, it was a little awkward, but Larry had been staying at the office so much, and that helped. If only Larry didn’t call up sometimes to—




  There was a whirr. The clock shuddered and all at once the door opened. The cuckoo came out, sliding swiftly. He paused and looked around solemnly, scrutinizing her, the room, the furniture.




  It was the first time he had seen her, she realized, smiling to herself in pleasure. She stood up, coming toward him shyly. “Go on,” she said. “I’m waiting.”




  The cuckoo opened his bill. He whirred and chirped, quickly, rhythmically. Then, after a moment of contemplation, he retired. And the door snapped shut.




  She was delighted. She clapped her hands and spun in a little circle. He was marvelous, perfect! And the way he had looked around, studying her, sizing her up. He liked her; she was certain of it. And she, of course, loved him at once, completely. He was just what she had hoped would come out of the little door.




  Doris went to the clock. She bent over the little door, her lips close to the wood. “Do you hear me?” she whispered. “I think you’re the most wonderful cuckoo in the world.” She paused, embarrassed. “I hope you’ll like it here.”




  Then she went downstairs again, slowly, her head high.




  Larry and the cuckoo clock really never got along well from the start. Doris said it was because he didn’t wind it right, and it didn’t like being only half-wound all the time. Larry turned the job of winding over to her; the cuckoo came out every quarter hour and ran the spring down without remorse, and someone had to be ever after it, winding it up again.




  Doris did her best, but she forgot a good deal of the time. Then Larry would throw his newspaper down with an elaborate weary motion and stand up. He would go into the dining-room where the clock was mounted on the wall over the fireplace. He would take the clock down and making sure that he had his thumb over the little door, he would wind it up.




  “Why do you put your thumb over the door?” Doris asked once.




  “You’re supposed to.”




  She raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure? I wonder if it isn’t that you don’t want him to come out while you’re standing so close.”




  “Why not?”




  “Maybe you’re afraid of him.”




  Larry laughed. He put the clock back on the wall and gingerly removed his thumb. When Doris wasn’t looking he examined his thumb.




  There was still a trace of the nick cut out of the soft part of it. Who—or what—had pecked at him?




  One Saturday morning, when Larry was down at the office working over some important special accounts, Bob Chambers came to the front porch and rang the bell.




  Doris was taking a quick shower. She dried herself and slipped into her robe. When she opened the door Bob stepped inside, grinning.




  “Hi,” he said, looking around.




  “It’s all right. Larry’s at the office.”




  “Fine.” Bob gazed at her slim legs below the hem of the robe. “How nice you look today.”




  She laughed. “Be careful! Maybe I shouldn’t let you in after all.”




  They looked at one another, half amused half frightened. Presently Bob said, “If you want, I’ll—”




  “No, for God’s sake.” She caught hold of his sleeve. “Just get out of the doorway so I can close it. Mrs. Peters across the street, you know.”




  She closed the door. “And I want to show you something,” she said. “You haven’t seen it.”




  He was interested. “An antique? Or what?”




  She took his arm, leading him toward the dining-room. “You’ll love it, Bobby.” She stopped, wide-eyed. “I hope you will. You must; you must love it. It means so much to me—he means so much.”




  “He?” Bob frowned. “Who is he?”




  Doris laughed. “You’re jealous! Come on.” A moment later they stood before the clock, looking up at it. “He’ll come out in a few minutes. Wait until you see him. I know you two will get along just fine.”




  “What does Larry think of him?”




  “They don’t like each other. Sometimes when Larry’s here he won’t come out. Larry gets mad if he doesn’t come out on time. He says—”




  “Says what?”




  Doris looked down. “He always says he’s been robbed, even if he did get it wholesale.” She brightened. “But I know he won’t come out because he doesn’t like Larry. When I’m here alone he comes right out for me, every fifteen minutes, even though he really only has to come out on the hour.”




  She gazed up at the clock. “He comes out for me because he wants to. We talk; I tell him things. Of course, I’d like to have him upstairs in my room, but it wouldn’t be right.”




  There was the sound of footsteps on the front porch. They looked at each other, horrified.




  Larry pushed the front door open, grunting. He set his briefcase down and took off his hat. Then he saw Bob for the first time.




  “Chambers. I’ll be damned.” His eyes narrowed. “What are you doing here?” He came into the dining-room. Doris drew her robe about her helplessly, backing away.




  “I—” Bob began. “That is, we—” He broke off, glancing at Doris. Suddenly the clock began to whirr. The cuckoo came rushing out, bursting into sound. Larry moved toward him.




  “Shut that din off,” he said. He raised his fist toward the clock. The cuckoo snapped into silence and retreated. The door closed. “That’s better.” Larry studied Doris and Bob, standing mutely together.




  “I came over to look at the clock,” Bob said. “Doris told me that it’s a rare antique and that—”




  “Nuts. I bought it myself.” Larry walked up to him. “Get out of here.” He turned to Doris. “You too. And take that damn clock with you.”




  He paused, rubbing his chin. “No. Leave the clock here. It’s mine; I bought it and paid for it.”




  In the weeks that followed after Doris left, Larry and the cuckoo clock got along even worse than before. For one thing, the cuckoo stayed inside most of the time, sometimes even at twelve o’clock when he should have been busiest. And if he did come out at all he usually spoke only once or twice, never the correct number of times. And there was a sullen, uncooperative note in his voice, a jarring sound that made Larry uneasy and a little angry.




  But he kept the clock wound, because the house was very still and quiet and it got on his nerves not to hear someone running around, talking and dropping things. And even the whirring of a clock sounded good to him.




  But he didn’t like the cuckoo at all. And sometimes he spoke to him.




  “Listen,” he said late one night to the closed little door. “I know you can hear me. I ought to give you back to the Germans—back to the Black Forest.” He paced back and forth. “I wonder what they’re doing now, the two of them. That young punk with his books and his antiques. A man shouldn’t be interested in antiques; that’s for women.”




  He set his jaw. “Isn’t that right?”




  The clock said nothing. Larry walked up in front of it. “Isn’t that right?” he demanded. “Don’t you have anything to say?”




  He looked at the face of the clock. It was almost eleven, just a few seconds before the hour. “All right. I’ll wait until eleven. Then I want to hear what you have to say. You’ve been pretty quiet the last few weeks since she left.”




  He grinned wryly. “Maybe you don’t like it here since she’s gone.” He scowled. “Well, I paid for you, and you’re coming out whether you like it or not. You hear me?”




  Eleven o’clock came. Far off, at the end of town, the great tower clock boomed sleepily to itself. But the little door remained shut. Nothing moved. The minute hand passed on and the cuckoo did not stir. He was someplace inside the clock, beyond the door, silent and remote.




  “All right, if that’s the way you feel,” Larry murmured, his lips twisting. “But it isn’t fair. It’s your job to come out. We all have to do things we don’t like.”




  He went unhappily into the kitchen and opened the great gleaming refrigerator. As he poured himself a drink he thought about the clock.




  There was no doubt about it—the cuckoo should come out, Doris or no Doris. He had always liked her, from the very start. They had got along well, the two of them. Probably he liked Bob too—probably he had seen enough of Bob to get to know him. They would be quite happy together, Bob and Doris and the cuckoo.




  Larry finished his drink. He opened the drawer at the sink and took out the hammer. He carried it carefully into the dining-room. The clock was ticking gently to itself on the wall.




  “Look,” he said, waving the hammer. “You know what I have here? You know what I’m going to do with it? I’m going to start on you—first.” He smiled. “Birds of a feather, that’s what you are—the three of you.”




  The room was silent.




  “Are you coming out? Or do I have to come in and get you?”




  The clock whirred a little.




  “I hear you in there. You’ve got a lot of talking to do, enough for the last three weeks. As I figure it, you owe me—”




  The door opened. The cuckoo came out fast, straight at him. Larry was looking down, his brow wrinkled in thought. He glanced up, and the cuckoo caught him squarely in the eye.




  Down he went, hammer and chair and everything, hitting the floor with a tremendous crash. For a moment the cuckoo paused, its small body poised rigidly. Then it went back inside its house. The door snapped tight-shut after it.




  The man lay on the floor, stretched out grotesquely, his head bent over to one side. Nothing moved or stirred. The room was completely silent, except, of course, for the ticking of the clock.




  “I see,” Doris said, her face tight. Bob put his arm around her, steadying her.




  “Doctor,” Bob said, “can I ask you something?”




  “Of course,” the doctor said.




  “Is it very easy to break your neck, falling from so low a chair? It wasn’t very far to fall. I wonder if it might not have been an accident. Is there any chance it might have been—”




  “Suicide?” the doctor rubbed his jaw. “I never heard of anyone committing suicide that way. It was an accident; I’m positive.”




  “I don’t mean suicide,” Bob murmured under his breath, looking up at the clock on the wall. “I meant something else.”




  But no one heard him.




  





   




   




  Beyond Lies the Wub




   




  The slovenly wub might well have said: Many men




  talk like philosophers and live like fools.




  They had almost finished with the loading. Outside stood the Optus, his arms folded, his face sunk in gloom. Captain Franco walked leisurely down the gangplank, grinning.




  “What’s the matter?” he said. “You’re getting paid for all this.”




  The Optus said nothing. He turned away, collecting his robes. The Captain put his boot on the hem of the robe.




  “Just a minute. Don’t go off. I’m not finished.”




  “Oh?” The Optus turned with dignity. “I am going back to the village.” He looked toward the animals and birds being driven up the gangplank into the spaceship. “I must organize new hunts.”




  Franco lit a cigarette. “Why not? You people can go out into the veldt and track it all down again. But when we run out halfway between Mars and Earth—”




  The Optus went off, wordless. Franco joined the first mate at the bottom of the gangplank.




  “How’s it coming?” he said. He looked at his watch. “We got a good bargain here.”




  The mate glanced at him sourly. “How do you explain that?”




  “What’s the matter with you? We need it more than they do.”




  “I’ll see you later, Captain.” The mate threaded his way up the plank, between the long-legged Martian go-birds, into the ship. Franco watched him disappear. He was just starting up after him, up the plank toward the port, when he saw it.




  “My God!” He stood staring, his hands on his hips. Peterson was walking along the path, his face red, leading it by a string.




  “I’m sorry, Captain,” he said, tugging at the string. Franco walked toward him.




  “What is it?”




  The wub stood sagging, its great body settling slowly. It was sitting down, its eyes half shut. A few flies buzzed about its flank, and it switched its tail.




  It sat. There was silence.




  “It’s a wub,” Peterson said. “I got it from a native for fifty cents. He said it was a very unusual animal. Very respected.”




  “This?” Franco poked the great sloping side of the wub. “It’s a pig! A huge dirty pig!”




  “Yes sir, it’s a pig. The natives call it a wub.”




  “A huge pig. It must weigh four hundred pounds.” Franco grabbed a tuft of the rough hair. The wub gasped. Its eyes opened, small and moist. Then its great mouth twitched.




  A tear rolled down the wub’s cheek and splashed on the floor.




  “Maybe it’s good to eat,” Peterson said nervously.




  “We’ll soon find out,” Franco said.




   




  The wub survived the take-off, sound asleep in the hold of the ship. When they were out in space and everything was running smoothly, Captain Franco bade his men fetch the wub upstairs so that he might perceive what manner of beast it was.




  The wub grunted and wheezed, squeezing up the passageway.




  “Come on,” Jones grated, pulling at the rope. The wub twisted, rubbing its skin off on the smooth chrome walls. It burst into the ante-room, tumbling down in a heap. The men leaped up.




  “Good Lord,” French said. “What is it?”




  “Peterson says it’s a wub,” Jones said. “It belongs to him.” He kicked at the wub. The wub stood up unsteadily, panting.




  “What’s the matter with it?” French came over. “Is it going to be sick?”




  They watched. The wub rolled its eyes mournfully. It gazed around at the men.




  “I think it’s thirsty,” Peterson said. He went to get some water. French shook his head.




  “No wonder we had so much trouble taking off. I had to reset all my ballast calculations.”




  Peterson came back with the water. The wub began to lap gratefully, splashing the men.




  Captain Franco appeared at the door.




  “Let’s have a look at it.” He advanced, squinting critically. “You got this for fifty cents?”




  “Yes, sir,” Peterson said. “It eats almost anything. I fed it on grain and it liked that. And then potatoes, and mash, and scraps from the table, and milk. It seems to enjoy eating. After it eats it lies down and goes to sleep.”




  “I see,” Captain Franco said. “Now, as to its taste. That’s the real question. I doubt if there’s much point in fattening it up any more. It seems fat enough to me already. Where’s the cook? I want him here. I want to find out—”




  The wub stopped lapping and looked up at the Captain.




  “Really, Captain,” the wub said. “I suggest we talk of other matters.”




  The room was silent.




  “What was that?” Franco said. “Just now.”




  “The wub, sir,” Peterson said. “It spoke.”




  They all looked at the wub.




  “What did it say? What did it say?”




  “It suggested we talk about other things.”




  Franco walked toward the wub. He went all around it, examining it from every side. Then he came back over and stood with the men.




  “I wonder if there’s a native inside it,” he said thoughtfully. “Maybe we should open it up and have a look.”




  “Oh, goodness!” the wub cried. “Is that all you people can think of, killing and cutting?”




  Franco clenched his fists. “Come out of there! Whoever you are, come out!”




  Nothing stirred. The men stood together, their faces blank, staring at the wub. The wub swished its tail. It belched suddenly.




  “I beg your pardon,” the wub said.




  “I don’t think there’s anyone in there,” Jones said in a low voice. They all looked at each other.




  The cook came in.




  “You wanted me, Captain?” he said. “What’s this thing?”




  “This is a wub,” Franco said. “It’s to be eaten. Will you measure it and figure out—”




  “I think we should have a talk,” the wub said. “I’d like to discuss this with you, Captain, if I might. I can see that you and I do not agree on some basic issues.”




  The Captain took a long time to answer. The wub waited good-naturedly, licking the water from its jowls.




  “Come into my office,” the Captain said at last. He turned and walked out of the room. The wub rose and padded after him. The men watched it go out. They heard it climbing the stairs.




  “I wonder what the outcome will be,” the cook said. “Well, I’ll be in the kitchen. Let me know as soon as you hear.”




  “Sure,” Jones said. “Sure.”




   




  The wub eased itself down in the corner with a sigh. “You must forgive me,” it said. “I’m afraid I’m addicted to various forms of relaxation. When one is as large as I—”




  The Captain nodded impatiently. He sat down at his desk and folded his hands.




  “All right,” he said. “Let’s get started. You’re a wub? Is that correct?”




  The wub shrugged. “I suppose so. That’s what they call us, the natives, I mean. We have our own term.”




  “And you speak English? You’ve been in contact with Earthmen before?”




  “No.”




  “Then how do you do it?”




  “Speak English? Am I speaking English? I’m not conscious of speaking anything in particular. I examined your mind—”




  “My mind?”




  “I studied the contents, especially the semantic warehouse, as I refer to it—”




  “I see,” the Captain said. “Telepathy. Of course.”




  “We are a very old race,” the wub said. “Very old and very ponderous. It is difficult for us to move around. You can appreciate that anything so slow and heavy would be at the mercy of more agile forms of life. There was no use in our relying on physical defenses. How could we win? Too heavy to run, too soft to fight, too good-natured to hunt for game—”




  “How do you live?”




  “Plants. Vegetables. We can eat almost anything. We’re very catholic. Tolerant, eclectic, catholic. We live and let live. That’s how we’ve gotten along.”




  The wub eyed the Captain.




  “And that’s why I so violently objected to this business about having me boiled. I could see the image in your mind—most of me in the frozen food locker, some of me in the kettle, a bit for your pet cat—”




  “So you read minds?” the Captain said. “How interesting. Anything else? I mean, what else can you do along those lines?”




  “A few odds and ends,” the wub said absently, staring around the room. “A nice apartment you have here, Captain. You keep it quite neat. I respect life-forms that are tidy. Some Martian birds are quite tidy. They throw things out of their nests and sweep them—”




  “Indeed.” The Captain nodded. “But to get back to the problem—”




  “Quite so. You spoke of dining on me. The taste, I am told, is good. A little fatty, but tender. But how can any lasting contact be established between your people and mine if you resort to such barbaric attitudes? Eat me? Rather you should discuss questions with me, philosophy, the arts—”




  The Captain stood up. “Philosophy. It might interest you to know that we will be hard put to find something to eat for the next month. An unfortunate spoilage—”




  “I know.” The wub nodded. “But wouldn’t it be more in accord with your principles of democracy if we all drew straws, or something along that line? After all, democracy is to protect the minority from just such infringements. Now, if each of us casts one vote—”




  The Captain walked to the door.




  “Nuts to you,” he said. He opened the door. He opened his mouth.




  He stood frozen, his mouth wide, his eyes staring, his fingers still on the knob.




  The wub watched him. Presently it padded out of the room, edging past the Captain. It went down the hall, deep in meditation.




   




  The room was quiet.




  “So you see,” the wub said, “we have a common myth. Your mind contains many familiar myth symbols. Ishtar, Odysseus—”




  Peterson sat silently, staring at the floor. He shifted in his chair.




  “Go on,” he said. “Please go on.”




  “I find in your Odysseus a figure common to the mythology of most self-conscious races. As I interpret it, Odysseus wanders as an individual, aware of himself as such. This is the idea of separation, of separation from family and country. The process of individuation.”




  “But Odysseus returns to his home.” Peterson looked out the port window, at the stars, endless stars, burning intently in the empty universe. “Finally he goes home.”




  “As must all creatures. The moment of separation is a temporary period, a brief journey of the soul. It begins, it ends. The wanderer returns to land and race....”




  The door opened. The wub stopped, turning its great head.




  Captain Franco came into the room, the men behind him. They hesitated at the door.




  “Are you all right?” French said.




  “Do you mean me?” Peterson said, surprised. “Why me?”




  Franco lowered his gun. “Come over here,” he said to Peterson. “Get up and come here.”




  There was silence.




  “Go ahead,” the wub said. “It doesn’t matter.”




  Peterson stood up. “What for?”




  “It’s an order.”




  Peterson walked to the door. French caught his arm.




  “What’s going on?” Peterson wrenched loose. “What’s the matter with you?”




  Captain Franco moved toward the wub. The wub looked up from where it lay in the corner, pressed against the wall.




  “It is interesting,” the wub said, “that you are obsessed with the idea of eating me. I wonder why.”




  “Get up,” Franco said.




  “If you wish.” The wub rose, grunting. “Be patient. It is difficult for me.” It stood, gasping, its tongue lolling foolishly.




  “Shoot it now,” French said.




  “For God’s sake!” Peterson exclaimed. Jones turned to him quickly, his eyes gray with fear.




  “You didn’t see him—like a statue, standing there, his mouth open. If we hadn’t come down, he’d still be there.”




  “Who? The Captain?” Peterson stared around. “But he’s all right now.”




  They looked at the wub, standing in the middle of the room, its great chest rising and falling.




  “Come on,” Franco said. “Out of the way.”




  The men pulled aside toward the door.




  “You are quite afraid, aren’t you?” the wub said. “Have I done anything to you? I am against the idea of hurting. All I have done is try to protect myself. Can you expect me to rush eagerly to my death? I am a sensible being like yourselves. I was curious to see your ship, learn about you. I suggested to the native—”




  The gun jerked.




  “See,” Franco said. “I thought so.”




  The wub settled down, panting. It put its paw out, pulling its tail around it.




  “It is very warm,” the wub said. “I understand that we are close to the jets. Atomic power. You have done many wonderful things with it—technically. Apparently, your scientific hierarchy is not equipped to solve moral, ethical—”




  Franco turned to the men, crowding behind him, wide-eyed, silent.




  “I’ll do it. You can watch.”




  French nodded. “Try to hit the brain. It’s no good for eating. Don’t hit the chest. If the rib cage shatters, we’ll have to pick bones out.”




  “Listen,” Peterson said, licking his lips. “Has it done anything? What harm has it done? I’m asking you. And anyhow, it’s still mine. You have no right to shoot it. It doesn’t belong to you.”




  Franco raised his gun.




  “I’m going out,” Jones said, his face white and sick. “I don’t want to see it.”




  “Me, too,” French said. The men straggled out, murmuring. Peterson lingered at the door.




  “It was talking to me about myths,” he said. “It wouldn’t hurt anyone.”




  He went outside.




  Franco walked toward the wub. The wub looked up slowly. It swallowed.




  “A very foolish thing,” it said. “I am sorry that you want to do it. There was a parable that your Saviour related—”




  It stopped, staring at the gun.




  “Can you look me in the eye and do it?” the wub said. “Can you do that?”




  The Captain gazed down. “I can look you in the eye,” he said. “Back on the farm we had hogs, dirty razor-back hogs. I can do it.”




  Staring down at the wub, into the gleaming, moist eyes, he pressed the trigger.




   




  The taste was excellent.




  They sat glumly around the table, some of them hardly eating at all. The only one who seemed to be enjoying himself was Captain Franco.




  “More?” he said, looking around. “More? And some wine, perhaps.”




  “Not me,” French said. “I think I’ll go back to the chart room.”




  “Me, too.” Jones stood up, pushing his chair back. “I’ll see you later.”




  The Captain watched them go. Some of the others excused themselves.




  “What do you suppose the matter is?” the Captain said. He turned to Peterson. Peterson sat staring down at his plate, at the potatoes, the green peas, and at the thick slab of tender, warm meat.




  He opened his mouth. No sound came.




  The Captain put his hand on Peterson’s shoulder.




  “It is only organic matter, now,” he said. “The life essence is gone.” He ate, spooning up the gravy with some bread. “I, myself, love to eat. It is one of the greatest things that a living creature can enjoy. Eating, resting, meditation, discussing things.”




  Peterson nodded. Two more men got up and went out. The Captain drank some water and sighed.




  “Well,” he said. “I must say that this was a very enjoyable meal. All the reports I had heard were quite true—the taste of wub. Very fine. But I was prevented from enjoying this pleasure in times past.”




  He dabbed at his lips with his napkin and leaned back in his chair. Peterson stared dejectedly at the table.




  The Captain watched him intently. He leaned over.




  “Come, come,” he said. “Cheer up! Let’s discuss things.”




  He smiled.




  “As I was saying before I was interrupted, the role of Odysseus in the myths—”




  Peterson jerked up, staring.




  “To go on,” the Captain said. “Odysseus, as I understand him—”
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  Kramer leaned back. “You can see the situation. How can we deal with a factor like this? The perfect variable.”




  “Perfect? Prediction should still be possible. A living thing still acts from necessity, the same as inanimate material. But the cause-effect chain is more subtle; there are more factors to be considered. The difference is quantitative, I think. The reaction of the living organism parallels natural causation, but with greater complexity.”




  Gross and Kramer looked up at the board plates, suspended on the wall, still dripping, the images hardening into place. Kramer traced a line with his pencil.




  “See that? It’s a pseudopodium. They’re alive, and so far, a weapon we can’t beat. No mechanical system can compete with that, simple or intricate. We’ll have to scrap the Johnson Control and find something else.”




  “Meanwhile the war continues as it is. Stalemate. Checkmate. They can’t get to us, and we can’t get through their living minefield.”




  Kramer nodded. “It’s a perfect defense, for them. But there still might be one answer.”




  “What’s that?”




  “Wait a minute.” Kramer turned to his rocket expert, sitting with the charts and files. “The heavy cruiser that returned this week. It didn’t actually touch, did it? It came close but there was no contact.”




  “Correct.” The expert nodded. “The mine was twenty miles off. The cruiser was in space-drive, moving directly toward Proxima, line-straight, using the Johnson Control, of course. It had deflected a quarter of an hour earlier for reasons unknown. Later it resumed its course. That was when they got it.”




  “It shifted,” Kramer said. “But not enough. The mine was coming along after it, trailing it. It’s the same old story, but I wonder about the contact.”




  “Here’s our theory,” the expert said. “We keep looking for contact, a trigger in the pseudopodium. But more likely we’re witnessing a psychological phenomena, a decision without any physical correlative. We’re watching for something that isn’t there. The mine decides to blow up. It sees our ship, approaches, and then decides.”




  “Thanks.” Kramer turned to Gross. “Well, that confirms what I’m saying. How can a ship guided by automatic relays escape a mine that decides to explode? The whole theory of mine penetration is that you must avoid tripping the trigger. But here the trigger is a state of mind in a complicated, developed life-form.”




  “The belt is fifty thousand miles deep,” Gross added. “It solves another problem for them, repair and maintenance. The damn things reproduce, fill up the spaces by spawning into them. I wonder what they feed on?”




  “Probably the remains of our first-line. The big cruisers must be a delicacy. It’s a game of wits, between a living creature and a ship piloted by automatic relays. The ship always loses.” Kramer opened a folder. “I’ll tell you what I suggest.”




  “Go on,” Gross said. “I’ve already heard ten solutions today. What’s yours?”




  “Mine is very simple. These creatures are superior to any mechanical system, but only because they’re alive. Almost any other life-form could compete with them, any higher life-form. If the yuks can put out living mines to protect their planets, we ought to be able to harness some of our own life-forms in a similar way. Let’s make use of the same weapon ourselves.”




  “Which life-form do you propose to use?”




  “I think the human brain is the most agile of known living forms. Do you know of any better?”




  “But no human being can withstand outspace travel. A human pilot would be dead of heart failure long before the ship got anywhere near Proxima.”




  “But we don’t need the whole body,” Kramer said. “We need only the brain.”




  “What?”




  “The problem is to find a person of high intelligence who would contribute, in the same manner that eyes and arms are volunteered.”




  “But a brain….”




  “Technically, it could be done. Brains have been transferred several times, when body destruction made it necessary. Of course, to a spaceship, to a heavy outspace cruiser, instead of an artificial body, that’s new.”




  The room was silent.




  “It’s quite an idea,” Gross said slowly. His heavy square face twisted. “But even supposing it might work, the big question is whose brain?”




   




  It was all very confusing, the reasons for the war, the nature of the enemy. The Yucconae had been contacted on one of the outlying planets of Proxima Centauri. At the approach of the Terran ship, a host of dark slim pencils had lifted abruptly and shot off into the distance. The first real encounter came between three of the yuk pencils and a single exploration ship from Terra. No Terrans survived. After that it was all out war, with no holds barred.




  Both sides feverishly constructed defense rings around their systems. Of the two, the Yucconae belt was the better. The ring around Proxima was a living ring, superior to anything Terra could throw against it. The standard equipment by which Terran ships were guided in outspace, the Johnson Control, was not adequate. Something more was needed. Automatic relays were not good enough.




  —Not good at all, Kramer thought to himself, as he stood looking down the hillside at the work going on below him. A warm wind blew along the hill, rustling the weeds and grass. At the bottom, in the valley, the mechanics had almost finished; the last elements of the reflex system had been removed from the ship and crated up.




  All that was needed now was the new core, the new central key that would take the place of the mechanical system. A human brain, the brain of an intelligent, wary human being. But would the human being part with it? That was the problem.




  Kramer turned. Two people were approaching him along the road, a man and a woman. The man was Gross, expressionless, heavy-set, walking with dignity. The woman was—He stared in surprise and growing annoyance. It was Dolores, his wife. Since they’d separated he had seen little of her….




  “Kramer,” Gross said. “Look who I ran into. Come back down with us. We’re going into town.”




  “Hello, Phil,” Dolores said. “Well, aren’t you glad to see me?”




  He nodded. “How have you been? You’re looking fine.” She was still pretty and slender in her uniform, the blue-grey of Internal Security, Gross’ organization.




  “Thanks.” She smiled. “You seem to be doing all right, too. Commander Gross tells me that you’re responsible for this project, Operation Head, as they call it. Whose head have you decided on?”




  “That’s the problem.” Kramer lit a cigarette. “This ship is to be equipped with a human brain instead of the Johnson system. We’ve constructed special draining baths for the brain, electronic relays to catch the impulses and magnify them, a continual feeding duct that supplies the living cells with everything they need. But—”




  “But we still haven’t got the brain itself,” Gross finished. They began to walk back toward the car. “If we can get that we’ll be ready for the tests.”




  “Will the brain remain alive?” Dolores asked. “Is it actually going to live as part of the ship?”




  “It will be alive, but not conscious. Very little life is actually conscious. Animals, trees, insects are quick in their responses, but they aren’t conscious. In this process of ours the individual personality, the ego, will cease. We only need the response ability, nothing more.”




  Dolores shuddered. “How terrible!”




  “In time of war everything must be tried,” Kramer said absently. “If one life sacrificed will end the war it’s worth it. This ship might get through. A couple more like it and there wouldn’t be any more war.”




   




  They got into the car. As they drove down the road, Gross said, “Have you thought of anyone yet?”




  Kramer shook his head. “That’s out of my line.”




  “What do you mean?”




  “I’m an engineer. It’s not in my department.”




  “But all this was your idea.”




  “My work ends there.”




  Gross was staring at him oddly. Kramer shifted uneasily.




  “Then who is supposed to do it?” Gross said. “I can have my organization prepare examinations of various kinds, to determine fitness, that kind of thing—”




  “Listen, Phil,” Dolores said suddenly.




  “What?”




  She turned toward him. “I have an idea. Do you remember that professor we had in college. Michael Thomas?”




  Kramer nodded.




  “I wonder if he’s still alive.” Dolores frowned. “If he is he must be awfully old.”




  “Why, Dolores?” Gross asked.




  “Perhaps an old person who didn’t have much time left, but whose mind was still clear and sharp—”




  “Professor Thomas.” Kramer rubbed his jaw. “He certainly was a wise old duck. But could he still be alive? He must have been seventy, then.”




  “We could find that out,” Gross said. “I could make a routine check.”




  “What do you think?” Dolores said. “If any human mind could outwit those creatures—”




  “I don’t like the idea,” Kramer said. In his mind an image had appeared, the image of an old man sitting behind a desk, his bright gentle eyes moving about the classroom. The old man leaning forward, a thin hand raised—




  “Keep him out of this,” Kramer said.




  “What’s wrong?” Gross looked at him curiously.




  “It’s because I suggested it,” Dolores said.




  “No.” Kramer shook his head. “It’s not that. I didn’t expect anything like this, somebody I knew, a man I studied under. I remember him very clearly. He was a very distinct personality.”




  “Good,” Gross said. “He sounds fine.”




  “We can’t do it. We’re asking his death!”




  “This is war,” Gross said, “and war doesn’t wait on the needs of the individual. You said that yourself. Surely he’ll volunteer; we can keep it on that basis.”




  “He may already be dead,” Dolores murmured.




  “We’ll find that out,” Gross said speeding up the car. They drove the rest of the way in silence.




   




  For a long time the two of them stood studying the small wood house, overgrown with ivy, set back on the lot behind an enormous oak. The little town was silent and sleepy; once in awhile a car moved slowly along the distant highway, but that was all.




  “This is the place,” Gross said to Kramer. He folded his arms. “Quite a quaint little house.”




  Kramer said nothing. The two Security Agents behind them were expressionless.




  Gross started toward the gate. “Let’s go. According to the check he’s still alive, but very sick. His mind is agile, however. That seems to be certain. It’s said he doesn’t leave the house. A woman takes care of his needs. He’s very frail.”




  They went down the stone walk and up onto the porch. Gross rang the bell. They waited. After a time they heard slow footsteps. The door opened. An elderly woman in a shapeless wrapper studied them impassively.




  “Security,” Gross said, showing his card. “We wish to see Professor Thomas.”




  “Why?”




  “Government business.” He glanced at Kramer.




  Kramer stepped forward. “I was a pupil of the Professor’s,” he said. “I’m sure he won’t mind seeing us.”




  The woman hesitated uncertainly. Gross stepped into the doorway. “All right, mother. This is war time. We can’t stand out here.”




  The two Security agents followed him, and Kramer came reluctantly behind, closing the door. Gross stalked down the hall until he came to an open door. He stopped, looking in. Kramer could see the white corner of a bed, a wooden post and the edge of a dresser.




  He joined Gross.




  In the dark room a withered old man lay, propped up on endless pillows. At first it seemed as if he were asleep; there was no motion or sign of life. But after a time Kramer saw with a faint shock that the old man was watching them intently, his eyes fixed on them, unmoving, unwinking.




  “Professor Thomas?” Gross said. “I’m Commander Gross of Security. This man with me is perhaps known to you—”




  The faded eyes fixed on Kramer.




  “I know him. Philip Kramer…. You’ve grown heavier, boy.” The voice was feeble, the rustle of dry ashes. “Is it true you’re married now?”




  “Yes. I married Dolores French. You remember her.” Kramer came toward the bed. “But we’re separated. It didn’t work out very well. Our careers—”




  “What we came here about, Professor,” Gross began, but Kramer cut him off with an impatient wave.




  “Let me talk. Can’t you and your men get out of here long enough to let me talk to him?”




  Gross swallowed. “All right, Kramer.” He nodded to the two men. The three of them left the room, going out into the hall and closing the door after them.




  The old man in the bed watched Kramer silently. “I don’t think much of him,” he said at last. “I’ve seen his type before. What’s he want?”




  “Nothing. He just came along. Can I sit down?” Kramer found a stiff upright chair beside the bed. “If I’m bothering you—”




  “No. I’m glad to see you again, Philip. After so long. I’m sorry your marriage didn’t work out.”




  “How have you been?”




  “I’ve been very ill. I’m afraid that my moment on the world’s stage has almost ended.” The ancient eyes studied the younger man reflectively. “You look as if you have been doing well. Like everyone else I thought highly of. You’ve gone to the top in this society.”




  Kramer smiled. Then he became serious. “Professor, there’s a project we’re working on that I want to talk to you about. It’s the first ray of hope we’ve had in this whole war. If it works, we may be able to crack the yuk defenses, get some ships into their system. If we can do that the war might be brought to an end.”




  “Go on. Tell me about it, if you wish.”




  “It’s a long shot, this project. It may not work at all, but we have to give it a try.”




  “It’s obvious that you came here because of it,” Professor Thomas murmured. “I’m becoming curious. Go on.”




   




  After Kramer finished the old man lay back in the bed without speaking. At last he sighed.




  “I understand. A human mind, taken out of a human body.” He sat up a little, looking at Kramer. “I suppose you’re thinking of me.”




  Kramer said nothing.




  “Before I make my decision I want to see the papers on this, the theory and outline of construction. I’m not sure I like it.—For reasons of my own, I mean. But I want to look at the material. If you’ll do that—”




  “Certainly.” Kramer stood up and went to the door. Gross and the two Security Agents were standing outside, waiting tensely. “Gross, come inside.”




  They filed into the room.




  “Give the Professor the papers,” Kramer said. “He wants to study them before deciding.”




  Gross brought the file out of his coat pocket, a manila envelope. He handed it to the old man on the bed. “Here it is, Professor. You’re welcome to examine it. Will you give us your answer as soon as possible? We’re very anxious to begin, of course.”




  “I’ll give you my answer when I’ve decided.” He took the envelope with a thin, trembling hand. “My decision depends on what I find out from these papers. If I don’t like what I find, then I will not become involved with this work in any shape or form.” He opened the envelope with shaking hands. “I’m looking for one thing.”




  “What is it?” Gross said.




  “That’s my affair. Leave me a number by which I can reach you when I’ve decided.”




  Silently, Gross put his card down on the dresser. As they went out Professor Thomas was already reading the first of the papers, the outline of the theory.




   




  Kramer sat across from Dale Winter, his second in line. “What then?” Winter said.




  “He’s going to contact us.” Kramer scratched with a drawing pen on some paper. “I don’t know what to think.”




  “What do you mean?” Winter’s good-natured face was puzzled.




  “Look.” Kramer stood up, pacing back and forth, his hands in his uniform pockets. “He was my teacher in college. I respected him as a man, as well as a teacher. He was more than a voice, a talking book. He was a person, a calm, kindly person I could look up to. I always wanted to be like him, someday. Now look at me.”




  “So?”




  “Look at what I’m asking. I’m asking for his life, as if he were some kind of laboratory animal kept around in a cage, not a man, a teacher at all.”




  “Do you think he’ll do it?”




  “I don’t know.” Kramer went to the window. He stood looking out. “In a way, I hope not.”




  “But if he doesn’t—”




  “Then we’ll have to find somebody else. I know. There would be somebody else. Why did Dolores have to—”




  The vidphone rang. Kramer pressed the button.




  “This is Gross.” The heavy features formed. “The old man called me. Professor Thomas.”




  “What did he say?” He knew; he could tell already, by the sound of Gross’ voice.




  “He said he’d do it. I was a little surprised myself, but apparently he means it. We’ve already made arrangements for his admission to the hospital. His lawyer is drawing up the statement of liability.”




  Kramer only half heard. He nodded wearily. “All right. I’m glad. I suppose we can go ahead, then.”




  “You don’t sound very glad.”




  “I wonder why he decided to go ahead with it.”




  “He was very certain about it.” Gross sounded pleased. “He called me quite early. I was still in bed. You know, this calls for a celebration.”




  “Sure,” Kramer said. “It sure does.”




   




  Toward the middle of August the project neared completion. They stood outside in the hot autumn heat, looking up at the sleek metal sides of the ship.




  Gross thumped the metal with his hand. “Well, it won’t be long. We can begin the test any time.”




  “Tell us more about this,” an officer in gold braid said. “It’s such an unusual concept.”




  “Is there really a human brain inside the ship?” a dignitary asked, a small man in a rumpled suit. “And the brain is actually alive?”




  “Gentlemen, this ship is guided by a living brain instead of the usual Johnson relay-control system. But the brain is not conscious. It will function by reflex only. The practical difference between it and the Johnson system is this: a human brain is far more intricate than any man-made structure, and its ability to adapt itself to a situation, to respond to danger, is far beyond anything that could be artificially built.”




  Gross paused, cocking his ear. The turbines of the ship were beginning to rumble, shaking the ground under them with a deep vibration. Kramer was standing a short distance away from the others, his arms folded, watching silently. At the sound of the turbines he walked quickly around the ship to the other side. A few workmen were clearing away the last of the waste, the scraps of wiring and scaffolding. They glanced up at him and went on hurriedly with their work. Kramer mounted the ramp and entered the control cabin of the ship. Winter was sitting at the controls with a Pilot from Space-transport.




  “How’s it look?” Kramer asked.




  “All right.” Winter got up. “He tells me that it would be best to take off manually. The robot controls—” Winter hesitated. “I mean, the built-in controls, can take over later on in space.”




  “That’s right,” the Pilot said. “It’s customary with the Johnson system, and so in this case we should—”




  “Can you tell anything yet?” Kramer asked.




  “No,” the Pilot said slowly. “I don’t think so. I’ve been going over everything. It seems to be in good order. There’s only one thing I wanted to ask you about.” He put his hand on the control board. “There are some changes here I don’t understand.”




  “Changes?”




  “Alterations from the original design. I wonder what the purpose is.”




  Kramer took a set of the plans from his coat. “Let me look.” He turned the pages over. The Pilot watched carefully over his shoulder.




  “The changes aren’t indicated on your copy,” the Pilot said. “I wonder—” He stopped. Commander Gross had entered the control cabin.




  “Gross, who authorized alterations?” Kramer said. “Some of the wiring has been changed.”




  “Why, your old friend.” Gross signaled to the field tower through the window.




  “My old friend?”




  “The Professor. He took quite an active interest.” Gross turned to the Pilot. “Let’s get going. We have to take this out past gravity for the test they tell me. Well, perhaps it’s for the best. Are you ready?”




  “Sure.” The Pilot sat down and moved some of the controls around. “Anytime.”




  “Go ahead, then,” Gross said.




  “The Professor—” Kramer began, but at that moment there was a tremendous roar and the ship leaped under him. He grasped one of the wall holds and hung on as best he could. The cabin was filling with a steady throbbing, the raging of the jet turbines underneath them.




  The ship leaped. Kramer closed his eyes and held his breath. They were moving out into space, gaining speed each moment.




   




  “Well, what do you think?” Winter said nervously. “Is it time yet?”




  “A little longer,” Kramer said. He was sitting on the floor of the cabin, down by the control wiring. He had removed the metal covering-plate, exposing the complicated maze of relay wiring. He was studying it, comparing it to the wiring diagrams.




  “What’s the matter?” Gross said.




  “These changes. I can’t figure out what they’re for. The only pattern I can make out is that for some reason—”




  “Let me look,” the Pilot said. He squatted down beside Kramer. “You were saying?”




  “See this lead here? Originally it was switch controlled. It closed and opened automatically, according to temperature change. Now it’s wired so that the central control system operates it. The same with the others. A lot of this was still mechanical, worked by pressure, temperature, stress. Now it’s under the central master.”




  “The brain?” Gross said. “You mean it’s been altered so that the brain manipulates it?”




  Kramer nodded. “Maybe Professor Thomas felt that no mechanical relays could be trusted. Maybe he thought that things would be happening too fast. But some of these could close in a split second. The brake rockets could go on as quickly as—”




  “Hey,” Winter said from the control seat. “We’re getting near the moon stations. What’ll I do?”




  They looked out the port. The corroded surface of the moon gleamed up at them, a corrupt and sickening sight. They were moving swiftly toward it.




  “I’ll take it,” the Pilot said. He eased Winter out of the way and strapped himself in place. The ship began to move away from the moon as he manipulated the controls. Down below them they could see the observation stations dotting the surface, and the tiny squares that were the openings of the underground factories and hangars. A red blinker winked up at them and the Pilot’s fingers moved on the board in answer.




  “We’re past the moon,” the Pilot said, after a time. The moon had fallen behind them; the ship was heading into outer space. “Well, we can go ahead with it.”




  Kramer did not answer.




  “Mr. Kramer, we can go ahead any time.”




  Kramer started. “Sorry. I was thinking. All right, thanks.” He frowned, deep in thought.




  “What is it?” Gross asked.




  “The wiring changes. Did you understand the reason for them when you gave the okay to the workmen?”




  Gross flushed. “You know I know nothing about technical material. I’m in Security.”




  “Then you should have consulted me.”




  “What does it matter?” Gross grinned wryly. “We’re going to have to start putting our faith in the old man sooner or later.”




  The Pilot stepped back from the board. His face was pale and set. “Well, it’s done,” he said. “That’s it.”




  “What’s done?” Kramer said.




  “We’re on automatic. The brain. I turned the board over to it—to him, I mean. The Old Man.” The Pilot lit a cigarette and puffed nervously. “Let’s keep our fingers crossed.”




   




  The ship was coasting evenly, in the hands of its invisible pilot. Far down inside the ship, carefully armoured and protected, a soft human brain lay in a tank of liquid, a thousand minute electric charges playing over its surface. As the charges rose they were picked up and amplified, fed into relay systems, advanced, carried on through the entire ship—




  Gross wiped his forehead nervously. “So he is running it, now. I hope he knows what he’s doing.”




  Kramer nodded enigmatically. “I think he does.”




  “What do you mean?”




  “Nothing.” Kramer walked to the port. “I see we’re still moving in a straight line.” He picked up the microphone. “We can instruct the brain orally, through this.” He blew against the microphone experimentally.




  “Go on,” Winter said.




  “Bring the ship around half-right,” Kramer said. “Decrease speed.”




  They waited. Time passed. Gross looked at Kramer. “No change. Nothing.”
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