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Isaac
ASIMOV

His stunning vision of humanity’s future in the
Galaxy has amazed and astonished millions for
over half a century—from his tales of near-future,
nearly human Positronic Robots to his vast saga of
|galactic Empire and Foundation.

Now, in a very special tribute to the 50th anniver-
sary of the Good Doctor’s SF career, seventeen of
Loday $ most imaginative writers explore the worlds

f Isaac Asimov, making fresh and exciting contri-
Futions to the 20th century’s most famous and
well-beloved science-fictional universe.

* “The volume as a whole instills a recognition of
ow far the field has come . . . [and] we are just as
rmly reminded of how much that progress owes to

one remarkable man.”

3 — The Washington Post
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Preface

L}

by Ray Bradbury

INE OF MY FAVORITE STORIES AS A CHILD WAS THE ONE ABOUT
little boy who got a magical porridge machine
nctioning so wildly that it inundated the town with
ree feet of porridge.

In order to walk from one house to the other, or head
own-street, one had to head out with a large spoon,
ting one’s way to destinations near or far.

' A delightful concept, save that I imagined tomato soup
a thick slush of crackers. Going on a journey and
aking a feast, all in one!

I imagine the name of the little boy in that tale should
ve been Isaac Asimov. For it seems to me that since
st we met at the First World Science Fiction Conven-
n in New York City the first week in July 1939, Isaac
$ been journeying and feasting through life, now at the
tronomical tables, now in a spread of other sciences,
w in religion, and again in literature over a great span
time. One could call him a jackdaw, but that wouldn’t
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be correct. Jackdaws focus on and snatch bright objects
of no particular weight. Isaac is in the mountain-moving
business, but he does not move but eat them. Hand him
a book and a few hours later, like that above-mentioned
porridge, Isaac comes tunneling out the far side, still
hungry. Is there a body of literature he hasn’t taken on? I
severely doubt it.

And now here, with this book, we have Asimov’s
honorary sons and daughters. Their machines may not
run amok and inundate a city, but they are producing,
nevertheless, and looking to Papa Asimov and us for
approval, which will not be withheld.

To say more would be to call attention to my compara-
ble size, a mole next to a fortress or a force of nature. I|
would add only a final note. People have said Isaac is a|
workaholic. Nonsense. He has gone mad with love in ten|
dozen territories. And there are a few dozen virgin I
territories left out there. There will be few such virgins|
left, when Isaac departs earth and arrives Up There to|
write twenty-five new books of the Bible. And that’s only)
the first week!

One night two years ago, I dreamed 1 was Isaac;pl
Asimov. Arising the next day, it was noon before my wife|
convinced me that I should not run for President. ‘

Bless you, Isaac. Bless you, Isaac’s children, foundi

herein. J
February 21, 198
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The Nonmetallic Isaac or
It’s a Wonderful Life

L}

by Ben Bova

ASTROPHYSICISTS (TO START WITH A SCIENTIFIC WORD) CLASSI-
fy the universe into three chemical categories: hydrogen,
helium; and metals.

The first two are the lightest of all the hundred-some
known elements. Anything heavier than helium, the
astrophysicists blithely call “metals.” Hydrogen and
thelium make up roughly ninety-eight percent of the
luniverse’s composition. To an astrophysicist, the uni-
wverse consists of a lot of hydrogen, a considerable
iamount of helium, and a smattering of metals.

Now, although Isaac Asimov is known throughout this
planet (and possibly others, we just don’t know yet) as a

riter of science fiction, when you consider his entire

utput of written material—all the four-hundred-and-
sounting books and the myriads of articles, columns,

mericks, and whatnots—his science fiction is actually a

all percentage of the total. As far as Asimov’s produc-
on is concerned, science fiction tales are his “metals.”
L

i
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Science fact is his mettle.

It is the “nonmetallic’* Asimov that I want to praise.

Remember the classic movie It’s a Wonderful Life!?
The one where an angel shows suicidal James Stewart
what his hometown would be like if Jimmie’s character
had never been born?

Think of what our home planet would be like if Isaac
Asimov had never turned his mind and hand to writing
about science.

We narrowly missed such a fate. There was a moment
in time when a youthful Isaac faced a critical career
choice: go on as a researcher or plunge full-time 1nto=
writing. He chose writing and the world is extremely
happy with the result.

Knowing that science fiction, in those primeval days,
could not support a wife and family, Isaac chose to write |
about science fact and to make that his career, ratherj
than biomedical research. i

But suppose he had not?

Suppose, faced with that career choice, Isaac had |
opted for the steady, if unspectacular, career of a{
medium-level research scientist who wrote occasional
science fiction stories as a hobby. ¢

We would still have the substantial ocuvre of his!
science fiction tales that this anthology celebrates. Wed
would still have “Nightfail”” and “The Ugly Little Boy,”ﬁ
the original Foundation trilogy and novels such as Pebble |
in the Sky. We would, to return to the metaphor we’
started with, still have Isaac’s “metallic” output. 1

But we would not have his hydrogen and helium, the*
huge number of books that are nonfiction, mainly books"
about science, although there are some marvelous hlStO-l
ries, annotations of various works of literature, and!
lecherous limericks in there, too. 1

If Isaac had toiled away his years as a full-tnme%
biomedical researcher and part-time science fiction writ-
er, we would never have seen all those marvelous science
books. Probably a full generation of scientists would:
have chosen other careers, because they would never

{

—
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have been turned on to science by the books that Isaac
did not write. Progress in all fields of the physical
sciences would have slowed, perhaps disastrously.
Millions of people all over the world would have been
denied the pleasure of learning that they could under-
stand the principles of physics, mathematics, astronomy,
geology, chemistry, the workings of the human body, the
intricacies of the human brain—because the books from
which they learned and received such pleasures would
never have been written.
Entire publishing houses would have gone into bank-
ruptcy, no doubt, without the steady, sure income that
Isaac’s science books have generated for them over the
decades. And will continue to generate for untold dec-
ades to come. The wood pulp and paper industry would
be in a chronic state of depression if Isaac had not turned

out all those hundreds of books and thousands of
articles. Canada might have become a Third World
' pation, save for Dr. Isaac Asimov.

To make it more personal, I would have never started

to write popularizations of science if it had not been for
- Isaac’s works—and for his personal encouragement and
‘guidance. The gods themselves are the only ones who
know how many writers have been helped by Isaac,
either by reading his books or by asking him for help
“with science problems that had them stumped.
- Blighted careers, ruined corporations, benighted peo-
' ple wandering in search of an enlightenment that they
cannot find—that is what the world would be like if
‘Isaac had not poured his great energies and greater heart
\into nonfiction books about science.
~ A final word about a word: popularization.
~ In the mouths of certain critics (including some pro-
ssional scientists) “popularization” is a term of oppro-
brium, somewhat akin to the sneering “pulp literature”
at is still sometimes slung at science fiction. “Populari-
tions” of science are regarded, by those slandering
tards, as beneath the consideration of dignified per-
ns.
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Such critics regard themselves as among the elite, and
they disdain “popularizations” of science with the same
lofty pigheadedness that George III displayed toward his
American subjects.

To explain science is probably the most vital task any
writer can attempt in today’s complex, technology-
driven society. To explain science so well, so entertain-
ingly, that ordinary men and women all over the world
clamor for your books—that is worthy of a Nobel Prize.
Too bad Alfred Nobel never thought about the need to
explain science to the masses. I'm certain he would have
created a special prize for it.

Isaac Asimov writes about science (and everything
else) so superbly well that it looks easy. He can take any
subject under the sun and write about it so lucidly and
understandably that any literate person can grasp the
subject with hardly any strain at all.

For this incredible talent he is sometimes dismissed as
“a mere popularizer.” As I have offered in the past, I
offer now; anyone who thinks that what Isaac does is
easy is welcome to try it. I know I have, with some degree

of success. But easy it is not!

Thanks be to the forces that shape this universe, Isaac
decided not to be a full-time researcher. He became a:
full-time writer instead. While he is famous for writing’
science fiction, his “nonmetallic” output of science fact
is far larger and far more important—if that word can be
applied to writing—than his deservedly admired and
awarded fiction.

If all this adds up to the conclusion that Isaac Asimov
is a star, well, by heaven, he is! One of the brightest, too.




Strip-Runner

by Pamela Sargent

THE THREE BOYS CAUGHT UP WITH AMY JUST AS SHE REACHED
the strips. ‘““Barone-Stein,” one boy shouted to her. She
did not recognize any of them, but they obviously knew
who she was.

“We want a run,” the smallest boy said, speaking
softly so that the people passing them could not hear the
challenge. “You can lead and pick the point.”

. “Done,” she said quickly. “C-254th, Riverdale

localway intersection.”

. The boys frowned. Maybe they had expected a longer
n. They seemed young; the tallest one could not be
ore than eleven. Amy leaned over and rolled up the

uffs of her pants a little. She could shake all of them
fore they reached the destination she had named.

More people passed and stepped onto the nearest

trip. The moving gray bands stretched endlessly to

ither side of her, carrying their human cargo through
City. The strip closest to her was moving at a bit over
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three kilometers an hour; most of its passengers at the
moment were elderly people or small chiidren practicing
a few dance steps where there was space. Next to it,
another strip moved at over five kilometers an hour; in
the distance, on the fastest strip, the passengers were a
multicolored blur. All the strips carried a steady stream
of people, but the evening rush hour would not start fora
couple of hours. The boys had challenged her during a
slower period, which meant they weren’t that sure of
themselves; they would not risk a run through mobs of
commuters.

“Let’s go,” Amy said. She stepped on the strip; the
boys got on behind her. Ahead, people were stepping to
the adjoining strip, slowly making their way toward the
fastest-moving strip that ran alongside the localway
platform. Advertisements flashed around her through
the even, phosphorescent light, offering clothing, the
latest book-films, exotic beverages, and yet another
hyperwave drama about a Spacer’s adventures on Earth.
Above her, light-worms and bright arrows gleamed
steadily with directions for the City’s millions: THIS
WAY TO JERSEY SECTIONS; FOLLOW ARROW TO
LONG ISLAND. The noise was constant. Voices rose
and fell around her as the strip hummed softly under her
feet; she could dimly hear the whistle of the localway.

Amy walked up the strip, darted past a knot of people,
then crossed to the next strip, bending her knees slightly
to allow for the increase in speed. She did not look back,
knowing the boys were still behind her. She took
breath, quickly stepped to the next strip, ran along i
toward the passengers up ahead, and then jumped to th
fourth strip. She pivoted, jumped to the third strip again
then rapidly crossed three strips in succession.

Running the strips was a lot like dancing. She kept u
the rhythm as she leaped to the right, leaned into th
wind, then jumped to the slower strip on her left. Am
grinned as a man shook his head at her. The timid way.
of most riders were not for her. Others shrank from thi
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freedom the gray bands offered, content to remain part
of a channeled stream. They seemed deaf to the music of
the strips and the song that beckoned to her.

Amy glanced back; she had already lost one of the
boys. Moving to the left edge of the strip, she feinted,
then jumped to her right, pushed past a startled woman,
and continued along the strips until she reached the
fastest one.

Her left arm was up, to shield her from the wind; this
strip, like the localway, was moving at nearly thirty-eight
kilometers an hour. The localway was a constantly
moving platform, with poles for boarding and clear
shields placed at intervals to protect riders from the
wind. Amy grabbed a pole and swung herself aboard.

There was just enough room for her to squeeze past the
standing passengers. The two remaining boys had fol-
lowed her onto the localway; a woman muttered angrily

' as Amy shoved past her to the other side.
- She jumped down to the strip below, which was also
“moving at the localway’s speed, hauled herself aboard
the platform once more, then leaped back to the strip.
One boy was still with her, a few paces behind. His
--companion must have hesitated a little, not expecting
her to leap to the strip again so soon. Any good strip-
Lrunner would have expected it; no runner stayed on a
: localway Or expressway very long She jumped to a
;r.slower strip, counted to herself, leaped back to the faster
1strlp, counted again, then grabbed a pole, bounded onto
the localway, pushed past more people to the opposite
‘side, and launched herself at the strip below, her back to
“the wind, her legs shooting out into a split. Usually she
isdained such moves at the height of a run, but could
ot resist showing her skill this time.

She landed about a meter in front of a scowling man.

Crazy kids!” he shouted. “Ought to report you—" She
ed toward the wind and stepped to the strip on her

, bracing herself against the deceleration as the angry

n was swept by her on the faster strip, then looked
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back. The third boy was nowhere to be seen among the
stream of people behind her.

Too easy, she thought.-She had shaken them all even
before reaching the intersection that led to the Con-
course Sector. She would go on to the destination, so that
the boys, when they got there, could issue another
challenge if they wished. She doubted that they would;
she would have just enough time to make her way home
afterward.

They should have known better. They weren’t good
enough runners to keep up with Amy Barone-Stein. She
had lost Kiyoshi Harris, one of the best strip-runners in
the City, on a two-hour run to the end of Brooklyn, and
had reached Queens alone on another run after shaking
off Bradley Ohaer’s gang. She smiled as she recalled how
angry Bradley had been, beaten by a girl. Few girls ran
the strips, and she was better than any of the others at the
game. For over a year now, no one she challenged had
ever managed to shake her off; when she led, nobody:
could keep up with her. She was the best girl strip-runner
in New York City, maybe in all of Earth’s Cities.

No, she told herself as she crossed the strips to the
expressway intersection. She was simply the best.

Amy’s home was in a Kingsbridge subsection. Her:
feeling of triumph had faded by the time she reached the
elevator banks that led to her level, she was not that
anxious to get home. Throngs of people moved along the
street between the high metallic walls that enclosed some
of the City’s millions. All of Earth’s Cities were like New
York, where people had burrowed into the ground and
walled themselves in; they were safe inside the Cities;
protected from the emptiness of the Outside.

Amy pushed her way into an elevator. A wedding party
was aboard, the groom in a dark rufiled tunic and pants
the bride in a short white dress with her hands around
bouquet of flowers made of recycled paper. The peopl
with them were holding bottles and packages of ratio
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clearly meant for the reception. The couple smiled at
Amy; she murmured her congratulations as the elevator
stopped at her level.

She sprinted down the hall until she came to a large
double door with glowing letters that said PERSONAL
—WOMEN. Under the sign, smaller letters said SUB-
SECTIONS 2H-2N; there was also a number to call in
case anyone lost a key. Amy unzipped her pocket, took
out a thin aluminum strip, and slipped it into the key
slot.

The door opened. Several women were in the pleasant
rose-colored antechamber, talking as they combed their
hair and sprayed on makeup by the wall of mirrors. They
did not greet Amy, so she said nothing to them. Her
father, like most men,, found it astonishing that women
felt free to speak to one another in such a place. No man
would ever address another in the Men’s Personals; even
glancing at someone there was considered extremely
offensive. Men would never stand around gossiping in a
Personal’s antechamber, but things were not quite as free
here as her father thought. Women would never speak to
anyone who clearly preferred privacy, or greet a new
subsection resident here until they knew her better.

Amy stood by a mirror and smoothed down her short,
‘dark curls, then entered the common stalls. A long row of
toilets, with thin partitions but no doors, lined one wall;
a row of sinks faced them on the other side of the room.

A young woman was kneeling next to one toilet, where
‘a small child sat on a training seat; Amy could not help
oticing that the child was a boy. That was allowed, until
a boy was four and old enough to go to a Men’s Personal
y himself or with his father, an experience that had to
e traumatic the first time around. She thought of what it
‘must be like for a little boy, leaving the easier, warmer

tmosphere of his mother’s Personal for the men’s,
here even looking in someone else’s direction was
aboo. Some said the custom arose because of the need to
{Preserve some privacy in the midst of others, but psy-
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chologists also claimed that the taboo grew out of the
male’s need to separate himself from his mother. No
wonder men behaved as they did in their Personals. They
would not only be infringing on another’s privacy if they
behaved otherwise, but would also be displaying an
inappropriate regression to childhood.

Amy kept her eyes down, ignoring the other women
and girls in the common stalls until she reached the rows
of shower heads. Two women were entering the private
stalls in the back. Amy’s mother had been allowed a
private stall some years ago, a privilege her husband had
earned for both of them after a promotion, but Amy was :
not allowed to use it. Other parents might have granted-
such permission, but hers were stricter; they did not :
want their daughter getting too used to privileges she had
not earned for herself.

She would take her shower now, and put her clothes in
the laundry slot to be cleaned; the Personal would be
more crowded after dinner. Amy sighed; that wasn’t the |
only reason to linger here. Her mother would have |
received the message from Mr. Liang by now. Amy was
afraid to go home and face her.

o 5 k54

Four women were leaving the apartment as Amy |
approached. She greeted them absently, and nodded .
when they asked if she was doing well in school. These 1
were her mother’s more intellectual friends, the ones
who discussed sociology and settled the City’s political |
problems among themselves before moving on to the:
essential business of tips for stretching quota allowances |
and advice on child-rearing. f

Amy’s mother stepped back as she entered; the door)|
closed. Amy had reached the middie of the spacious
living room before her mother spoke. “Where are you
going, dear?” ‘

“Er—to my room.”

“I think you’d better sit down. We have something 0|
discuss.”
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Amy moved toward one of the chairs and sat down.
The living room was over five meters long, with two
chairs, a small couch, and an imitation leather ottoman.
The apartment had two other rooms as well, and her
parents even had the use of a sink in their bedroom
thanks to her father’s Civil Service rating. They both had
a lot to protect, which meant that they would scold her
even more for her failures.

“You took longer than usual getting home,” her moth-
er said as she sat down on the couch across from Amy.

“I had to shower. Uh, shouldn’t we be getting ready to
go to supper? Father’ll probably be home any minute.”

“He told me he’d be late, so we’re not eating in the
section kitchen tonight.”

Amy bit her lip, sorry for once that her family was
allowed four meals a week in their own apartment. Her
parents wouldn’t have been able to harp at her at the
section kitchen’s long tables in the midst of all the diners
there.

“Anyway,” her mother continued, “I felt sure you’d
xant to speak to me alone, before your father comes

ome.”

“Oh.” Amy stared at the blue carpet. “What about?”

“You know what about. I had a message from your

- guidance counselor, Mr. Liang. I know he told you he’d
- be speaking to me.”

“Oh.” Amy tried to sound unconcerned. “That.”

“He says your grades won’t be good at the end of the
(quarter.” Her .mother’s dark eyes narrowed. “If they
don’t improve soon, he’s going to invite me there for a
‘conference, and that s not all.” She leaned back against
‘the couch “He also says you’ve been seen running the

estnps

~ Amy started. “Who told him that?”

- “Oh, Amy. I’'m sure he has ways of finding out. Is it
| true?”

)
“Well, is it? That’s even more serious than your

S & b
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grades. Do you want a police officer picking you up? Did
you even stop to think about the accidents you might
cause, or that you could be seriously injured? You know
what your father said the first time he heard about your
strip-running.” ?

Amy bowed her head. That had been over two years
ago, and he had lectured her for hours, but had remained :
unaware of her activities since then. I'm the best, she
thought; every runner in the City knows about me. She
wanted to shout it and force her mother to acknowledge
the achievement, but kept silent.

“It’s a stupid, dangerous game, Amy. A few boys are
killed every year running the strips, and passengers are -
hurt as well. You’re fourteen now—I thought you were : u
more mature. T can’t believe—

“I haven’t been running the strips,” Amy said. “I 4
mean, I haven’t made a run in a while.” Not since a
couple of hours ago, she added silently to herself, and 1
that wasn’t a real run, so ’mnot really lying. She felt just
a bit guilty; she didn’t like to lie. .

“And your grades— ]

Amy seized at the chance to avoid the more hazardous {
topic of strip-racing. “I know they’re worse. I know I can ¢
do better, but what difference does it make?”

“Don’t you want to do well? You used to be one of the }
best math students in your school, and your science i
teacher always praised—" i

“So what?”” Amy could not restrain herself any longer. i
“What good is it? What am I ever going to use it for?” ‘

“You have to do well if you want to be admitted to a i
college level. Your father’s status may make it easier fort
you to get in, but you won’t last if you’re not well*
prepared.”

“And then what? Unless I’'m a genius, or a lot betterr
than any of the boys, they’ll just push me into dietetics'|
courses or social relations or child psychology so I'll be a |
good mother someday, or else train me {0 program |
computers until I get married. I’ll just end up doing

(]

=3
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nothing anyway, so why should I try?”

“Nothing?” Her mother’s olive-skinned face was calm,
but her voice shook a little. “Is what I do nothing,
looking after you and your father? Is rearing a child and
making a pleasant home for a husband nothing?”

“I didn’t mean nothing, but why does it have to be
everything? You wanted more once—you know you did.
You—you—"

Her mother was gazing at her impassively. Amy
jumped up and fled to her room.

She lay on her narrow bed, glaring up at the soft glow
of the ceiling. Her mother should have been the first to
understand. Amy knew how she once had felt, but lately,
she seemed to have fotgotten her old dreams.

. Amy’s mother, Alysha Barone, was something of a
Medievalist. That wasn’t odd; a lot of people were. They
got together to talk about old ways and historical book-
films and the times when Earth had been humanity’s
only home. They dwelled nostalgically on ancient peri-
ods when people had lived Outside instead of huddling
‘together inside the Cities, when Earth was the only world
and the Spacers did not exist.

Not that any of them could actually live Outside,
“without walls, breathing unfiltered air filled with micro-
- organisms that bred disease and eating unprocessed food
‘that had grown in dirt; Amy shuddered at the thought.
‘Better to leave the Outside to the robots that worked the
‘mines and tended the crops the Cities demanded. Better
o live as they did, whatever the problems, and avoid the
- pathological ways of the Spacers, those descendants of
 the Earthpeople who had settled other planets long ago.
They could not follow Spacer customs anyway. In a
N’quld of billions, resources could not be wasted on
‘&nvate houses, spacious gardens and grounds, and all
| the rest. Alysha Barone, despite her somewhat Medieval-
ist views, would not be capable of leaving this City
ﬁxcept to travel, safely enclosed, to another.

|
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Her mother had, however, clung to a few ancient
customs, with the encouragement of a few mildly uncon-
ventional friends. Alysha Barone had insisted on keeping
her own name after her marriage to Ricardo Stein, and
he had agreed when she asked that Amy be given both
their names. The couple had been given permission to
have their first child during their first year of marriage,
thanks to their Genetics Values ratings, but Amy had not
been born until four years later. Both Alysha and Ricar-
do had been statisticians in New York’s Department of
Human Resources; it made sense to work for a promo-
tion, gain more privileges, and save more of their quota
allowances before having a child. They had ignored the
chiding of their own parents and the friends who had
accused them of being just a little antisocial.

Amy knew the story well, having heard most of it from
her disapproving grandmother Barone. The two had
each risen to a C-4 rating before Alysha became preg-
nant; even then, astonishingly, they had discussed which
of them should give up the Department job. Only the
most antisocial of couples would have tried to keep two
such coveted positions. There were too many unclassi-
fied people without work, on subsistence with no chance
to rise, and others who had been relegated tc labor in the
City yeast farm levels after losing jobs to robots. Her
parents’ colleagues would have made their lives misera-
ble if they both stayed with the Department; their
superiors would have blocked any promotions, perhaps
even found a way to demote them. Someone also had to
look after Amy. The infant could not be left in the
subsection nursery all day, and both grandmothers had
refused to encourage any antisocial activity by offering to
stay with the baby.

So Alysha had given up her job. Her husband might be
willing to care for a baby, but he could not nurse the
child, and nursing saved on rations. Ricardo had won
another promotion a few years after Amy’s birth, and
they had moved from their two-room place in the Van
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Cortlandt Section to this apartment. Now Amy’s father
was a C-6, with a private stall in the Men’s Personal, a
functioning sink in his room, larger quota allowances for
entertainment, and the right to eat four meals a week at
home.

Her parents would have been foolish to give up a
chance at all that. How useless it would have been for
Alysha to hope for her position 4t the Department; they
would have risked everything in the end.

The door opened; her mother came inside. Amy sat
up. Her small bed took up most of the room; there was
no other place to sit, and Alysha clearly wanted to talk.

Her mother seated herself, then draped an arm over
Amy’s shoulders. “I knew how you feel,” she said.

Amy shook her head. “No, you don’t.”

Her mother hugged her more tightly. “I felt that way
myself once, but couldn’t see that I’d be any better off
not trying at all. You should learn what you can, Amy,
and not just so that you’ll be able to help your own
children with their schoolwork. Learning will give you
pleasure later, something you’ll carry inside yourself that
no one can take from you. Things may change, and
then—”’

“They’ll never change. I wish— Things were better in
the old days.”

“No, they weren’t,” her mother responded. “They
were better for a few people and very bad for a lot of
others. I may affect a few Medievalisms, but I also know
how people fought and starved and suffered long ago,
and the Cities are better than that. No one starves, and
we can, generally speaking, go about our business with-
out fearing violence, but that requires cooperation—we
couldn’t live, crowded together as we are, any other way.
We have to get along, and that often means giving up
what we might want so that everyone at least has
something. Still—"

“I get the point,” Amy said bitterly. “Civism is good.
The Cities are the height of human civilization.” She
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imitated the pompous manner of her history teacher as
she spoke. “And if I can’t get along and be grateful for
what I’ve got, I'm just a pathological antisocial individu-
alist.”

Her mother was silent for a long time, then said,
“There are more robots taking jobs away from people
inside the Cities. The population keeps growing, and
that means people will eventually have even less—we
could see something close to starvation again. The Cities
can’t expand much more, and that means less space for
each of us. People may lash out at an occasional robot
now, since they’re the most convenient targets for ex-
pressing resentment, but if we start lashing out at one
another—” She paused. “Something has to give way.
Even that small band of people who hope the Spacers
will eventually let them leave Earth to settle another
world know that.”

Amy said, “They’re silly.”

“Most would say so.”

Amy frowned. She knew about those people; they
occasionally went Outside to play at being farmers or
some such thing. She could not imagine how they stood
it, or what good it did them. A City detective named
Elijah Baley was the tiny band’s leader; maybe he
thought the Spacers would help him. He had recently
returned from one of their worlds, where they had asked
him to help them solve a crime; maybe he thought
Spacers could be his friends.

Amy knew better. The Spacers had only used him. She
thought of the Spacer characters she had seen in
hyperwave and book-film adventures. They were all tall,
handsome, tanned, bronze-haired people with eyes as
cold as those of the legions of robots that served them. In
the dramas, they might be friendly to or even love some
Earthpeople, but in reality they despised the people of
the Cities. They would never allow Earthfolk to con-
taminate their worlds or the others in this galaxy. They
might use an Earthman such as Baley, but would only
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discard him afterward.

- “What I’m trying to say,” Alysha said softly, “is that
change may come. Whatever disruptions it brings, it may
also present opportunities, but only to people who are
ready to seize them.” Amy tensed a little; this was the
most antisocial statement she had ever heard from her
mother. “It would be better if you were prepared for that
and developed whatever talents might be useful. When I
worked for the Department, I knew what the statistics
were implying—it’s impossible for even the most deter-
mined bureaucrat to hide the whole truth. I could
see—but I’ve said enough.”

“Mother—" Amy swallowed. “Are you going to tell
Father what Mr. Liang said?”

Alysha plucked at her long, dark hair, looking dis-
tressed. “I really should. I’ll have to if I'm called in for a
conference, and then Rick will wonder why I didn’t
mention it earlier. I won’t if you promise you’ll work
harder.”

Amy sighed with relief. “I promise.” She hoped she
could keep that vow.

“Then I'll leave you to your studying. You have a little
time before Rick gets home.”

The door closed behind Alysha. Amy reached for her
viewer and stretched out. Nothing would change, no
matter what her mother said. Whatever Amy did, sooner
or later she would, as her friend Debora Lister put it,
wind up at the end of the line. She would be pushed to
the end of the line when her teachers began to hint that
certain studies would be more useful for a girl. She
would be forced back again when college advisers
pointed out that it was selfish to take a place in certain
classes, since she would not use such specialized training
for a lifetime, as a boy would. If she moved up the line
then, she would only be pushed back later, when she
married and had her own children.

She could, of course, choose not to marry, but such a
life would be a lonely one. No matter what such women
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achieved, people muttered about how antisocial they
were and pitied them, which was probably preferable to
outright resentment. She would have to live in one of the
alcoves allotted tc single people unless she was lucky
enough to find a congenial companion and get permis-
sion for both of them to share a room.

Alysha had wound up at the end of the line long ago,
although later than most, and she had a loving husband
to console her, which was a good thing. Even couples
who hated each other would not willingly separate, lose
status, and be forced into smaller quarters. Of course
Alysha would hope that Amy might move up the line; she
had nothing else in life except her husband and daughter.

A fair number of women were like Alysha. Sublimated
antisocial individualism—that was what a textbook-film
Amy had scanned in the school library called it. Many
women lived through their children, then their grand-
children, hoping they would rise yet knowing that there
were limits on their ambitions. Their transferred hopes
would keep them going, but they would also be aware
that too much individual glory would only create hard
feelings in others. That was one reason her parents
refused to flaunt the privileges they had earned and used
them reluctantly, with a faintly apologetic air.

Men had different problems, which probably seemed
just as troublesome to them. Some men cracked under
the strain of having a family’s status resting entirely on
them. The psychologists had terms for that syndrome,
too.

Amy saw what lay ahead only too clearly. Perhaps she
shouldn’t have viewed those book-films on psychology
and sociology, which were meant for adult specialists.”
Her parents would eventually have the second child they
were allowed; except for tending to Amy and her father,
and being sociable in ways that eased relations with
neighbors and her husband’s colleagues, there was little
else for Alysha to do. Small wonder many women even
had children to whom they weren’t entitled. When Amy
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was grown, her mother would be waiting for the inevita-
ble grandchildren, and transfer her hopes to them. What
a delusion it all was, pretending that your children
wouldn’t be swallowed by the hives of the City while
knowing that this was the way it had to be.

Happy families, as the saying went, made for a better
City; mothers and wives could go about their business
feeling they were performing their civic duty. Amy’s
mother would cling to her, and then to her children,
and—

If this was how knowing a lot made people feel, maybe
it was better to be ignorant, to settle for what couldn’t be
changed.

She folded her arms over her chest. She still had one
accomplishment, and ho one could take it from her; she
was the best strip-runner in the City. She wouldn’t give
that up, not until she was too old and too slow to race,
and maybe that day would never come. If she made a
mistake and died during a run, at least she’d be gone
before she came to the end of the line. Her parents could
have another child, maybe two, and the loss of one life
would make no difference in a steel hive that held so
many. She could even tell herself that she was making
room for someone who would not mind being lost in the
swarm.

The psychology texts had terms for such notions, all of
which made her feelings sound like a disease. Perhaps
they were, but that was yet another reason not to care
about what happened to her on the strips.

“Amy Barone-Stein,” the hall monitor said, “a person
is looking for you.”

Amy glared up at the grayish robotic face, a parody of
a human being’s. She did not care for robots, and this
one, with its flat eyes and weirdly moving mouth, looked
more idiotic than most. “What is it?” she asked.

“Someone outside wishes to speak to you,” the robot
said, “and has asked me to bring you there.”
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“Well, who is it?”

“She told me to give you her name if I were asked, or if
you told me that you did not want to meet her. It is
Shakira Lewes.”

Amy’s mouth dropped open. Debora Lister moved
closer to her and nudged her in the ribs. Shakira Lewes
had not run the strips in years, but Amy had heard of her.
Kiyoshi Harris claimed she was the best female runner
he had ever seen, and her last run, when she had led three
gangs from Brooklyn to Yonkers and lost them all, was
still legendary.

She was the best, Amy told herself; I'm the best now.

“Oh, Amy,” Debora said. “Are you going to talk to
her?”

“Might as well.”

“You’ll miss the Chess Club meeting,” the blond girl
said.

“Then I'll miss it.”

“I’'m coming with you,” Debora said. “I’ve got to see
this.”

“Miss Lewes requested the presence of Amy Barone-
Stein,” the robot said. “She did not say—"

“Oh, stuff it,” Amy said. The robot’s eyes widened a
little in what might have been bewilderment. “She didn’t
say I couldn’t bring a friend, did she””

“No, she did not.”

“Then lead us to her.”

The robot turned, leading them past a line in front of a
Personal, then through the throngs of students crowding
the hall. Amy wondered how Shakira Lewes had made
the robot do her bidding. Technically, the hall monitors
weren’t supposed to fetch students from the school levels
except for an emergency, but this robot was probably too
stupid to tell that it was being deceived. The robot’s back
was erect as it marched along on its stiff legs. Damned
robots, she thought, taking jobs from people. The hall
monitors had once been human beings.

By the time she and Debora reached the elevator
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banks, a small crowd of boys and girls was following
them. They all clambered aboard after the robot and
dropped toward the street level. When they emerged
from the school, Amy saw more boys clustered around a
tall, dark-skinned woman with short black hair.

“Ooh,” Debora whispered. “Maybe she wants to chal-
lenge you.” Amy shook her head and motioned at the
robot’s back. A robot could not harm a human being or,
through inaction, allow a human being to come to harm;
to this creature’s simple positronic brain, possible harm
would certainly include strip-racing.

“Amy Barone-Stein,” the robot said in its toneless
voice. “This is Shakira Lewes.”

The boys stepped back as Amy approached. The
woman was slender enough for a runner, if a bit too tall;
most runners, like Amy, were short and slight, able to
squeeze into even the smallest gaps between passengers
during a run. Shakira Lewes had a perfect, fine-boned
face; she looked a lot like an actress in a historical drama
about Africa Amy had recently viewed. She wore a red
shirt and black pants that made her long legs seem even
longer. The boys were staring intently at her. None of
them had ever looked at Amy that way, not even after
hearing about her run against Bradley Ohaer’s gang.

“You may leave us,” Shakira said to the robot. The hall
monitor turned and went back inside. The woman
sounded as arrogant as a Spacer; Amy looked up at her,
filled with admiration and hatred. “I’ve heard about
you,” Shakira continued. “I’d like to talk to you.”

Amy stuck out her chin. “What about?”

“Alone, if we could.” Alone meant walking among the
crowds, standing on a strip or localway to talk, or, if one
was lucky, finding an unoccupied chair or bench some-
where.

1 Amy said, “If you’ve got something to tell me, say it
ere.”

““She’s going to challenge,” someone said behind Amy;
she looked around. Luis Horton was with the group; he’d
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been mad at her ever since she beat him on a long run up
to the Yonkers Sector. “She’s going to challenge Luis
repeated. “Maybe Amy can’t take her.”

Amy said, “I can take any runner in New York.”

Shakira frowned. “I said I wanted to talk. I didn’t say
anything about running.” -

“Afraid?” another boy asked.

Shakira’s face grew grimmer. Amy saw where this was
leading; the others expected a challenge. Normally, she
would have demanded one herself, but something felt
wrong. It didn’t make sense for this woman, who surely
had better things to do, to come looking for a run against
Amy, whatever her fame. Shakira had to be out of
practice, and would risk much graver consequences as an
adult offender if she were caught by the police. Yet what
else could she want Amy for? Perhaps something illegal
—some illicit enterprise where a boy or girl who could
easily shake off a police pursuit might be useful.

Amy shrugged. “Come on, guys. Anybody can see
she’s too old to run the strips now.”

“I’'m old, all right,” Shakira said. “I’m nearly twenty-
one.”

“Lewes isn’t scared,” Luis muttered then. “Amy is.”

Amy’s cheeks burned. They were all watching her now;
she even imagined that the crowds passing by were
looking at her, witnesses to her shame. “I’m not afraid of
anything,” she said. “Make your run, Shakira Lewes—
you won’t lose me. From here to the Sheepshead Bay
localway intersection—unless you’re too old to make
that long a run.’

Shakira was silent.

“Now! Or are you just too old and tired to try‘?”

The woman’s large dark eyes glittered. “You’re on. I’ll
do it.”

A boy hooted. Even Debora, who would never run the
strips herself, was flushed with anticipation. Amy was
suddenly furious with them all. She wasn’t ready for
this run; she realized now that she had been hoping
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Shakira would back down. If the woman actually beat
her, she would never live it down, while if Amy won, the
others would simply assume Shakira was past her prime.
She had risked too much on this challenge, and still
didn’t know what Shakira wanted with her.

“Let’s go,” Amy said.

“Just a minute.” The woman raised an arm. “This is
one on one, between you and me—and I still want to
talk to you later.”

“Talk to me after I beat you,” Amy said without much
conviction, then followed Shakira toward the nearest
strip.

Shakira strode alogg the gray bands, moving to the
faster strips at a speed only a little more rapid than usual.
Amy kept close. Most of the boys and girls had already
headed for the expressway; they would greet the victor at
the Sheepshead Bay destination. Luis and two of his
friends were following to study a little of Shakira’s skill.
before joining the others. There were still some gaps
between passengers, but the strips were already getting
more crowded.

Shakira showed her moves, increasing the pace. She
did a side shuffle, striding steadily, then moving to an
adjacent strip without breaking her pace; Amy followed.
She did a Popovich, named after the runner who had
perfected it, leaping from side to side between two strips
before bounding from the second one to a third. She
even managed to pull off a dervish. Turning to face Amy,
she leaped into the air and made a complete turn before
landing gracefully on a slower strip; a dervish was
dangerous even on slow strips.

She was good, but Amy knew the moves. Show-off, she
thought; the woman was only trying to intimidate her.
Flashy moves were more likely to draw attention, as well
as wearing out a runner too soon. She followed Shakira
onto a localway, then swung off after her, leaving the
boys behind. She had caught Shakira’s rhythm, but
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remained wary and alert; some runners could lull a
follower into their pace before doing the unexpected.

They danced across the strips toward an expressway.
The crowds were thick on the strip next to the express-
way platform. Shakira reached for a pole and swung
herself up; Amy grabbed the next pole. The woman’s
long legs swung around, never touching the floor and
barely missing a passenger, and then she was back on the
strip, her back to the wind as she grinned up at Amy.

Amy gripped her pole, about to follow when a few
people suddenly stepped to the strip just below her. She
caught a glimpse of startled faces as her legs swung
toward them; there was just enough space for a landing.
A woman swayed on the strip; a man grabbed her by the
arm. Amy knew in an instant that she could not risk a
leap. Shakira turned, ran past more commuters, stepped
to her left, and was gone.

Amy hung on to the pole; the wind tore at her legs. She
hauled herself aboard, numbed by the abruptness of her
defeat. She had lost before they even reached lower
Manhattan; tears stung her eyes.

Someone shoved her; passengers surrounded her.
“Damn runners!” a man shouted. Other riders crowded
around her; a fist knocked her to the floor. “Get the
police!” a woman cried. Fingers grabbed Amy by the
hair; a foot kicked her in the knee. She covered her head
with her arms, no longer caring what happened to her;
she had lost.

A plainclothesman, a C-6 with seat privileges on the
expressway’s upper level, got Amy away from the crowd
before she was beaten too badly and took her to City
Hall. Police headquarters were in the higher levels of the
structure; Amy supposed that she would be turned over
to an officer and booked. Instead, the detective led her
through a large common room filled with people and
desks to a corner desk with a railing around it. _

She sat at the desk, feeling miserable and alone, as the
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plainclothesman took her name, entered it in the desk
computer, called up more information, then placed a call
to her father on the communo. “You’re in luck,” the man
said when he had finished his call. “Your father hasn’t
left work yet, so he’ll just come over here from his level
and take you home.™

She peered up at him. ““You mean you aren’t going to
keep me here?”

The detective glowered at her. He was a big man, with
a bald head, thick mustache, and brown skin nearly as
dark as Shakira’s. “Don’t think I haven’t considered
detaining you. I shouldn’t even be wasting my time with
you—I have a very low tolerance for reckless kids who
don’t care about anyone else’s safety. You could have
started a riot on that expressway—maybe I should have
left you to the tender mercies of that mob. Do you know
what can happen to you now, girl?”’

“No,” she mumbled, although she could guess.

“For starters, a hearing in juvenile court. You could
get a few months in Youth Offenders’ Level, or you might
get lucky and be sentenced to help out in a hospital a few
days a week. You’d get lots of chances to see accident
victims there.”” He pulled at his mustache. “That might
do you some good. Maybe you’ll be there when they
bring in some dead strip-runner who wasn’t quick
enough. You can watch his parents cry when the hospital
makes the Ritual of Request before they take any usable
organs from the corpse. And you’ll have deep trouble if
you ever misbehave again.”

Amy squeezed her eyes shut. “Stay here,” the man
said, even though she hardly had a choice, with the
common room so filled with police. She sat there alone,
wallowing in her despair until the detective returned
with a cup of tea; he did not offer anything to her.

He sat down behind the desk. “Will you give me the
names of any runners with you?”

She shook her head violently. Much as she hated
Shakira, she would not sink that low.
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“I didn’t think you would. You’re not doing them any
favor, you know. If they meet with accidents or end up
hurting somebody else, I hope you can live with your-
Eelfe

The detective worked at his desk computer in silence
until Amy’s father arrived. She glanced at his pale, grim
face and looked away quickly. The formality of an
introduction took only a moment before the plain-
clothesman began to lecture Ricardo Stein on his daugh-
ter’s offense, peppering his tirade with statistics on
accidents caused by strip-runners and the number of
deaths the game had resulted in this year. “If I hadn’t
been on that expressway,” the man concluded, “the girl
might have been badly roughed up—not that she didn’t
deserve it.”

Her father said, ““I understand, Mr. Dubois.”

“She needs to learn a lesson.”

“I agree.” Ricardo shook back his thick brown hair.
“I’ll go along with any sentence she gets. Her mother and
I won’t go out of our way to defend her, and we probably
share some of the blame for not bringing her up better
and supervising her more. You can be certain there’ll be
no repetition of such behavior.”

“I imagine you’ll see to that, Mr. Stein—a solid
citizen like you.” Mr. Dubois leaned back in his chair.
“So I’ll do you and your wife a favor, and let Amy here
off with a warning. She’s only fourteen, and this is her
first offense—the first time she’s been caught, anyway—
and Youth Offenders’ Level is crowded enough as it is.
But she’s in our records now, and if she’s picked up again
for anything, she goes into detention until her hearing, at
which point she’ll likely get a stiff sentence.”

“I’m grateful to you,” Amy’s father said.

*“Listen to me, girl.” Mr. Dubois rested his arms on the
desk. “Don’t think you can lie low for a bit and then start
strip-running again. We know who you are now, and
you’ll be easy to spot. Not many girls run the strips.” He
glanced at her father. ““I think I can count on you to keep
her in line. Wouldn’t do your status any good to have a
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criminal in the family.” ;
“You can count on me, Mr. Dubois.”

Amy’s father did not speak to her all the way home.
That was a bad sign; he was never that silent unless he
was enraged. He left her outside the Women’s Personal
and went on to the apartment.

She dawdled as long as she dared inside the Personal,
then dragged herself down the hall, filled with dread,
wondering what her parents would do to her. They
would have discussed the whole affair by now, and her
mother had probably mentioned the guidance counse-
lor’s earlier message.

They were both sitting on the couch when she entered;
there was no use appealing to her mother for some
mercy. The two rarely disagreed or argued in front of
her, and in a matter this important, they would present a
united front.

She inched her way to a chair and sat down. She would
not be beaten; her parents did not believe in physical
punishment. A beating, even with all the bruises the
expressway riders had already left on her, might have
been better than having to endure her father’s harsh
accusations and talk about how humiliating her offense
was for all of them. She hadn’t thought of them at all, of
how upset they would have been if she were injured. She
hadn’t thought about how her pathological display of
individualism might damage Ricardo’s reputation at
work, or hermother’s among their neighbors. She hadn’t
considered how such a blot on her record might affect
her own chances later, or reflected on the danger she had
posed to commuters. She hadn’t thought of the bad
example she was setting for younger children, and had
completely ignored her father’s earlier warning about
such activity.

By the time her father had finished his lecture, repeat-
ing most of his points several times, it was too late to g0
to the section kitchen. Her mother sighed as she folded
their small table out of the wall and plugged in the plate
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warmer; her father grumbled about missing the chicken
the section kitchen was to serve that night. They had
been saving their fourth meal at home this week for
Saturday, when Ricardo’s parents were to visit with a
few of their own rations; Amy had ruined those plans,
too.

Amy pulled the ottoman over to the table and sat
down as her mother sprinkled a few spices she had saved
over the food. Her father took a call over the communo,
barked a few words at its screen, then hung up. “That
was Debora Lister.”” He moved the two chairs to the
table, then seated himself. “I told her you couldn’t talk.”

Amy poked at her zymobeef and broccolettes listlessly.
Just as well, she thought. Debora would only be calling to
tell her what had happened when Shakira showed up,
alone and triumphant, at Sheepshead Bay.

“You won’t be taking any calls from your friends for a
while,” her father continued. “I’ll notify the principal at
school that you’re not to leave school levels except to go
directly home, and a monitor will note when you leave,
so don’t think you can wander around during the return
trip. When you’re not in school, you’ll stay here except
for going to meals with us or to the Personal. And in your
free time, when you’re not studying, you’ll prepare a
report for me on the dangers of strip-running. You
shouldn’t find the data hard to come by, and you’ll
present it to me in a week.” Ricardo took a breath. “And
if I even hear that you’ve been running the strips again,
I’ll turn you in to the police myself and demand a
hearing for you.”

“Eat your food, Amy,” her mother said; it was the first
time she had spoken.

“I’m not hungry.”

“You’d better—it’s all we have left of home rations for
this week.”

She forced herself to eat. Her father finished his food
and propped his elbows on the table. “There’s something
I still don’t understand,” he said wearily. “Why, Amy?
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Why would you do such a thing? I thought you had more
sense. Why would you risk it?” -

She could bear no more. “I’m the best.” She stood up
and kicked back the ottoman. “I’m the best strip-runner
in the City! That’s all I’ll ever do, it’s all anybody will
remember about me! I was the best, and now they’ve
taken it away!”

Her father’s gray eyes widened. “You’re not sounding
very repentant, young lady.”

“I’m sorry I lost! I’'m sorry I was caught! I’m sorry you
had to come and get me, but I'm not sorry about
anything else!”

“Go to your room!” he shouted. “If I hear any more
talk like that, I will rajse a hand to you!”

Alysha reached across the table and grabbed his up-
raised arm as Amy fled to her room.

Her life was over. Amy could not view matters any
other way. The story had made the rounds quickly. She
had lost to Shakira Lewes and been picked up by the
police; Luis Horton was doing his best to spread the
news. A hall monitor noted the times she left the school
levels and reminded her, right in front of other students,
that she was expected to go straight home; a few boys and
girls always snickered.

She greeted questions from her friends, even Debora,
with a scowl, and soon no one was speaking to her
outside of class. Nobody dared to bring up the run, or to
tell her what the Lewes woman had said when she
arrived at the destination. There was the inevitable
conference with Mr. Liang and her mother, and an
additional embarrassment when the guidance counselor
learned about the report she was preparing for her
father. She delivered the report over the school’s public
address screens, forced by Mr. Liang and the principal to
repudiate the game; she cringed inwardly whenever she
thought of how the students who had viewed her image
must be laughing at her. Time inside the Youth Offend-
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ers’ Level couldn’t have been much worse.

After three weeks, her parents eased up a little. Amy
still had to come home directly from school, but they
allowed her to do schoolwork with friends in the subsec-
tion after supper. News of her downfall had been re-
placed by gossip about Luis Horton’s successful run to
the edge of Queens against Tom Jandow’s gang. Her
friends were again speaking to her, but knew enough not
to mention Shakira Lewes.

She was ruined, and it was all that woman’s fault. She
dreaded the daily journeys along the strips, when she
sometimes glimpsed other runners and recalled what
she had lost. She could no longer hear the music of the
strips, the rhythmic song in their humming that urged
her to race. She was already at the end of the line; the last
bit of freedom she would ever know was gone. She would
become only another speck inside the caves of steel, her
past glory forgotten.

Amy left the elevator at her floor with Debora, then
suddenly stiffened with shock. Down the hall, Shakira
Lewes was loitering outside the Women’s Personal.

“What’s she doing here?”’ the blond girl asked.

“I don’t know.”

“I never told you,” Debora said, “but when she
finished the run, she—"’

“I don’t want to hear about it.”” Amy took out her key
when they reached the door, determined to ignore the
woman. Hanging around outside a Personal was the
crudest sort of behavior.

“Hello, Amy,” Shakira said.

“Haven’t you caused enough trouble?”” Amy snapped.
“You don’t belong here.”

“But we never had our talk. This is the first chance I've
had to find you, and I was pretty sure you’d be stopping
here after school.”

Amy gritted her teeth. “Now I can’t even go and take a
piss in peace.” :
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Shakira said, “I want to talk to you.” She lowered her
voice as three women left the Personal. “Tonight, after
supper, alone.”

Amy’s fingers tightened around her key. “Why should
I talk to you?”

Shakira shrugged. “I’ll be at the Hempstead G-level, at
the end of the Long Island Expressway. Get off and cross
the strips to G-20th Street. I'll be standing in front of a
store called Tad’s Antiques—think you can find it?”

Amy felt insulted. “I know my way around. But I don’t
know why I should bother.”

“Then don’t. I'll be there by seven and I'll wait until
nine. If you don’t show up, that’s your business, and I
won’t pester you agam but you might be interested in
what I have to tell you.” Shakira turned and walked
toward the elevator before Amy could reply.

Debora pulled her away from the Personal door. “Are
you going?”’ she asked.

“Yes. I've got to find out what she wants.”

“But your parents told you not to leave the subsection.
If any of their friends see you—"

“I’'m going anyway. I have to go.” She would settle
matters with the young woman one way or another.

“To the edge of the City?” Debora whispered.

“She can’t do anything to me on the street with people
around. Deb, you have to cover for me. I can tell my
parents I’ll be at your place. I don’t think they’ll call to
check, but if they do, tell them I went to the Personal.”

“If my father doesn’t get to the communo first.”

“T’ll just have to take the chance,” Amy said.

Debora let out her breath. ‘““She may want to challenge
you again. What’ll you do?”

“I’ll worry about that when I get there.” She had
already made her decision. If Shakira wanted another
run, she couldn’t refuse, and she’d make sure some of the
boys she knew were waiting at the destination as wit-
nesses. Whatever the risk, it was a chance to restore her
lost honor.
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* * *

Amy was on G-20th Street by seven-thirty. Shakira, as
she had promised, was waiting in front of the antique
store, which had an old-fashioned flat sign in script.
There weren’t many stores in the shabby neighborhood,
where the high metallic walls of the residence levels
seemed duller than most, and no more than a few
hundred people in the street. Amy felt apprehensive.
Sections like this one were the worst in the City; only
badly off citizens would live here, so close to the Qutside.

Shakira was gazing at an attractive display of old
plastic cutlery and cups in the store window. Inside the
store, the owner had made one concession to modern
times; a robot was waiting on the line of customers.
“Didn’t take you long to get here,” the woman mur-
mured.

“I shouldn’t be here at all,” Amy said. “I'm not
supposed to leave my subsection, but my parents think
I’m with a friend.” For once, they hadn’t asked too many
questions, and had even seemed a little relieved that she
would be gone for the evening. “I told them I’d be back
by ten-thirty, so say what you have to say.”

“I didn’t want to make that run, but you insisted, and I
still have my pride.” Shakira looped her fingers around
her belt. “Then, once I was running, old habits took over.
Maybe I wanted to see if I still had my reflexes.”

“You must have had a good time bragging about it
later.”

“I didn’t brag,” Shakira said. “I just met the kids and
told them to go home. I said it was tough shaking you,
and that you were one of the best runners who ever tailed
me.”

Amy’s lip curled. “How nice of you, Shakira. You still
beat me.”

“I saw what happened, why you didn’t jump back on
the strip. Some runners would have risked it anyway,
even with less room than you had. They would have
jumped, and if a couple of people got knocked off the
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strip, too bad. I’'m glad you aren’t that antisocial.”

“What do you want with me, anyway?” Amy asked. A
few women stopped near her to look in the store window,
but she ignored them; even in this wretched area, people
wouldn’t be crass enough to eavesdrop.

“Well, I heard about this girl, Amy Barone-Stein, who
could run the strips with the best of them. I still know a
few runners, even though most of my college friends
would disapprove of them. I thought you might be a little
like me—restless, maybe a bit angry, wondering if you’d
ever be more than a component in the City’s machine.”

Amy stepped back a little. “So what?”

“I thought you might like a challenge.”

“But you said before,that you didn’t want to make that
run.”

“I’m not talking about that,” Shakira said. “I mean a
real challenge, something a lot harder and more interest-
ing than running strips. It might be worthwhile for you if
you’ve got the guts for it.” Amy took another step
backward, certain that the woman was about to propose
a shady undertaking. “You see, I’'m part of that group of
Lije’s—Elijah Baley’s—the people who go Outside once
a week. His son Bentley is an acquaintance of mine.”

Amy gaped at her, completely surprised. “But why—"

“There are only a few of us so far. The City gives us a
little support, mostly because of Lije—Mr. Baley—but I
suspect the City government thinks we’re as eccentric as
everyone else does, and that we’re deluded to think we
can ever settle another world.”

“Why bother?” Amy said. “The Spacers’ll never let
anyone off Earth.”

“Lije left, didn’t he?”

“That was different, and they sent him back here as
fast as they could. I'll bet they didn’t even thank him for
solving that murder. They’d never let a bunch of
Earthpeople on one of their worlds.”

“Not one of theirs, no.” Shakira leaned against the
window. “But Lije Baley is convinced they’ll allow
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settlers on an uninhabited world eventually—maybe
sooner than we think—and that they’ll provide us with
ships to get there. But we can’t settie another world
unless we’re able to live Outside a City.”

Amy shook her head. “Nobody can live Outside.”

“Earthpeople used to. The Earthpeople who settled
the Spacer worlds long ago did. The Spacers do, and we
manage to—for two or three hours a week, anyway. It’sa
start, just getting accustomed to that, and it isn’t easy,
but any settlers will have to be people like us, who’ve
shown we can leave a City.”

“And you want me in this group?” Amy asked.

“I thought you might be interested. We could use more
recruits, and younger people seem to adapt more quick-
ly. Just think of it—if we do get to leave Earth, every
single settler will be needed, every person will be impor-
tant and useful. We’ll need people willing to gamble on a
new life, individualists who want to make a mark, maybe
even folks who are just a little antisocial as long as they
can cooperate with others. You could be one of them,
Amy.”

“If you ever leave.”

Shakira smiled. “What have you got to lose by trying?”
She paused. “Do you have any idea of how precarious
life inside this City is? How much more uranium can we
get for our power plants? Think of all the power we have
to use just to bring in water and get rid of waste. Just
imagine whai would happen if the air were cut off even
for an hour or two—people would die by the hundreds
of thousands. We’ll have to leave the Cities. They can’t
keep growing indefinitely without taking up land we
need for farming or forests we need for pulp. There’ll be
less food, less space, less of everything, until—”

Amy looked away for a moment. Her mother had said
the same thing to her.

“There isn’t a future here, Amy.” Shakira moved
closer to her. “There might be one for us on other
worlds.”
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Amy sighed. “What a few people do won’t make any
difference.”

“It’s a beginning, and if we succeed, others will follow.
You seemed to think what you did was important when
you were only running the strips.” The young woman
beckoned to her. “Here’s my challenge for you. I'm
asking you if you’ll come Outside with me.”

“With those people?”

“Right now. Surely a strip-runner who used to risk life
and limb isn’t afraid of a little open air.”

SSBut_—_'ﬁ’

“Come on.”

She followed Shakira down the street, helpless to
resist. The woman stopped in front of an opening in the
high walls. Amy pe‘ereg around her and saw a long, dimly
lit tunnel with another wall at its end.

“What is it?”’ Amy asked.

“An exit. Some of them are guarded now, but this one
isn’t. There really isn’t any need to watch them—most
people don’t know about them or don’t want to think
about them. Even the people living in this subsection
have probably forgotten this exit is here. Will you come
with me?”

“What if somebody follows us?” Amy glanced ner-
vously down the street, which seemed even emptier than
before. “It isn’t safe.”

“Believe me, nobody will follow. They’d rather believe
this place doesn’t exist. Will you come?”

Amy swallowed hard, then nodded. It was only a
passageway; it couldn’t be that bad. They entered; she
kept close to the young woman as the familiar, comfort-
ing noise of the street behind them grew fainter.

Shakira said, “The exit’s at the end.” Her voice
sounded hollow in the eerie silence. Amy’s stomach

- knotted as they came to the end of the tunnel.

“Ready?” Shakira asked.

“I think so.”

“Hang on to me. It’ll be dark Outside—that’ll make it
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easier for you, and I won’t let go.”

Shakira pressed her hand against the wall. An opening
slowly appeared. Amy felt cold air on her face; as they
stepped Outside, the door closed behind them. She
closed her eyes, terrified to look, already longing for the
warmth and safety of the City.

A gust of wind slapped her, fiercer than the wind on
the fastest strips. She opened her eyes and looked up. A
black sky dotted with stars was above her, and that
bright pearly orb had to be the moon. Except for the
wind and the bone-chilling cold, she might almost have
been inside a City planetarium. But the planetarium had
not revealed how vast the sky was, or shown the silvery
clouds that drifted below the black heavens. She lowered
her gaze; a bluish-white plain, empty except for the
distant domes of a farm, stretched in front of her. Her
ears throbbed at the silence that was broken only by the
intermittent howl of the wind.

Open air—and the white substance covering the
ground had to be snow. The wind gusted again, lifting a
thin white veil of flakes, then died. There was space all
around her, unfiltered air, dirt under her feet, and the
moon shining down on all of it; the safety of walls was
gone. Her stomach lurched as her heart pounded; her
head swam. Her grip on Shakira loosened; the pale plain
was spinning. Then she was falling through the endless
silence into a darkness as black as the sky . . .

Arms caught her, lifting her up; she felt warmth at her
back. The silence was gone. She clawed at the air and
realized she was back inside the tunnel.

She blinked; her mouth was dry. “Are you all right?”
Shakira felt her forehead; Amy leaned heavily against
her. “I got you inside as fast as I could. 'm sorry—I
forgot there’d be a full moon tonight. It would have been
easier for you if it had been completely dark.”

Amy trembled, afraid to let go. “I didn’t know,” she
said. “I didn’t think—"" She shivered with relief, wel-
coming the warmth, the faint but steady noise from the
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street, the walls of the City. She tried to smile. “Guess I
- didn’t do so well.”

“But you did. The first time I went Outside, I passed
out right after taking my first breath of open air. The
second time, I ran back inside after a few seconds and
swore I'd never set foot Outside again. You did a lot
better than that—I was counting. We must have been
standing there for nearly two minutes.”

Shakira supported her with one arm; they made their
way slowly toward the street. ““Can you walk by your-
self?”” the woman asked as they left the tunnel.

“I think so.” Shakira let go. Amy stared down the
street, which had seemed so empty earlier, relieved at the
sight of all the people, “I couldn’t do that again, Shakira.
I couldn’t face it—all that space.”

“I think you can.” Shakira folded her arms. “You can
if you don’t give up now. We’ll be going Outside in two
days. You’ll have to wear more clothes—it’d help if you
can get gioves and a hat.”” Amy shook her head, struck by
the strangeness of needing warmer clothes; the tempera-
ture inside never varied. “It’s winter, so we’ll only take a
short walk—we won’t be Outside very long. I’d like you
to come with us. I’ll stay by the exit with you, and you
needn’t remain Outside a second longer than you can
bear. Believe me, if you keep trying, even if you think
you can’t stand it, it’ll get easier. You may even start to
look forward to it.”

“I don’t know—"" Amy started to say.

“Will you try?”

Amy took a deep breath, smelling the odors of the
City, the faint pungence of bodies, a whiff of someone’s
perfume, a sharp, acrid scent she could not place; she
had never noticed the smells before. “I’ll try.” She drew
her brows together. “My parents will kill me if they ever
find out. I’ll have to think of an excuse—"

“But you must tell them, Amy.”

“They’ll never let me go.”

“Then you’ll have to find a way to convince them.
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They have to know for two very good reasons. One is
that it’ll cause trouble for Lije if kids come Outside
without their families’ permission, and the other is that
they just might decide to join us themselves. I'll come by
your place for you, so you’ll have to tell them why I’'m
there. You can give me your answer then.”

“There’s something else,” Amy said. “That Mr. Baley
—he’s a detective. When he finds out I got picked up, he
may not want me.”

Shakira laughed. “Don’t worry about that. I'll tell you
a secret—Lije Baley was a pretty good strip-runner in
his day. I heard a little about his past from my uncle and
another old-timer. He won’t hold that against you, but
don’t say anything to the others about it.” Shakira took
her arm as they walked toward the strips. “We’d better
get home.”

Amy glanced at her. “You wouldn’t want to try anoth-
er run?”’

“Not a chance. You’ve had enough trouble, and you’ve
got more to lose now. Maybe some dancing, but only if
there’s room, and only on the slow strips.”

The sturdy walls of her Kingsbridge subsection
surrounded Amy once more. She had nearly forgotten
the coldness, the wind, the silence, the terrible emptiness
of the Outside.

Yet she knew she would have to go Outside again. The
comforting caves of steel would not always be a safe
refuge. She would have to face the emptiness until she no
longer feared it, and wondered how the City would seem
to her then.

She waited by the apartment door for a few moments
before slipping her key into the slot. Her parents might
be asleep already, and she could not tell them about this
event at breakfast in the section kitchen. She could tell
them tomorrow night, and would try not to hope for too
much.

The door opened; she went inside. Her parents were

-

:
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still awake, cuddling together on the couch; they sat up
quickly and adjusted their nightrobes.

“Amy!” Her father looked a bit embarrassed. “You’re
home early.”

“I thought I was late.”

~ He glanced at the wall timepiece. “Oh—1I guess you
are. I hadn’t noticed. Well, I'll let it pass this once.”

Amy studied the couple. They seemed in a good mood;
her mother’s brown eyes glowed, and her father’s broad
face lacked its usual tenseness. She might not get a better
chance to speak to them, and did not want her mother
finding out from Mrs. Lister at breakfast that she hadn’t
been at Debora’s.

“Um.” Amy cleared her throat. “I have to talk to you.”

Her father looked tbward the timepiece again. “Is it
important?”’

“It’s very important.” She went to a chair and sat
down across from them. “It really can’t wait. Please—
just let me talk until ’'m finished, and then you can say
whatever you want.” She paused. “I wasn’t at Deb’s. 1
know I wasn’t supposed to, but I left the subsection.”

Her father started; her mother reached for his hand.

“Not to run strips, I swear,” Amy added hastily. She
lowered her eyes, afraid to look directly at them, then
told them about her first meeting with Shakira, the run
that had ended in disaster, the encounter on the street in
Hempstead, what Shakira had said about the group that
went Outside, and the challenge she had met that night
by facing the open space beyond the City. She wasn’t
telling the story very well, having to pause every so often
to fill in a detail, but by the time she reached the end, she
was sure she had mentioned all the essentials.

Her parents said nothing throughout, and were silent
when she finished. At last she forced herself to raise her
head. Her father looked stunned, her mother bewildered.

“You went Outside?” Alysha whispered.

“Yes.,’

“Weren’t you terrified?”
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“I was never so scared in my life, but I had to—I—"

Her father sagged against the couch. “You deliberately
disobeyed us.” He sounded more exasperated than an-
gry. “You lied and told us you’d be with Debora Lister.
You left the subsection to meet a dubious young woman
who’s a damned strip-runner herself, and—"

“She isn’t,” Amy protested. “She doesn’t run any
more, and she wouldn’t have with me if I hadn’t
insisted—1I told you. That was my fault.”

““At least you’re admitting your guilt,” he said. “I let.
you have your say, so allow me to finish. Now she wants
you to traipse around Outside with that group of hers. I
forbid it—do you hear? You’re not to have anything
more to do with her, and if she calls or comes here, I’ll
tell her so myself. I’ll have to be firmer with you, Amy.
Since you can’t be honest with us about your doings,
you’ll be restricted to this apartment again, and—"

“Rick.” Alysha’s voice was low, but firm. “Let me
speak. If joining those people means so much to Amy,
then maybe she should.” Ricardo’s face paled as he
turned toward his wife. “I know she disobeyed us, but I
think I can understand why she felt it necessary. Any-
way, how much trouble can she get into if a City
detective’s with them? They seem harmless enough.”

“Harmless?” her husband said. “Going Outside, de-
luding themselves that—""

“Let her go, Rick.” Alysha pressed his hand between
both of hers. “That young woman told her the truth. You
know it’s true—you can see what the Department’s
statistical projections show, whether you’ll admit it to
yourself or not. If there’s any chance that those people
with Elijah Baley can leave Earth, maybe it’s better if
Amy goes with them.”

Amy drew in her breath, startled that her mother was
taking her side and confronting her father in her pres-
ence. ,

“You’d accept that?” Ricardo asked. “What if the
Spacers actually allow those people off Earth—not that I
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think it’s likely, but what if they do? You’re saying you’d
be content never to see your daughter again.”

“I wouldn’t be content—you know better than that.
But how can I cling to her if she has a chance, however
small, at something else? I know what her life will be
here, perhaps better than you do. I'd rather know she’s
doing something meaningful to her somewhere else, even
if that means we’ll lose her, than to have to go through
life pretending I don’t see her frustrations and disap-
pointments.”

Ricardo heaved a sigh. “I can’t believe I’'m hearing you
say this.”

“Oh, Rick.” She released his hand. “You would have
expected me to say and do the unexpected years ago.”
She smiled at that phrase. “How conventional we’ve
become since then.” She gazed at him silently for a bit.
“Maybe I'll go with Amy when she meets that group. I
should see what kind of people they are, after all. Maybe
I'll even take a step Outside myself.”

Her husband frowned, looking defeated. “This is a fine
situation,” he said. “Not only do I have a disobedient
daughter, but now my wife’s against me, too. If my
co-workers hear you’re both wandering around with that
group of Baley’s, it may not do me much good in the
Department.”

“Really?” Amy’s mother arched her brows. “They

_ always knew we were both a bit, shall we say, eccentric,

and that didp’t bother you once. Perhaps you should

- come with us to meet Mr. Baley’s group. It’d be wiser to

have your colleagues think you’re going along with our
actions, however odd or amusing they may find them,
than to believe there’s a rift between us.” Her mouth

- twisted a little. “You know what they say—happy fami-
- lies make for a better City.”

Ricardo turned toward Amy. “You’d do it again? Go
Outside, I mean. You’d actually go through that again?”
“Yes, I would,” Amy replied. “I know it’ll be hard, but

' Idtry.”
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“It’s late,” her father said. “I can’t think about this
now.” He stood up and took Alysha by the arm as she
rose. “We’ll discuss this tomorrow, after I’'ve had a
chance to consider it. Good mght Amy.”

- “Good night.”

Her mother was whispering to her father as Amy went
to her room. Her father had backed down for now, and
her mother was almost certain to bring him around. She
undressed for bed, convinced she had won her battle.

She stretched out, tired and ready to sleep, and soon
drifted into a dream. She was on the strips again, riding
through an open arch to the Qutside, but she wasn’t
afraid this time.

The City slept. The strips and expressways continued
to move, carrying the few who were awake—young
lovers who had crept out to meet each other, policemen
on patrol, hospital workers heading home after a night
shift, and restless souls drawn to wander the caverns of
New York.

Amy stood on a strip, a sprinkling of people around
her. Four boys raced past her, leaping from strip to strip;
for a moment, she was tempted to join their race. She
had come out at night a few times before, to practice
some moves when the strips were emptier, returning to
her subsection before her parents awoke. More riders
began to fill the slowest strip; the City was waking. Her
parents would be up by the time she got back, but she
was sure they would understand why she had been drawn
out here tonight.

Her parents had come with her to meet Elijah Baley
and his group. The detective was a tall, dark-haired man
with a long, solemn face, but he had brightened a little
when Shakira introduced her new recruits. Amy’s moth-
er and father had not gone Outside with them; perhaps
they would next time. She knew what an effort it would
be for them, and hoped they could find the courage to
take that step. They would be with her when the group
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met again; they had promised that much. When she was
able to face the openness without fear, to stride across
the ground bravely as Shakira did, maybe she would lead
them Outside herself.

She leaped up, spun around in a dervish, and ran along
the strip. The band hummed under her feet; she could
hear its music again. She bounded forward, did a hand-
spring, then jumped to the next strip. She danced across
the gray bands until she reached the expressway, then
hauled herself aboard.

Her hands tightened around the pole as she recalled
her first glimpse of daylight. The whiteness of the snow
had been blinding, and above it all, in the painfully clear
blue sky, was a brlght ball of ﬂame the naked sun. She
had known she was standing on a ball of dirt clad only in
a thin veil of air, a speck that was hurtling through a
space more vast and empty than anything she could see.
The terror had seized her then, driving her back inside,
where she had cowered on the floor, sick with fear and
despair. But there had also been Shakira’s strong arms to
help her up, and Elijah Baley’s voice telling her of his
own former fears. Amy had not gone Outside again that
day, but she had stood in the open doorway and forced
herself to take one more breath of wintry air.

It was a beginning. She had to meet the challenge if she
was ever to lead others Outside, or to follow the hopeful
settlers to another world.

She left the .expressway and danced along the strips,
showing her form, imagining that she was running one
last race. She was near the Hempstead street where she
had met Shakira.

The street was nearly empty, its store windows dark-
ened. Amy left the strips and hurried toward the tunnel,
running along the passageway until her breath came in
short, sharp gasps. When she reached the end, she
hesitated for only a moment, then pressed her hand
against the wall.

The opening appeared. The muted hum from the
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distant strips faded behind her, and she was Outside,
alone, with the morning wind in her face. The sky was a
dark dome above her. She looked east and saw dawn
brightening the cave of stars.



The Asenion Seolution

by Robert Silverberg

FLETCHER STARED BLEAKLY AT THE SMALL MOUNDS OF GRAY
metal that were visible behind the thick window of the
storage chamber.

“Plutonium-186,” he muttered. “Nonsense! Absolute
nonsense!”

“Dangerous nonsense, Lew,” said Jesse Hammond,
standing behind him. “Catastrophic nonsense.”

Fletcher nodded. The very phrase, “plutonium-186,”
sounded like gibberish to him. There wasn’t supposed to
be any such substance. Plutonium-186 was an impossi-
ble isotope, too light by a good fifty neutrons. Or a bad
fifty neutrons, considering the risks the stuff was creating
as it piled up here and there around the world. But the
fact that it was theoretically impossible for plutonium-
186 to exist did not change the other, and uglier, fact that
‘he was looking at three kilograms of it right this minute.
Or that as the quantity of plutonium-186 in the world
continued to increase, so did the chance of an uncontrol-

’
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lable nuclear reaction leading to an atomic holocaust.

“Look at the morning reports,” Fletcher said, waving
a sheaf of faxprints at Hammond. ““Thirteen grams more
turned up at the nucleonics lab of Accra University. Fifty
grams in Geneva. Twenty milligrams in—well, that little
doesn’t matter. But Chicago, Jesse, Chicago—three hun-
dred grams in a single chunk!”

“Christmas presents from the Devil,” Hammond mut-
tered.

“Not the Devil, no. Just decent serious-minded scien-
tific folk who happen to live in another universe where
plutonium-186 is not only possible but also perfectly
harmless. And who are so fascinated by the idea that
we re fascinated by it that they keep on shipping the stuff
to us in wholesale lots! What are we going to do with it
all, Jesse? What in God’s name are we going to do with it
all?”

Raymond Nikolaus looked up from his desk at the far
side of the room.

“Wrap it up in shiny red and green paper and ship it
right back to them?” he suggested.

Fletcher laughed hollowly. “Very funny, Raymond.
Very, very funny.”

He began to pace the room. In the silence the clicking :
of his shoes against the flagstone floor seemed to him like .
the ticking of a detonating device, growing louder,
louder, louder . . .
i

He—they, all of them-—had been wrestling with the !
problem all year, with an increasing sense of futility. The |
plutonium-186 had begun mysteriously to appear in ;
laboratories all over the world—wherever supplies of |
one of the two elements with equivalent atomic weights
existed. Gram for gram, atom for atom, the matchmgj
elements disappeared just as mysterlously equal quantl- |
ties of tungsten-186 or osmium-186.

Where was the tungsten and osmium going? Where
was the plutonium coming from? Above all, how was it |
possible for a plutonium isotope whose atoms had only :
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92 neutrons in its nucleus to exist even for a fraction of a
fraction of an instant? Plutonium was one of the heavier
chemical elements, with a whopping 94 protons in the
nucleus of each of its atoms. The closest thing to a stable
isotope of plutonium was plutonium-244, in which 150
neutrons held those 94 protons together; and even at
that, plutonium-244 had an inevitable habit of breaking
down in radioactive decay, with a half-life of some 76
million years. Atoms of plutonium-186, if they could
exist at all, would come dramatically apart in very much
less than one seventy-six millionth of a second.

But the stuff that was turning up in the chemistry labs
to replace the tungsten-186 and the osmium-186 had an
atomic number of 94, no question about that. And
element 94 was plutonium. That couldn’t be disputed
either. The defining cRaracteristic of plutonium was the
presence of 94 protons in its nucleus. If that was the
count, plutonium was what that element had to be.

This impossibly light isotope of plutonium, this pluto-
nium-186, had another impossible characteristic about
it: not only was it stable, it was so completely stable that
it wasn’t even radioactive. It just sat there, looking
exceedingly unmysterious, not even deigning to emit a
smidgen of energy. At least, not when first tested. But a
second test revealed positron emission, which a third
baffled look confirmed. The trouble was that the third
measurement showed an even higher level of radioactivi-
ty than the second one. The fourth was higher than the
third. And so on and so on.

Nobody had ever heard of any element, of whatever
atomic number or weight, that started off stable and then
began to demonstrate a steadily increasing intensity of
radioactivity. No one knew what was likely to happen,
either, if the process continued unchecked, but the
possibilities seemed pretty explosive. The best sugges-
tion anyone had was to turn it to powder and mix it with
nonradioactive tungsten. That worked for a little while,
until the tungsten turned radioactive too. After that
graphite was used, with somewhat better results, to
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damp down the strange element’s output of energy.
There were no explosions. But more and more plutoni-
um-186 kept arriving.

The only explanation that made any sense—and it did
not make very much sense—was that it was coming from
some unknown and perhaps even unknowable place,
some sort of parallel universe, where the laws of nature
were different and the binding forces of the atom were so
much more powerful that plutonium-186 could be a
stable isotope.

Why they were sending odd lumps of plutonium-186
here was something that no one could begin to guess. An
even more important question was how they could be
made to stop doing it. The radioactive breakdown of the
plutonium-186 would eventually transform it into ordi-
nary osmium or tungsten, but the twenty positrons that
each plutonium nucleus emitted in the course of that
process encountered and annihilated an equal number of
electrons. Our universe could afford to lose twenty
electrons here and there, no doubt. It could probably
afford to go on losing electrons at a constant rate for an
astonishingly long time without noticing much differ-
ence. But sooner or later the shift toward an overall
positive charge that this electron loss created would
create grave and perhaps incalculable problems of sym-
metry and energy conservation. Would the equilibrium
of the universe break down? Would nuclear interactions
begin to intensify? Would the stars—even the Sun—
erupt into supernovas?

“This can’t go on,” Fletcher said gloomily.

Hammond gave him a sour look. “So? We’ve been
saying that for six months now.”

“It’s time to do something. They keep shipping us
more and more and more, and we don’t have any idea
how to go about telling them to cut it out.”

“We don’t even have any idea whether they really
exist,” Raymond Nikolaus put in.

“Right now that doesn’t matter. What matters is that
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the stuff is arriving constantly, and the more of it we
have, the more dangerous it is. We don’t have the foggiest
idea of how to shut off the shipments. So we’ve got to
find some way to get rid of it as it comes in.”

“And what do you have in mind, pray tell?” Ham-
mond asked.

Fletcher said, glaring at his colleague in a way that
. conveyed the fact that he would brook no opposition,
. “I’'m going to talk to Asenion.”
Hammond guffawed. “Asenion? You’re crazy!”
“No. He is. But he’s the only person who can help us.”

It was a sad case, the Asenion story, poignant and
almost incomprehensible. One of the finest minds atom-
ic physics had ever known, a man to rank with Ruther-
ford, Bohr, Heisenberg, Fermi, Meitner. A Harvard
degree at twelve, his doctorate from MIT five years later,
after which he had poured forth a dazzling flow of
technical papers that probed the deepest mysteries of the
nuclear binding forces. As the twenty-first century en-
tered its closing decades he had seemed poised to solve
once and for all the eternal riddles of the universe. And
then, at the age of twenty-eight, without having given the
slightest warning, he walked away from the whole thing.

“I have lost interest,” he declared. “Physics is no
longer of any importance to me. Why should I concern
- myself with these issues of the way in which matter is
constructed? How tiresome it all is! When one looks at
the Parthenon, does one care what the columns are made
of, or what sort of scaffolding was needed to put them in
place? That the Parthenon exists, and is sublimely
. beautiful, is all that should interest us. So too with the
universe. I see the universe, and it is beautiful and
perfect. Why should I pry into the nature of its scaffold-

ing? Why should anyone?”
- And with that he resigned his professorship, burned
- his papers, and retreated to the thirty-third floor of an
- apartment building on Manhattan’s West Side, where he
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built an elaborate laboratory-greenhouse in which he
intended to conduct experiments in advanced horticul-
ture.

“Bromeliads,” said Asenion. “I will create hybrid
bromeliads. Bromeliads will be the essence and center of
my life from now on.”

Romelmeyer, who had been Asenion’s mentor at Har-
vard, attributed his apparent breakdown to overwork,
and thought that he would snap back in six or eight
months. Jantzen, who had had the rare privilege of being
the first to read his astonishing dissertation at MIT, took
an equally sympathetic position, arguing that Asenion
must have come to some terrifying impasse in his work
that had compelled him to retreat dramatically from the
brink of madness. “Perhaps he found himself looking
right into an abyss of inconsistencies when he thought he
was about to find the ultimate answers,” Jantzen sug-
gested. “What else could he do but run? But he won’t run
for long. It isn’t in his nature.”

Burkhardt, of Cal Tech, whose own work had been
carried out in the sphere that Asenion was later to make
his own, agreed with Jantzen’s analysis. “He must have
hit something really dark and hairy. But he’ll wake up
one morning with the solution in his head, and it’ll be
goodbye horticulture for him. He’ll turn out a paper by
noon that will revolutionize everything we think we
know about nuclear physics, and that’ll be that.”

But Jesse Hammond, who had played tennis with
Asenion every morning for the last two years of his
career as a physicist, took a less charitable position.
“He’s gone nuts,” Hammond said. “He’s flipped out
altogether, and he’s never going to get himself together
again.”

“You think?”” said Lew Fletcher, who had been almost
as close to Asenion as Hammond, but who was no tennis
player.

Hammond smiled. “No doubt of it. I began noticing a
weird look in his eyes starting just about two years back.
And then his playing started to turn weird too. He’d



serve and not even look where he was serving. He’d
double-fault without even caring. And you know what
else? He didn’t challenge me on a single out-of-bounds
- call the whole year. That was the key thing. Used to be,
- he’d fight me every call. Now he just didn’t seem to care.
- He just let everything go by. He was completely indiffer-
~ ent. I said to myself, This guy must be flipping out.”
. “Or working on some problem that seems more im-
- portant to him than tennis.”
. “Same thing,” said Hammond. “No, Lew, I tell you—
- he’s gone completely unglued. And nothing’s going to
- glue him again.”
. That conversation had taken place almost a year ago.
- Nothing had happened in the interim to change anyone’s
opinion. The astounding arrival of plutonium-186 in the
. world had not brought forth any comment from Asen-
- ion’s Manhattan penthouse. The sudden solemn discus-
. sions of fantastic things like parallel universes by other-
. wise reputable physicists had apparently not aroused
him either. He remained closeted with his bromeliads
~ high above the streets of Manhattan.
. Well, maybe he is crazy, Fletcher thought. But his
mind can’t have shorted out entirely. And he might just
~ have an idea or two left in him—

’\53 The Asenion Solution
.
?

Asenion said, “Well, you don’t look a whole lot older,
do you?”

*  Fletcher felt himself reddening. “Jesus, Ike, it’s only
. been eighteen months since we last saw each other!”
- “Is that all?” Asenion said indifferently. “It feels like a
- lot more to me.”
. He managed a thin, remote smile. He didn’t look very
. interested in Fletcher or in whatever it was that had
- brought Fletcher to his secluded eyrie.
- Asenion had always been an odd one, of course—
- aloof, mysterious, with a faint but unmistakable air of
. superiority about him that nearly everyone found in-
* stantly irritating. Of course, he was superior. But he had
- made sure that he let you know it, and never seemed to

i
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care that others found the trait less than endearing.

He appeared more remote than ever, now, stranger
and more alien. Outwardly he had not changed at all: the
same slender, debonair figure, surprisingly handsome,
even striking. Though rumor had it that he had not left
his penthouse in more than a year, there was no trace of
indoor pallor about him. His skin still had its rich deep
olive coloring, almost swarthy, a Mediterranean tone.
His hair, thick and dark, tumbled down rakishly over his
broad forehead. But there was something different about
his dark, gleaming eyes. The old Asenion, however
preoccupied he might have been with some abstruse
problem of advanced physics, had nearly always had a
playful sparkle in his eyes, a kind of amiable devilish
glint. This man, this horticultural recluse, wore a differ-
ent expression altogether—ascetic, mist-shrouded, ab-
sent. His gaze was as bright as ever, but the brightness
was a cold one that seemed to come from some far-off
star.

Fletcher said, “The reason I’ve come here—"

“We can go into all that later, can’t we, Lew? First
come into the greenhouse with me. There’s something I
want to show you. Nobody else has seen it yet, in fact.”

“Well, if you—"

“Insist, yes. Come. I promise you, it’s extraordinary.”

He turned and led the way through the intricate
pathways of the apartment. The sprawling many-roomed
penthouse was furnished in the most ofthand way, cheap
student furniture badly cared for. Cats wandered every-
where, five, six, eight of them, sharpening their claws on
the upholstery, prowling in empty closets whose doors
stood ajar, peering down from the tops of bookcases
containing jumbled heaps of coverless volumes. There
was a rank smell of cat urine in the air.

But then suddenly Asenion turned a corridor and
Fletcher, following just behind, found himself staring
into what could have been an altogether different world.
They had reached the entrance to the spectacular glass-
walled extension that had been wrapped like an observa-
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tion deck around the entire summit of the building.
Beyond, dimly visible inside, Fletcher could see hun-
dreds or perhaps thousands of strange-looking plants,

- some hanging from the ceiling, some mounted along the

sides of wooden pillars, some rising in stepped array on
benches, some growing out of beds set in the floor.

Asenion briskly tapped out the security-combination
code on a diamond-shaped keyboard mounted in the
wall, and the glass door slid silently back. A blast of
warm humid air came forth.

“Quickly!” he said. “Inside!”

It was like stepping straight into the Amazon jungle. In
place of the harsh, dry atmosphere of a Manhattan
apartment in mid-winter there was, abruptly, the dense

- moist sweet closeness of the tropics, enfolding them like

folds of wet fabric. Fletcher almost expected to hear

~ parrots screeching overhead.

And the plants! The bizarre plants, clinging to every
surface, filling every available square inch!
Most of them followed the same general pattern,

. rosettes of broad shining strap-shaped leaves radiating

outward from a central cup-shaped structure deep

- enough to hold several ounces of water. But beyond that

basic area of similarity they differed wildly from one

* another. Some were tiny, some were colossal. Some were
- marked with blazing stripes of yellow and red and purple

that ran the length of their thick, succulent leaves. Some

- were mottled with fierce blotches of shimmering, asser-

tive, bewilderingly complicated combinations of color.

- Some, whose leaves were green, were a fiery scarlet or

crimson, or a somber, mysterious blue, at the place
where the leaves came together to form the cup. Some
were armed with formidable teeth and looked ready to
feed on unwary visitors. Some were topped with gaudy
spikes of strangely shaped brilliant-hued flowers taller
than a man, which sprang like radiant spears from their
centers.

Everything glistened. Everything seemed poised for
violent, explosive growth. The scene was alien and
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terrifying. It was like looking into a vast congregation of ‘
hungry monsters. Fletcher had to remind himself that
these were merely plants; hothouse specimens that prob- |
ably wouldn’t last half an hour in the urban environment 4
outside. 3

“These are bromeliads,” Asenion said, shaping the]‘
word sensuously in his throat as though it were the finest
word any language had ever produced. “Tropical plants,
mainly. South and Central America is where most of
them live. They tend to cling to trees, growing high up ia |
the forks of branches, mainly. Some live at ground level,
though. Such as the bromeliad you know best, which is |
the pineapple. But there are hundreds of others in this
room. Thousands. And this is the humid room, where I
keep the guzmanias and the vrieseas and some of the ,
aechmeas. As we go around, I’ll show you the tillandsias -
—they like it a lot drier—and the terrestrial ones, the |
hechtias and the dyckias, and then over on the far
side—" '

“Ike,” Fletcher said quietly.

“You know I’ve never liked that name.” _

“I’'m sorry. I forgot.” That was a lie. Asenion’s given
name was Ichabod. Neither Fletcher nor anyone Fletch-
er knew had ever been able to bring himself to call him
that. “Look, I think what you’ve got here is wonderful.
Absoiutely wonderful. But I don’t want to intrude on
your time, and there’s a very serious problem I need to
discuss with—"

“First the plants,” Asenion said. “Indulge me.” His
eyes were glowing. In the half-light of the greenhouse he
looked like a jungle creature himself, exotic, weird.
Without a moment’s hesitation, he pranced off down the
aisle toward a group of oversized bromeliads near the
outer wall. Willy-nilly, Fletcher followed.

Asenion gestured grandly.

“Here it is! Do you see? Aechmea asenionii! Discov-
ered in northwestern Brazil two years ago—1I sponsored
the expedition myself—of course, I never expected them
to name it for me, but you know how these things
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sometimes happen—""
. Fletcher stared. The plant was a giant among giants,
.~ easily two meters across from leaf-tip to leaf-tip. Its dark
- green leaves were banded with jagged pale scrawls that
* looked like the hieroglyphs of some lost race. Out of the
- central cup, which was the size of a man’s head and deep
“enough to drown rabbits in, rose the strangest flower
- Fletcher ever hoped to see, a thick yellow stalk of
immense length from which sprang something like a
cluster of black thunderbolts tipped with ominous red
globes like dangling moons. A pervasive odor of rotting
flesh came from it.

“The only specimen in North America!” Asenion
cried. “Perhaps one of six or seven in the world. And I’ve

| succeeded in inducing it to bloom. There’ll be seed, Lew,
and perhaps there’ll be offsets as well—TI’ll be able to
propagate it, and cross it with others—can you imagine
it crossed with Aechmea chantinii, Fletcher? Or perhaps
an interspecific hybrid? With Neoregelia carcharadon,
say? No. Of course you can’t imagine it. What am I
saying? But it would be spectacular beyond belief. Take
my word for it.”

“I have no doubt.”

_“It’s a privilege, seeing this plant in bloom. But there
are others here you must see too. The puyas—the
pitcairnias—there’s a clump of Dyckia marnier-
{gpostollei in the next room that you wouldn’t be-
ieve—"

He bubbled with boyish enthusiasm. Fletcher forced
himself to be patient. There was no help for it: he would
simply have to take the complete tour.

It went on for what seemed like hours, as Asenion led
him frantically from one peculiar plant to another, in
room after room. Some were actually quite beautiful,
Fletcher had to admit. Others seemed excessively flam-
boyant, or grotesque, or incomprehensibly ordinary to
his untutored eye, or downright grotesque. What struck
him most forcefully of all was the depth of Asenion’s
obsession. Nothing in the universe seemed to matter to



FOUNDATION’S FRIENDS 58

him except this horde of exotic plants. He had given
himself up totally to the strange world he had create
here. :
But at last even Asenion’s manic energies seemed to
flag. The pace had been merciless, and both he and
Fletcher, drenched with sweat and gasping in the heat,

paused for breath in a section of the greenhouse occu- ¢

pied by small gray gnarly plants that seemed to have no
roots, and were held to the wall by barely visible wires.

|

Abruptly Asenion said, “All right. You aren’t inter- -

ested anyway. Tell me what you came here to ask me, and

then get on your way. I have all sorts of things to do this

afternoon.”
“It’s about plutonium-186,” Fletcher began.

“Don’t be idiotic. That’s not a legitimate isotope. It |

can’t possibly exist.”
“I know,” Fletcher said. “But it does.”
Quickly, almost desperately, he outlined the whole

fantastic story for the young physicist-turned-botanist. -

The mysterious substitution of a strange element for
tungsten or osmium in various laboratories, the tests
indicating that its atomic number was that of plutonium
but its atomic weight was far too low, the absurd but
necessary theory that the stuff was a gift from some

paraliel universe and—finally—the fact that the new :

element, stable when it first arrived, rapidly began to
undergo radioactive decay in a startlingly accelerative
way.

Asenion’s saturnine face was a study in changing
emotions as Fleicher spoke. He seemed bored and
irritated at first, then scornful, then, perhaps, furious;
but not a word did he utter, and gradually the fury
ebbed, turning to distant curiosity and then, finally, a
kind of fascination. Or so Fletcher thought. He realized
that he might be altogether wrong in his interpretations
of what was going on in the unique, mercurial mind of
the other man. _

When Fletcher fell silent Asénion said, ‘“What are you

g
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|
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most afraid of? Critical mass? Or cumulative electron
- loss?”
- “We’ve dealt with the critical mass problem by pow-
- dering the stuff, shielding it in graphite, and scattering it
in low concentrations to fifty different storage points.
But it keeps on coming in—they love to send it to us, it
seems. And the thought that every atom of it is giving off
positrons that go around looking for electrons to annihi-
late—"" Fletcher shrugged. “‘On a small scale it’s a useful
energy pump, I suppose, tungsten swapped for plutoni-
um with energy gained in each cycle. But on a large scale,
as we continue to transfer electrons from our universe to
theirs—”
“Yes,” Asenion said.
|  “So we need a way to dispose of —”

“Yes.” He looked at hjs watch. “Where are you staying
while you’re in town, Fletcher?”

“The Faculty Club, as usual.”

“Good. I’ve got some crosses to make and I don’t want

to wait any longer, on account of possible pollen contam-
ination. Go over to the club and keep yourself amused
for a few hours. Take a shower. God knows you need one:
you smell like something out of the jungle. Relax, have a
drink, come back at five o’clock. We can talk about this
‘again then.” He shook his head. “Plutonium-186! What
‘lunacy! It offends me just to say it out loud. It’s like
saying—saying—well, Billbergia yukonensis, or Tilland-
sia bostoniae. Do you know what I mean? No. No. Of
icourse you don’t.” He waved his hands. “Out! Come
iback at five!”

It was a long afternoon for Fletcher. He phoned his
wife, he phoned Jesse Hammond at the laboratory, he
phoned an old friend and made a date for dinner. He
showered and changed. He had a drink in the ornate
lounge on the Fifth Avenue side of the Club.

But his mood was grim, and not merely because
Hammond had told him that another four kilograms of

!
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plutonium-186 had been reported from various regions’
that morning. Asenion’s madness oppressed him.

There was nothing wrong with an interest in plants, of
course. Fletcher kept a philodendron and something
else, whose name he could never remember, in his own
office. But to immerse yourself in one hlghly spemahzed f
field of botany with such intensity—it seemed sheer!
lunacy. No, Fletcher decided, even that was all right,
difficult as it was for him to understand why anyone!
would want to spend his whole life cloistered with a'
bunch of eerie plants. What was hard for him to forgive
was Asenion’s renunciation of physics. A mind like
that—the breadth of its vision—the insight Asenion'
had had into the greatest of mysteries—dammit, Fletch-
er thought, he had owed it to the world to stick to it! And
instead, to walk away from everything, to hole himself
up in a cage of glass—

Hammond’s right, Fletcher told himself. Asenion real-
ly is crazy.

But it was useless to fret about it. Asenion was not the
first supergenius to snap under contemplation of the
Ultimate. His withdrawal from physics, Fletcher said’
sternly to himself, was a matter between Asenion and the
universe. All that concerned Fletcher was getting
Asenion’s solution to the plutonium-186 problem; and
then the poor man could be left with his bromeliads i in
peace.

About half past four Fletcher set out by cab to battle |
the traffic the short distance uptown to Asenion’s place.

Luck was with him. He arrived at ten of five. Asenion’s
house-robot greeted him solemnly and invited him to
wait. “The master is in the greenhouse,” the robot
declared. “He will be with you when he has completed
the pollination.”

Fletcher waited. And waited and waited.

Geniuses, he thought bitterly. Pains in the neck, all of
them. Pains in the—

Just then the robot reappeared. It was half past six. All
was blackness outside the window. Fletcher’s dinner
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date was for seven. He would never make it.
“The master will see you now,” said the robot.

The Asenion Solution

Asenion looked limp and weary, as though he had
spent the entire afternoon smashing up boulders. But the
formidable edge seemed gone from him, too. He greeted

- Fletcher with a pleasant enough smile, offered a word or

two of almost-apology for his tardiness, and even had the

. robot bring Fletcher a sherry. It wasn’t very good sherry,

but to get anything at all to drink in a teetotaler’s house
was a blessing, Fletcher figured.
Asenion waited until Fletcher had had a few sips.

. Then he said, “I have your answer.”

“I knew you would.”

There was a long silence.

“Thiotimoline,” said Asenion finally.

“Thiotimoline?”’

“Absolutely. Endochronic disposal. It’s the only way.
And, as you’ll see, it’s a necessary way.”

Fletcher took a hasty gulp of the sherry. Even when he
was in a relatively mellow mood, it appeared, Asenion
was maddening. And mad. What was this new craziness
now? Thiotimoline? How could that preposterous sub-
stance, as insane in its way as plutonium-186, have any

- bearing on the problem?

Asenion said, “I take it you know the special proper-
ties of thiotimoline?” ;

“Of course. Its molecule is distorted into adjacent
temporal dimensions. Extends into the future, and, I
think, into the past. Thiotimoline powder will dissolve
in water one second before the water is added.”

“Exactly,” Asenion said. “And if the water isn’t
added, it’ll go looking for it. In the future.”

“What does this have to do with—"

“Look here,” said Asenion. He drew a scrap of paper
from his shirt pocket. “You want to get rid of something.
You put it in this container here. You surround the
container with a shell made of polymerized thio-
timoline. You surround the shell with a water tank
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that will deliver water to the thiotimoline on a timed
basis, and you set your timer so that the water is due to
arrive a few seconds from now. But at the last moment
the timing device withholds the water.”

Fletcher stared at the younger man in awe.

Asenion said, “The water is always about to arrive, but
never quite does. The thiotimoline making up the plastic
shell is pulled forward one second into the future to
encounter the water. The water has a high probability of
being there, but not quite high enough. It’s actually
another second away from delivery, and always will be.
The thiotimoline gets dragged farther and farther into
the future. The world goes forward into the future at a
rate of one second per second, but the thiotimoline’s
velocity is essentially infinite. And of course it carries
with it the inner container, t00.”

“In which we have put our surplus plutonium-186.”

“Or anything else you want to dispose of,” said
Asenion.

Fletcher felt dizzy. “Which will travel on into the
future at an infinite rate—"

“Yes. And because the rate is infinite, the problem of
the breakdown of thiotimoline into its stable isochronic
form, which has hampered most time-transport experi-
ments, isn’t an issue. Something traveling through time
at an infinite velocity isn’t subject to little limitations of
that kind. It’ll simply keep going until it can’t go any,
farther.”

“But how does sending it into the future solve the
problem?” Fletcher asked. “The plutonium-186 still
stays in our universe, even if we’ve bumped it away from
our immediate temporal vicinity. The electron los
continues. Maybe even gets worse, under temporal accel
eration. We still haven’t dealt with the fundamental—’

“You never were much of a thinker, were you, Fletch
er?” said Asenion quietly, almost gently. But the savag
contempt in his eyes had the force of a sun going nova,

“I do my best. But I don’t see—""

Asenion sighed. “The thiotimoline will chase th
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water in the outer container to the end of time, carrying
with it the plutonium in the inner container. To the end
of time. Literally.”

“And?”

“What happens at the end of time, Fletcher?”

“Why-—absolute entropy—the heat-death of the uni-
verse—"’

“Precisely. The Final Entropic Solution. All molecules
equally distributed throughout space. There will be no
further place for the water-seeking thiotimoline to go.
The end of the line is the end of the line. It, and the
plutonium it’s hauling with it, and the water it’s trying to
catch up with, will all plunge together over the entropic
brink into antitime.”

“Antitime,” said Fletcher in a leaden voice.
“Antitime?”’ ’

“Naturally. Into the moment before the creation of the
universe. Everything is in stasis. Zero time, infinite
. temperature. All the universal mass contained in a single
|t incomprehensible body. Then the thiotimoline and the
. plutonium and the water arrive.” Asenion’s eyes were
radiant. His face was flushed. He waved his scrap of
paper around as though it were the scripture of some new
creed. “There will be a tremendous explosion. A Big
Bang, so to speak. The beginning of all things. You—or
should I say [7—will be responsible for the birth of the
universe.’

Fletcher, stunned, said after a moment, “Are you
~  serious?”

& “I am never anything but serious. You have your

* solution. Pack up your plutonium and send it on its way.
No matter how many shipments you make, they’ll all
arrive at the same instant. And with the same effect. You
have no choice, you know. The plutonium must be
disposed of. And—" His eyes twinkled with some of the
old Asenion playfulness. “The universe must be created,
or eise how will any of us get to be where we are? And

‘this is how it was done. Will be done. Inevitable,
ineluctable, unavoidable, mandatory. Yes? You see?”

T P e e e
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“Well, no. Yes. Maybe. That is, I think I do,” said
Fletcher, as if in a daze. -

“Good. Even if you don’t, you will.”

“I’ll need—to talk to the others—”

“Of course you will. That’s how you people do things.
That’'s why I’'m here and you’re there.” Asenion
shrugged. “Well, no hurry about it. Create the universe
tomorrow, create it the week after next, what’s the
difference? It’ll get done sooner or later. It has to,
because it already has been done. You see?”

“Yes. Of course. Of—course. And now—if you’ll
excuse me—" Fletcher murmured. “I—ah-—have a
dinner appointment in a little while—"

“That can wait too, can’t it?”’ said Asenion, smiling
with sudden surprising amiability. He seemed genuinely
glad to have been of assistance. “There’s something I
forgot to show you this afternoon. A remarkable plant,
possibly unique—a nidularium, it is, Brazilian, not even
named yet, as a matter of fact-—just coming into bloom.
And this one—wait till you see it, Fletcher, wait till you
see it—"
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Murder in the Urth Degree

by Edward Wellen

LET THERE BE DAY.”

Day was when he said it was. Periscoped sunlight
obediently flooded the stateroom at the core of Terrari-
um Nine.

Keith Flammersfeld saw the light with still-closed eyes
and knew that his little world remained safe and warm

- outside his eyelids. Lazily, he removed from his temples

the interactive patcher that had put him into the video of
Through the Looking-Glass that had just now faded from
the screen of his computer/player.

He opened his eyes and sat up in his bunk and
stretched. He loosed a jaw-cracking yawn, momentarily
disappearing the chipmunk pouches that flanked his

- self-satisfied mouth. To keep up his muscle tone and stay

in shape, he lay supine again and thought aerobic
thoughts for a good five minutes. He was pushing forty,

- but he was pushing forty back.
g Feeling fit after all that exercise, he sat up and swung
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around to put his feet on the carpeted deck. He checked
his priorities: the call of nature could wait, the clamor
from his stomach could not. He called for his tray.

It slid out of the bulkhead to fit just above his lap. He
put away a healthy breakfast of fruits, vegetables, and
grains—all grown right here inside Terrarium Nine. The
tray sensed when the last of the food was gone and slid
itself back into the bulkhead.

Flammersfeld stood up and got out of his pajama
shorts. He tossed them into the revamper, stepped into
the toilet cubicle and relieved himself, washed up, fizzed
his mouth clean, and put on fresh shorts.

Two steps to the right took Flammersfeld to his office.
He sat down at his master computer and tapped keys.
The screen displayed a blank requisition form.

His face split in a huge grin as he typed two items and
moused them into the right spaces. Tight facial muscles
around mouth and eyes told him it was a malicious grin.
At this awareness, he quickly slackened the grin into an
expression of innocent merriment. Then, reminding
himself that he was all alone aboard Terrarium Nine and
that no one watched, he hauled again on the lines of the
malicious grin.

He savored, then saved, the requisition. He was on the
point of sending it to the home office on Earth, when he
all but jumped out of his skin.

The lower right quadrant of the screen was displaying
a reduced image of another monitor screen’s display.

This display labeled itself as coming from the work
station in Buck Two. He put his own page on hold and
filled the screen with the intruding display.

He stared at it, feeling his eyes bulge.

Someone had entered his system and infected it with
rabid doggerel.

Is the sun a milky bud?

Whence the shadows on my face?
Why’s the sky as green as blood?
Who will win the Red Queen’s race?
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Madness. s

But even madness had to have a logical explanation.

Possible explanation number one, a computer virus. If
true, it would have entered by way of the master comput-
er, sole link to Earth and the universe. What would be
the point of trying to trick him into thinking the message
came from Buck Two’s slave computer, not from Buck
One’s central memory? Merely the prankish pleasure of
sending him on a wild-goose chase through Buck Two’s
jungle? A small payoff for what would have to have been
a major effort, cracking the vaccinated and regularly
boostered Labcom system headquartered on Earth.

Possible explanation number two, a stowaway, pres-
ence hitherto entirely unsuspected by Flammersfeld and
completely overlooked by all sensors. If true, the person
would have had to slip aboard during resupply a full year
ago. If such a one had survived all that while by living on
the fruits and vegetables and grains grown in Terrarium
Nine—though how that could be when Flammersfeld
kept those precious items all carefully tagged and tabu-
lated and tracked—why would that stowaway give his or
her presence away at this point? Lonely and dying for
companionship? Fallen ill and in need of help? Gone
mad and about to attack? Having bided his or her time,

- now ready for a takeover bid?

Possible explanation number three, true madness—
Flammersfeld’s own. Could Flammersfeld himself have
programmed that display, say while dream-experiencing

- Through the Looking-Glass? Had cabin fever affected his
- brain, split his awareness?

Even as he stared at the screen the display changed.

. Another verse appeared, letter by letter, slowly, painful-
- ly, as though stiff and hesitant fingers were working in
- real time.

s B e A

When Adam delved
Was it then I selved?
When Eve span

Was it then I began?
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Flammersfeld tightened his mouth. Someone was in
Buck Two. ‘

He hurried to his bulkhead safe and punched the
combination. The safe door swung open and he armed
himself with the blaser he had never dreamed he might
one day have to use.

Terrarium Nine, in near-Earth orbit, was a six-bucker
—six concentric spheres built on R. Buckminster Full-
er’s geodesic principle. A pseudo black hole at the center
provided Earth-gravity for the innermost sphere. The
calibrated pull diminished to nothing in the outermost
sphere, where the zero-gravity lab was. Access was by
companionway and lift. Terrarium Nine was large
enough to make northern and southern companionways
practical and efficient. The two-way lift, slightly bowed
to bypass the pseudo black hole, ran along the axis,
from polar airlock to polar airlock. The cage had hand-
holds to facilitate orientation—rather, borealization or
australization.

The Buck Two work station was in the northern
hemisphere. Flammersfeld made for the lift, started to
step in, then had a second thought.

He punched the lift to go north to Buck Two by itself,
but entered a five-minute delay.

Swiftly he backtracked along the gently curving geo-
desic deckplates to the southern companionway, and
raced up it to the hatch.

If someone lay in wait for Flammersfeld to emerge
from the lift, and if that someone kept a shrewd eye on
the nearby north companionway hatch, Flammersfeld,
making his way around from the south, would come
upon that someone from behind.

He glanced at his watch, sucked in, undogged the
hatch. Blaser at the ready, he vaulted into Buck Two’s
lesser gravity, where, in lunar soil with various admix-
tures of nitrates, pilants flourished mightily.

He landed lightly, sought concealment in a ten-meter-
high stand of slowly swaying rye. Held his breath,
listened through the soft sough of programmed breeze, |
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heard nothing. He’d outflanked the intruder; seemed
safe to move out.

Made good time through chubby Swiss chard, enor-
mous endives, plump peas, and bulky beans. In under
four minutes he reached the stout sweet potatoes. Nearly
there. The work station lay underneath the towering
walnut tree dead ahead. Past that stood tremendous
tomatoes, prodigious peppers, large lettuce, and corpu-
lent cabbage; then a pile of mulch—and beyond all that
the lift.

He padded carefully to the walnut and peered around
the massive trunk. He saw plainly the computer station.
No one was at it.

The tomato vines blocked his view of the lift area.
Flammersfeld thrust against the soil for a giant leap. He
caught one-handed hold, five meters up, of the stem of a
thirty-meter tomato vine and hung there looking
through and across vines and foliage while the blaser
quested.

He heard the sudden coming-to-life hum of the lift.

That should make an ambusher take position.
Flammersfeld had a commanding view of the lettuce and
cabbage patches. An ambusher there would have a clear
field to the lift and the northern companionway hatch.
No one moved there.

The lift stopped and the door slid open. Flammersfeld
looked for some stir somewhere. The blaser quested in

- vain. No one lay in wait.

He hung there, his face reddening with anger and
frl_lstratlon; the tomatoes were large as his head, so that it
might have been one of them. A wild-goose chase after

- all.

Grimacing, he stuck the blaser in the waistband of his

- shorts and let himself down the vine hand under hand.
- Once on deck, he headed for the work station.

He stepped into a loop of vine and made a mental note

:_ to clear away debris and undergrowth first chance he got.

TR e

Before he realized the loop was a noose, it had tightened
around his ankle. Before he could bend to loosen it, he
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found himself whipped high into the air, where he
remained dangling bouncily by his foot from the noose
whose other end was tied to a springy bough of the
towering walnut tree.

Rolling his eyes way up to look way down, he spotted
the peg and the severed end of another length of vine that
had held the bough to the deck. Where below was the
trapper who had cut the tie?

Flammersfeld pretended to be helpless. He thrashed
about, twisting, twisting in the continuously maintained
light breeze. He made his voice sound panicky. “Help!
Let me down! Please!”

Still the damned stowaway—for Flammersfeld had
perforce settled on possible explanation number two—
did not show his or her face.

Flammersfeld could not wait like this much longer;

even with the inconsequential gravity of Buck Two, the .

noose was cutting off the circulation to his caught foot.
He gave himself one painful minute more; then, when

no foe appeared, he drew the blaser from his waistband

and sliced the vine.

As he fell he aimed the blaser deckward and thumbed
the retro stud. The gelled-light effect slowed his fall
enough to let him land rolling.

He scrambled to his feet-—and groaned as the numbed
foot betrayed him. He put his weight on his good foot
and looked around for another trap—or even an out-
right attack. He looked high up at the walnut tree’s
branches and foliage, saw no figure or contraption above
him, and put his back against the trunk. He bent to
remove the noose from his ankle—and saw on the
ground a few fragments of cabbage leaf.

His jaw dropped as the chilling realization hit him.

Then his lips thinned. Very well. He knew now what he
was up against.

It was not any of the three possible explanations. It
was a fourth—and it was probable and in a few minutes
would be provable.
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He laughed. To think of the poor miserable creature
stalking him!

Then he grew grim. He had underestimated the crea-
ture. That it might have been responsible for the dogger-
el on the computer screen had not even occurred to him.
Had to give the thing credit; lot more to it than he had
thought. Still, now that he knew, he could handle the
threat.

“All right, you bastard,” he muttered through his
malicious grin, “you’re digging your own grave.”

He hobbled directly to the cabbage patch. He looked
down at an empty space and nodded. There had been an
uprooting, though some effort had been made to smooth
the disturbed soil.

As if that could fool him! He knew perfectly well what
had grown at this particular spot, what should still be
growing here, what seemed now on the loose.

A closer look at the soil showed him a dotted line of

- milky green droplets running from the center of the
. empty space. He touched one. Sticky. He brought the
- finger to his nose and sniffed. His grin widened. The
damned thing was truly damned. Did it know it had not
' long?
The trail was short; it ended abruptly at a nearby
k cabbage. A freshly ripped edge showed where a leaf had
been torn off. His grin stretched to its utmost. The
. creature must be using the leaf to stem the flow.
The trail gone, Flammersfeld cast about for other

[
t signs.

|

He glanced ‘at the nearby heap of mulch. He felt a
twinge for having neglected it; he had let it decompose
- almost to compost. He stiffened. There seemed some
 difference in its makeup, some shifting of its compo-
- nents. It consisted half of tree limbs he had sectioned for
' study or trimmed and split into rough boards and half of
dlscarded paper printouts. He thought the paper covered
1more of the heap than when he had looked at it last—
- more spread out, less neatly accordioned.

i
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The creature might be hiding under there.

Flammersfeld held the blaser ready to fire.

With his free hand he jerked lengths of dank and
moldy continuous-fold printouts away in long fluttering
banners. He did not find his creature but did unearth
what appeared to be a crude catapult, a thing of branches
and vine and a ball of compacted soil held together with
some vegetable glue. He also found a winding drum
fitted with a crank—a winch,; this also was fashioned of
sectioned tree limbs and vine.

Both contraptions looked as if a child might have put
them together—but they had worked. The catapult had
shot the weighted end of a length of vine over a bough
and the winch had pulled the bough down.

He rooted around a bit more and found something
else—half a walnut shell big as his cupped palm. The
size he was used to; what it held was—something else.

The creature had used the empty half-shell as a mortar
to pound something vegetable into a resinous black
sticky substance that had an aromatic tarry smell. A
crude preparation, showing foam of spit.

Visions of amylase danced in Flammersfeld’s head.
What would the idiosyncratic enzymatic action be in this
case—on, what he felt sure he would find when he
analyzed it, green pepper? Seemed clear that the creature
had in mind a curare, an arrow poison. That was just
what this substance appeared to be.

Flammersfeld found himself asweat. He needed a
relaxant—but not this kind. This kind could relax him
to death.

Better get the hell out of here. The creature was sure to
bleed to death—but how soon? Flammersfeld found
himself not so sure any more about a lot of things
concerning the creature.

How could he not have seen its intelligence waken, its
hate turn on him?

Still crouching, he faced about. For the first time, he
l(}ok.ed around at this small world from another’s point
of view.




i

mﬂ Murder in the Urth Degree
 From the cabbage patch, the computer screen was in
- plain sight. How much the creature must have learned
' simply by watching and listening to the work and the
- play!
|4 "lyhis was not the time to wonder about that. This was
' the time to beat it before a small arrow flew or a small
lance thrust.

. Flammersfeld straightened and hobbled double-time
' to the open lift.

He breathed a sigh at having made it, and reached to
punch the door shut and the lift down.

'~ The killer must have slipped into the lift while the
. noose held Flammersfeld adangle.

. From the left near corner of the cage, where the killer
- had crouched unseen behind the door that did not slide
* flush, a frail arm thruss the sharpened and poison-tipped
| twig into the soft tissue of Flammersfeld’s left ankle.

. Flammersfeld stared down at the sadly wise and
wearily savage face.

“God damn you,” he said.

“You damn you.”

It was the first and last time he ever heard the rusty
piping voice.

But he was not thinking about that. He was thinking

- about getting to the dispensary in time to work up an
antidote. His heart pounding, he punched the lift shut
and down.

. His eyes were glazing and he did not look at the
' creature again until the lift stopped and the door opened.
Then he kicked the creature out of his way and took two
stumbling steps forward before he sprawled his length on
the deck.

The killer could not stanch the flow of green blood and
soon followed Flammersfeld across the dark threshold
mto the abode of the dead. But the killer had won what
he wanted—vengeance and oblivion.

Inspector H. Seton Davenport of the Terrestrial Bu-
eau of Investigation had expected to see anything but an
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inverted detective. Yet that was just what he walked in
upon.

Dr. Wendell Urth, the Terran extraterrologists’
extraterrologist, had sounded strange when he voiced
Davenport in. Davenport had caught a note of strain in
the thin tenor delivery of “Enter!”

But Davenport had not dreamed that was due to Dr.
Urth’s attempting a headstand. At least, that was what
the learned ex-officio consultant to the T.B.1. appeared at
first glance to be doing. |

Second glance showed him that Dr. Urth was really
engaged in rolling a hologram sun along the baseboards.
And that he was doing so to light up the floor under the
overhanging book-film shelves.

The blood rushing to Dr. Urth’s head made his naked
eyes look even more hyperthyroid. That the eyes were
naked and that the good doctor’s shirttail hung out told
Davenport what was up—or down—or toward. With- -
out taking another step, Davenport scanned the floor.

He spotted them not on the floor itself but on a bottom’
shelf they had bounced to. He took two steps and made a
stretch and picked up what Dr. Urth was hunting for.

“Here you are, Dr. Urth.” ]

“Here I certainly am,” Dr. Urth wheezed. “Embar-
rassingly so.”” Then he apparently replayed Davenport’s
words and tone. He twisted the upside-down half of his;
body to face Davenport, squinted, and apparently made
out what Davenport was holding. “Ah.” He straightened)
with a huff and a puff, and placed the solar-powered
hologram sun on a pile of papers—it was evidently
loaded to serve as paperweight as well as to help light the
vast dim cluttered room.

Dr. Urth took the eyeglasses from Davenport’s out-
stretched hand. “Thanks.” Then he smiled a transform-|
ing smile, one that changed him from blinking owl t
beaming Buddha. “But you have had your reward i
seeing me make a spectacle of myself.” He polished th:
lenses with the shirttail, peered at and through them
then put them on. The ears did their part but the butto
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nose did little to support the frame.
- He gestured Davenport to a chair. Himself he settled
in his armchair-desk with a sigh the seat echoed. He
locked his hands over his paunch and looked expectant.
The paunch enhanced the look of expectancy.

“This is about the death on Terrarium Nine?”’

Davenport nodded. “ ‘Death’ is the working word for
it. ‘Death’ is ambiguous enough for something we can’t
seem to label satisfactorily. We can’t call it accident, we
can’t call it murder, and we’re not ready to call it
suicide.”

Dr. Urth shifted himself more comfortable. “Tell me
the details.”
| “It’s better and easier to show you.” Davenport drew
from a capacious pocket a sheaf of holograms. He
hopped his chair nearer Dr. Urth and leaned over to
show him the holograms one by one, pointing and
explaining.
. “Here’s a close-up of Terrarium Nine taken from the
investigating vehicle on its approach in response to the
anomaly alarm. Flammersfeld, the lone experimenter
aboard Terrarium Nine, had not transmitted the daily
report to Earth headquarters at the scheduled hour, had
not punched the All’s-Well signal at the appointed time,
nd had not responded to worried queries . . . Here are
Ehots the responding officer took of both docking jacks
pefore she made entry through north dock. You’ll notice
a year’s worth of undisturbed space dust coats both
cks. That indicates no one docked since the last
supply—a full year ago ... Here’s the death scene,
cated in the innermost sphere.”
Dr. Urth took this last hologram into his own hands
r protracted scrutiny. Then he gave Davenport a
uizzical look. ‘“‘Aside from telling me that
lammersfeld had just come down to his living quarters
om Buck Two, bringing with him a cabbage either for
udy or for eating, that he stepped out of the lift and fell
dead, having somehow taken a poison-tipped dart in his
kle, this hologram does not tell me all I need to know
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if 'm to help you label his death. What about the
autopsy findings? What was the poison?”

Davenport shook his head. “That’s what’s strange.
You’d think a biochemist of Flammersfeld’s standing
would have brewed it in his lab, in test tubes, without
impurities. But this was a weird kind of curare crudely
prepared. The investigator found some of the guck in a
walnut shell that she discovered in a pile of trash in Buck
Two.” He handed Dr. Urth another hologram. “Here’s a
shot of that.”

Dr. Urth gave half a nod, half a shake. “I see that, but .
what are these things?” |

Davenport looked where Dr. Urth pointed. ““Oh, yeah;
them. They seem to be a toy winch and a toy catapult.
The engineer we consulted says they’re no great shakes
but they work. Maybe Flammersfeld was in his second
childhood.” ‘f

Dr. Urth grunted doubtingly. He went back to the
death-scene hologram. He pointed a stubby finger to a
green-black mass. “This is the cabbage?”

Davenport grimaced. “Bad. Preity well rotted by the |
time our investigator got there. Stank up the place, she
said, so—after taking protection shots——she incinerated
it

“Bad.”

“Yes, putrid.”

Dr. Urth eyed the TBI inspector censoriously. “I was’
not speaking of the cabbage, I meant the officer’s action.
She should have preserved the evidence no matter how
offensive she found it.” :

Davenport neither defended nor blamed the officer.
Like her, he saw the cabbage not as evidence but as
happenstance. “Perhaps.” ,

“No perhaps about it,”” Dr. Urth snapped. His paunch
showed momentary agitation, then subsided with his
sigh. “Well, it can’t be helped now. But I do wish I could
have had a closer look at that cabbage. There’s some-
thing queer about it.”
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Davenport grinned. “No problem. This is one of the
new SOTA holograms. See the bubble-mice sealed in the
left and top edges?”

Dr. Urth noticed for the first time two beads of air that
almost met at the top left corner of the hologram film.
His eyes lit up. “You mean that if I get a stereotaxic fix on
the cabbage the cabbage will enlarge?”

“Exactly. By pinching the edge you can move the
bubble-mouse along. Coordinate the mice to enlarge and
automatically enhance the area you want to observe in
greater detail. There’s a limit, of course, but you’ll see
quite a lot more than you do now.”

Dr. Urth pinched the mice along till he had the
cabbage area biown up by a magnification of five.

He looked long and hard, and at last removed his
glasses to wipe tears Of strain from his eyes. “Much
better, but still lacking. My complaint is not about the
resolution but about the object pictured. The cabbage
remains blurry thanks to decomposition. I must admit
that even had the officer preserved it so that you could
put it before me I would be hard put to make out much
more. That does not mean that its destruction is not a
great loss. It should have been possible to determine its
exact composition by autopsy.”

Davenport stared. “Autopsy? Of a cabbage?”’

Dr. Urth nodded curtly. “Autopsy. I choose my words
carefully.” His mouth twitched suddenly and he unbent
unexpectedly, his voice mock-serious. “I do not see-

 aitch-oh-you my cabbage twice.” He grew fully serious
- again. “It’s clear that something got out of hand—the
_experiment, the experimenter, or both.”

Davenport was still working on the autopsy business.
' What was Dr. Urth getting at?

Dr. Urth sighed and handed back the death-scene
thologram. He gave a slight shiver, then shot Davenport a
'look as if wondering whether Davenport had noticed.

Davenport kept a poker face.

Dr. Urth breathed an easier sigh. “This calls for
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mulling over.” He turned a grave face and a twinkling
eye on his visitor. “What would you say to a finger of
Ganymead?”

“I’d say hello.” Davenport had heard of Ganymead
but had never seen it, much less tasted it. He knew it to
be extremely rare and extremely expensive and he knew
many communities prohibited it. He was not about to
ask Dr. Urth how Dr. Urth had come by it. “I'm game.”

He did not feel so game when Dr. Urth drew two
containers and two glasses from a liquor drawer of the
armchair-desk and one of the containers proved to hold
fingers.

Dr. Urth shook two fingers out and stood one, finger-
nail down, in each glass.

Davenport looked and shuddered.

One corner of Urth’s rosy mouth lifted. “Ganymead is
a binary. The fluid part activates the solid part. The
‘fingernail’ is a crystallization. Watch.”

He poured an amber fluid out of the other container
into one of the glasses and as it splashed the nail the:
finger melted. The whole became a clear violet with a
bouquet that tickled the senses. Dr. Urth transformed
the other finger, handed one of the glasses to Davenport,
and lifted the other in a toasting gesture.

Davenport answered with a lift of his own glass,:
sniffed, then sipped. Tantalizingly delicious, deliciously:
tantalizing. He saw that it could be dangerous—a taste:
too easily acquired for something not so easily acquired.:

The smooth but strong drink seemed to turn Dr. Urth
philosophical. “Actually, Ganymead comes not from:
Ganymede but from Callisto. So many things are misno-
mers. What’s in' a name, Davenport? I should have
yours—I’m the couch potato, the settee spud, the
Murphy-bed murphy. At most, a rambler rose—tethered|
as [ am to the University campus. You’re the one with the
gypsy in his soles, the man in the field. Davenport, you’re
a misnomer.”

Davenport permitted himself a smile. Davenport’s
nose was shaped for wedging into tight spots; a youthful
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altercation had left a star-shaped scar on his right cheek.
Yet a fellow could get his fill of the field, lose his taste for
adventure, and—while cherishing his memories of en-
counters of the close kind—look aimost with envy at the
cloistered academic who adventured with his mind.
Perhaps the Ganymead had turned him philosophical—
or prone to babble—too; he was about to express his
feelings about life when Dr. Urth saved him.

Dr. Urth had taken a last sip, had raised the glass to his
eye to look through its emptiness, and now set it down
with regretful finality. “Back to work. To give
Flammersfeld’s death its proper name, we must first
understand what Terrarium Nine is all about, what
Flammersfeld was in the business of.”

He raised a forefinger, though Davenport had given no
sign of breaking in. *

“I know you think you know, but please bear with me
while I tell you what I think I know. Let me state the
obvious and posit the known—nothing is so overlooked
as the obvious and nothing is so mysterious as the
known.”

Davenport sweepingly brought his palm up in sign of
turning everything over to Dr. Urth.

Dr. Urth just as graciously gave a nod. “To forestall
ecological disruption, Earth has laws against releasing
genetically altered plants and animals into the terrestrial
environment. Such experiments must take place off-
planet. Hence, the Terrariums—at last count, a dozen?
—in near-Earth orbit. A collateral benefit is zero gravity,
which facilitates such techniques as electrophoresis—
the rapid continuous-flow fractionating of concentrated
solutions of proteins in a high-intensity electric field.”
He cocked an eye at Davenport. “Your turn. What do
you think you know about Terrarium Nine and

Flammersfeld’s experiments?”

.~ Davenport shrugged. “All I know about Terrarium
Nine is that it was constructed and commissioned six
years ago and that Flammersfeld was its first and only
| personnel. All I know about Flammersfeld is that he was
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a hard worker who never took a break; he routinely
turned down R and R—according to his superiors in the
home office he said he got all the relaxation he needed by
interactive video, and in fact at the time of his death
Through the Looking-Glass was in his computer/player
—and he was working concurrently on two unrelated
projects. Plus he had plans for the future—his last,
though unsent, requisition was for swine embryo and
eagle eggs.”

Dr. Urth wrinkled his brow, then resettled his glasses.
“I would like to see his notes on the two unrelated
projects you mentioned.”

Davenport looked uncomfortable. “That may be im-
possible.”

Dr. Urth’s mouth tightened. “Is there a clearance
problem? If so, good day.”

Davenport hastened to say, “It’s not that, Dr. Urth,
not that at all. I believe you have cosmic clearance.”

That mollified Dr. Urth. “Then what is the problem?
Did Flammersfeld destroy his notes?”

“Not that, either. It’s just that he seems to have been
paranoidally secretive. His notes are in his computer’s
memory, but locked behind passwords that we haven’t
broken—yet.”

“I admire your optimism, sir, but optimism—while
admirable even when it is foolish—is pie in the sky, a
future repast; it does not feed us now.”

Davenport reddened.

Dr. Urth relented. ““Two unrelated projects; you know
that much. You may know more than you think you
know—that is, if you can give me the titles of the two
projects. His superiors at the home office to whom he
reported must have had some idea of what he was
working on if they were to approve his requisitions.”

Davenport brightened. “I don’t have the titles at the
tip of my tongue, but I do remember that he was seeking
a cure for hemophilia and that he was looking for
the—uh—direction sensors in plant cells.”

Dr. Urth patted his paunch as if he had just had a good

T”
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feed. “Excellent. Hemophilia. Bleeder’s disease. Disease
of kings—e.g., the Romanovs of Czarist Russia. Women
pass it on through a recessive X chromosome but do not
themselves have it. Profuse bleeding, even from the
slightest wound. In a test tube, normal blood from a vein
clots in five to fifteen minutes; hemophiliac clotting time
varies from thirty minutes to hours. A natural for
zero-gravity research. While the sheer bulk of total
plasma would rule out its fractionation by electrophore-
sis at zero gravity, the same does not hold for minor
components, such as clotting factors.”

His voice pitched even higher in his excitement. “Yes,
yes. And Flammersfeld’s other project is another natural
for zero-gravity research. The plant world presents an
intriguing puzzle: how does a plant sense the direction of
gravity? Plants tend to grow in a vertical direction—but
we have yet to find the cellular direction sensors. Yes,
yes. We have our answer.”

Davenport stared at Dr. Urth. “We have?”’

“It’s as obvious,” Dr. Urth said sharply, “as the nose
on my face.”

Maybe that’s why I don’t see it, Davenport muttered
mentally. But he put on a pleasant mask. “You said it’s
easy to overlook the obvious.”

“You’ve been listening, at least.” Dr. Urth made
himself a monument of patience. “Listen now to a bit of
verse.

“‘The time has come,’ the Walrus said,
‘To talk of many things:

Of shoes—and ships—and sealing-wax—
Of cabbages—and kings—

And why the sea is boiling hot—

And whether pigs have wings.””

Dr. Urth looked at Davenport and smiled. “You don’t
know whether to laugh or snort at such utter nonsense.
Well, laugh. We humans need a leavening of levity; there
can be too much gravity.”
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Davenport did not laugh, but then he did not snort.
“That’s from a child’s book, isn’t it?”

“Indeed. The child in Charles Lutwidge Dodgson was
named Lewis Carroll. The verse is from his Through the
Looking Glass.”

“Flammersfeld’s interactive video!”

“The same.”

Davenport shook his head. “How does it tie in?”

“It ties in first with an even older nursery rhyme.

“‘Old King Cole

Was a merry old soul,

And a merry old soul was he;

He called for his pipe,

And he called for his bowl,

And he called for his fiddlers three.
Every fiddler, he had a fiddle,

And a very fine fiddle had he;

Twee tweedle dee, tweedle dee, went the fiddlers.
Oh, there’s none so rare

As can compare

With King Cole and his fiddlers three!””

This time Davenport could not help laughing. And
after a moment Dr. Urth joined in.

Davenport sobered first and nonjudgmentally waited
for Dr. Urth to subside.

Dr. Urth sounded all the more serious when he pick-
ed up where he had left off. “The rhyme about King Cole
was in Lewis Carroll’s mind—consciously or uncon-
sciously—when Carroll wrote the Walrus’s speech.
‘KingCole’—coleasincoleslaw—splitnaturallyinto‘cab-
bages and kings.” And came back together in Flammers-
feld’s mind as a protoplast fusion of cabbage seed and
royal blood.”

Davenport fumbled the death-scene hologram to light
and stared at the magnified cabbage. “You mean this
thing: .. 7"

Dr. Urth nodded. He pointed to a spot atop the
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- cabbage. “Very like a crown gall, wouldn’t you say?”

“I wouldn’t—since I don’t know the first thing about
crown galls.”

“Then take my word for it. There are two kinds of
living cells: eukaryotic and prokaryotic. A eukaryotic
cell is nucleated; that is, its nucleus walls in its chromo-
somes. A prokaryotic cell is less organized; that is, its
chromosomes drift freely in the cytoplasm, in among the
organelles. Enter Agrobacter—short for Agrobacterium
tumefaciens. Agrobacter’s innards hold the Ti
plasmid—a tiny loop of DNA-—some two hundred
genes long. Agrobacter can hook a plant cell and inject
the Ti plasmid into the nucleus. Once inside, a twelve-
gene length—-called tDNA, for transfer DNA-—cuts
loose from the Ti plasmid and becomes part of the plant
cell chromosome. The tDNA genes then program the
plant to nurture Agrobacter.”

Dr. Urth paused a moment for breath and—
Davenport thought—for dramatic effect.

“Now I come to the point of all this. The insidious
parasite Agrobacter causes a tumorous swelling—a
crown gall.” Dr. Urth’s voice rose in wrath. “Can you
imagine? That nasty procedure was Flammersfeld’s elab-
orate way of fitting his poor little intelligent hybrid King
Cole with a crown!”

Davenport gazed upon the image, saw only a rotted
cabbage, and tried to picture it as it had been in life—a
being with reasoning power, and therefore memory and
foresight; with-feelings, and therefore the need to love
and hate. It would have been mostly head, the face
framed in leaves. He shivered. For a flash he visualized
its round face superimposed upon Dr. Urth’s round face,
another bud of Buddha. He glanced at Dr. Urth.

Dr. Urth looked melancholy. It hit Davenport that Dr.
Urth had been a child prodigy. Dr. Urth would have
fellow feeling for freaks of any kind. Dr. Urth must have
felt his look and sensed his thoughts, for Dr. Urth met
his gaze and smiled sadly.

“We all—ourselves and our matrix—are interference
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patterns. So it comes natural to think of crossing this
with that. It’s the nature of the beast—meaning the
universe. All in all, it’s just as well Flammersfeld and his
creature died when they did—if not as they did. We
humans need a minimum of levity; there can be too
much gravity. But Flammersfeld went too far, interfered
too much.” His brow darkened. “And meant to go on
interfering. Remember his last requisition—for swine
embryo and eagle eggs? And remember the line from
Lewis Carroll—‘whether pigs have wings’? We humans
need a minimum amount of gravity; there can be too
much levity.” His face closed. “That’s it, then.”

Davenport put the holograms away and got up to go.
“Thanks for your help, Dr. Urth.”

Dr. Urth waved that away. He bounced to his feet and
shook hands.

His voice halted Davenport on the threshold. “Inspec-
tor.”

Davenport turned around. “Yes, Dr. Urth?”

“About my fee . ..”

Davenport smiled. “I wondered when that would
come.”

“Now you know. It comes now. A few trifles.”

“You know I'll do my best. They are?”

“First, two bits of information to satisfy my curiosity.
When you get back to New Washington, kindly stop by
Near-Earth, Ltd., and retrieve the file on Terrarium
Nine. See if you can find out from Flammersfeld’s
requisitions, and other documents, the genetic history of
the cabbage and of the hemophiliac blood.” He smiled.
“I’ve a mind bet that the cabbage was a savoy cabbage
and that the blood came from a descendant of the House
of Savoy.”

Davenport blinked. “Savoy? Why would Flammers-
feld have specified savoy cabbage and Savoy blood?”’

“For the same reason that impelled James Joyce to
frame a view of Cork in cork—the sense of fitness.”

Davenport thought about that, then shook his head.
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“If you don’t mind my saying so, the sense of fitness can
carry over into madness.”

Dr. Urth hooded his mouth with a pudgy hand. “You
take my point so exactly that I almost hesitate to name
the balance of my fee.”

Davenport eyed him warily but felt compelled to say,
“Name it.”

“Arrange for the researcher who has taken over Terrar-
ium Nine to cross tortoise with cricket.”

Davenport tried to imagine what that would look like.
“What on earth for?”

“So when I lose my eyeglasses a frame made of the
shell will lead me to them—Dby the chirp.”

i A



Trantor Falls

by Harry Turtledove

THE IMPERIAL PALACE STOOD AT THE CENTER OF A HUNDRED
square miles of greenery. In normal times, even in
abnormal times, such insulation was plenty to shield the
chief occupant of the palace from the hurly-burly of the
rest of the metaled world of Trantor.

Times now, though, were not normal, nor even to be
described by so mild a word as “abnormal.” They were
disastrous. Along with magnolias and roses, missile
launchers had flowered in the gardens. Even inside the
palace, Dagobert VIII could hear the muted snarl.
Worse, though, was the fear that came with it.

A soldier burst into the command post where the
Emperor of the Galaxy and his officers still groped for
ways to beat back Gilmer’s latest onslaught. Without so
much as a salute, the man gasped out, ‘“Another success-
ful landing, sire, this one in the Nevrask sector.”

Dagobert’s worried gaze flashed to the map table.
“Too close, too close,” he muttered. “How does the
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cursed bandit gain so fast?”

One of the Emperor’s marshals speared the messenger
with his eyes. “How did they force a landing there?
Nevrask is heavily garrisoned.” The soldier stood mute.
“Answer me!” the marshal barked.

The man gulped, hesitated, at last replied, “Some of
the troops fled, Marshal Rodak, sir, when Gilmer’s men
landed. Others—" He paused again, nervously licking
his lips, but had to finish: “Others have gone over to the
rebel, sir.”

“More treason!” Dagobert groaned. “Will none fight
to defend me?”

The only civilian in the room spoke then: “Men will
fight, sire, when they have a cause they think worth
fighting for. The University has held against Gilmer for
four days now. We shdll not yield it to him.”

“By the space fiend, Dr. Sarns, I'm grateful to your
students, yes, and proud of them too,” Dagobert said.
“They’ve put up a braver battle than most of my
troopers.”

Yokim Sarns politely dipped his head. Marshal Rodak,
however, grasped what his sovereign had missed. ‘“Maj-
esty, they’re fighting for themselves and their buildings,
not for you,” he said. Even as he spoke, another sector of
the map shone in front of him and Dagobert went from
blue to red: red for the blood Gilmer was spilling all over
Trantor, Sarns thought bitterly.

“Have we no hope, then?” asked the Emperor of the
Galaxy.

“Of victory? None.” Rodak’s military assessment was
quick and definite. “Of escape, perhaps fighting again,
yes. Our air- and spacecraft still hold the corridor above
the palace. With a landing at Nevrask, though, Gilmer
will soon be able to bring missiles to bear on it—and on
us,”

“Better to flee than to fall into that monster’s

clutches,” Dagobert said, shuddering. He looked at the

map again. “l am sure you have an evacuation plan
ready. Implement it, and quickly.”
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“Aye, sire.” The marshal spoke into a throat mike.

The Emperor turned to Yokim Sarns. “Will you come
with us, professor? Trantor under Gilmer’s boots will be
no place for scholars.”

“Thank you, sire, but no.” As Sarns shook his head,
strands of mouse-brown hair, worn unfashionably long,
swirled around his ears. “My place is at the University,
with my faculty and students.”

“Well said,” Marshal Rodak murmured, too softly for
Dagobert to hear.

But the Emperor, it seemed, still had one imperial
gesture left in him. Turning to Rodak, he said, “If Dr.
Sarns wishes to return to the University, return he shall.
Detail an aircar at once, while he has some hope of
getting there in safety.”

*““Aye, sire,” the marshal said again. He held out a hand
to Yokim Sarns. “And good luck to you. I think you’ll
need it.”

By the time the aircar pilot neared the University
grounds, Yokim Sarns was a delicate shade of green. The
pilot had flown meters—sometimes centimeters—
above Trantor’s steel roof, and jinked like a wild thing to
confuse the rebels’ targeting computers.

The car slammed down on top of the library. Dr.
Sarns’s teeth met with an audible click. The pilot threw
open the exit hatch. Sarns pulled himself together.
“Er-—thank you very much,” he told the pilot, unbuck-
ling his safety harness.

“Just get out, get under cover, and let me lift off,” she
snapped. Sarns scrambled away from the aircar toward
an entrance. The wash of wind as the car sped away
nearly knocked him off his feet.

The door opened. Two people in helmets dashed out
and dragged Sarns inside. “How do we fare here?”” he
asked.

“Our next few graduating classes are getting thinned
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out,” Maryan Drabel answered somberly. Till Gilmer’s
revolt, she had been head librarian. Now, Sarns sup-
posed, chief of staff best summed up her job. “We’re still
holding, though—we pushed them out of Dormitory
Seven again a few minutes ago.”

“Good,” Sarns said. He was as much an amateur
commander as she was an aide, but the raw courage of
their student volunteers made up for much of their
inexperience. The youngsters fought as if they were
defending holy ground—and so in a way they were,
Sarns thought. If Gilmer’s men wrecked the University,
learning all over the Galaxy would take a deadly blow.

“What will Dagobert do?”’ asked Egril Joons. Once
University dietitian, he kept an army fed these days.

Sarns had no way tb soften the news. ‘“He’s going to
run.”

Under the transparent flash shield of her helmet,
Maryan Drabel’s face went grim, or rather grimmer.
“Then we’re left in the lurch?”

“Along with everyone else who backed the current
dynasty.” Two generations, a dynasty! Sarns thought.
The way the history of the Galactic Empire ran these
past few sorry centuries, though, two generations was a
dynasty. And with a usurper like Gilmer seizing Trantor,

- that history looked to run only downhill from here on
out.

Maryan might have picked the thought from his mind.
“Gilmer’s as much a barbarian as if he came straight
- from the Periphery,” she said.

“I wish he were in the Periphery,” Egril Joons said.
“Then we wouldn’t have to deal with him.”

; “Unfortunately, however, he’s here,” said Yokim
- Sarns.

The thick carpets of the Imperial Palace, the carpets
. that had cushioned the feet of Dagobert VIII, of Cleon
II, of Stannell VI—by the space fiend, of Ammenetik the
3
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Great!—now softened the booted strides of Gilmer I,
self-proclaimed Emperor of the Galaxy and Lord of All.
Gilmer kicked at the rug with some dissatisfaction. He
was used to clanging as he walked, to having his boots
announce his presence half a corridor away. Not even a
man made all of bell metal could have clanged on the
carpets of the Imperial Palace.

He tipped his head back, brought a bottle to his lips.
Liquid fire ran down his throat. After a long pull, he
threw the bottle away. It smashed against a wall. Fright-
ened servants scurried to clean up the mess.

“Don’t waste it,” Vergis Fenn said.

Gilmer scowled at his fleet commander. “Why not?
Plenty more where that one came from.” His scowl
stabbed a servant. “Fetch me another of the same, and
one for Vergis here t00.” The man dashed off to do his
bidding.

“There, you see?” Gilmer said to Fenn. “By the
Galaxy, we couldn’t waste everything Trantor’s stored up
if we tried for a hundred years.”

“I suppose that’s so,” Fenn said. He was quieter than
his chieftain, a better tactician perhaps, but not a leader
of men. After a moment, he went on thoughtfully, “Of
course, Trantor’s spent a lot more than a hundred years
gathering all this. More than a thousand, I’d guess.”

“Well, what if it has?”’ Gilmer said. “That’s why we
wanted it, yes? By the balls Dagobert didn’t have,
nobody’s ever sacked Trantor before. Now everything
here is mine!”

The servant returned with the bottles. He set them on
a table of crystal and silver, then fled. Gilmer drank.
With all he’d poured down these last couple of days, he
shouldn’t have been able to see, let alone walk and talk.
But triumph left him drunker than alcohol. Gilmer the
Conqueror, that’s who he was!

Vergis Fenn drank too, but not as deep. “Aye, all
Trantor’s ours, but for the University. Seven days now,
and those madmen are still holding out.”

“No more of these little firefights with them, then,”

S
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Gilmer growled. “By the Galaxy, I'll blast them to
radioactive dust and have done! See to it, Fenn, at once.”

“As you would, sir—sire, but—"" Fenn let the last
word hang.

“But what?”” Gilmer said, scowling. “If they fight for
Dagobert, they’re traitors to me. And smashing traitors
will frighten Trantor.” He blinked owlishly, pleased and
surprised at his own wordplay.

To his annoyance, Fenn did not notice it. He said, “I
don’t think they are fighting for Dagobert any more, just
against us, to hold on to what they have. That might
make them easier to deal with. And if we—if you—
nuked the University, scholars all over the Galaxy would
vilify your name forever.”

“Scholars all over the Galaxy can eat space, for all I
care,” Gilmer said. But, he discovered, that wasn’t quite
true. Part of being Emperor was acting the way Emperors
were supposed to act. With poor grace, he backpedaled a
little: “If they acknowledge me and stop fighting, I
suppose I’'m willing to let them live.”

“Shall I attempt a cease-fire, then?”” Fenn asked.

“Go ahead, since you seem to think it’s a good idea,”
Gilmer told him. “But not if they don’t acknowledge me,
understand? If they still claim that unprintable son of a
whore Dagobert’s Empire, blow ’em off the face of the
planet.”

“Yes, sire.” This time, Fenn did not stumble over the
title. He’s my servant too, Gilmer thought.

The new Emperor of the Galaxy took a good swig from
the bottle. He rhade as if to throw it at one of the palace
flunkies, then, laughing, set it down gently as the fellow
ducked.

Gilmer went down to the command post in the bowels
of the Imperial Palace, the command post from which,
until recently, poor stupid Dagobert VIII had battled to
keep him off Trantor. Gilmer’s boots clanged most
satisfactorily there. Whoever had designed the command

 post, in the lost days of the Galactic Empire’s greatness,
‘had understood about commanders and boots.
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The television screen in front of Vergis Fenn went
blank. He swiveled his chair, nodded in surprise to see
Gilmer behind him. “Sire, we have a cease-fire between
our forces and those of the University,” he said. “It was
easy to arrange. Our troops and theirs will both hold in
place until the final armistice is arranged.”

“Good,” Gilmer said. “Well done.”

“Thank you. The leader of the University has invited
you to meet him on his ground to fix the terms of the
armistice. He offers hostages to ensure your safety, and
says he knows what will happen to everything he’s been
fighting to keep if he plays you false. Shall I call him back
and tell him no anyhow?”

“No, I'll go there,” Gilmer said. “What d’you think,
I’m afraid of somebody without so much as a single
starship to his name? Besides”—he smiled a greedy
smile—*like as not I’ll get a look at whatever treasures
they’ve been fighting so hard to hang on to. If I can’t beat
’em out of him, I'll tax ’em out—that’s what being
Emperor is all about. So go ahead and set up the meeting
with this—what’s his name, Vergis?”

“Yokim Sarns.”

“Yokim Sarns. What do I call him when I see him?
General Sarns? Admiral? Warlord?”

Fenn’s expression was faintly bemused. “The only title
he claims is ‘Dean,’ sire.”

“Dean?” Gilmer threw back his head and laughed
loud and long. ““Aye, I’ll meet with the fierce Dean Yokim
Sarns, the scourge of the lecture halls. Why not? Set it up
for me, Vergis. Meanwhile”—he turned away—*“Tll
check how we’re doing with the rest of the planet.”

Banks of televisor screens, relaying images from all
over Trantor, told him what he wanted to know. Here he
saw a platoon of his troopers carrying plastic tubs full of
jewels back toward their ships; there more soldiers
looting a residential block; somewhere else another
squad, most of the men drunk, accompanied by twice
their number of Trantorian women, some scared-
looking, others smiling and brassy.
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Gilmer grinned. This was why he’d taken Trantor: to
sack a world unsacked for fifty generations, even more
than to rule it after the sack. Watching his dream unfold
made what came after seem of scant importance by
comparison.

Watching . . . His gaze went back to that third screen.
All the women there would have been heart-stopping
beauties on a lesser world, but they were just enlisted
men’s pickings on Trantor. With so many billions of
women to choose from, the ones less than spectacular
were simply ignored.

Smiling in anticipation, Gilmer took the spiral
slidewalk up to the Imperial bedchambers. Not even in
his wildest dreams had he imagined anything like them.
Thousands of years of the best ingenuity money could
buy had been lavished there on nothing but pleasure.

Billye smiled too, when he came in. Her tawny hair
spilled over bare shoulders. Disdaining all the elabora-
tions the bedchamber offered, Gilmer took her in his
arms and sank to the floor with her. There he soon
discovered an advantage of thick carpeting he had not
suspected before.

She murmured lazily and lay in his arms through the
afterglow. She’d been his woman since he was just an
ambitious lieutenant. He’d always thought her splendid,
both to look at and to love.

He did still, he told himself. He even felt the truth of
the thought. But it was not complete truth, not any more.
The televisor screen had shown him that, by Trantorian
standards, she was ordinary. And how in reason and
justice could the Emperor of the Galaxy and Lord of All
possess a consort who was merely ordinary?

He grunted, softly. “A centicredit for your thoughts,”
Billye said.

“Ahh, nothing much,” he said, and squeezed her. Her
voice was not perfectly sweet either, he thought.

“Here he comes.” Maryan Drabel pointed to the single

figure climbing down from the aircar that had descended

e
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in the no-man’s-land between Gilmer’s lines and those
held by. the student-soldiers of the University.

“He’s alone,” Yokim Sarns said in faint surprise. “I
told him we were willing to grant him any reasonable
number of bodyguards he wanted. He has more courage
than I'd thought.”

“What difference does that make, when he can’t—or
won’t—control his troops?”” Maryan Drabel said bitter-
ly. “How many raped women do we have in our clinic
right now?”

“Thirty-seven,” Sarns answered. “And five men.”

“And that’s just from this one tiny corner of Trantor,
and only counts people who got through Gilmer’s troops
and ours,” she said. “How many over the whole planet,
where he has forty billion people to terrorize? How many
robberies? How many fires, set just for the fun of them?
How many murders, Yokim? How do they weigh in the
balance against one man’s courage?”’

“They crush it.” Sarns passed a weary hand across his ,
forehead. “I know that as well as you, Maryan. But if he
has courage, we can’t handle him as we would have
before.”

“There is that,” she admitted. ‘““Quiet, now—he’s
almost here.”

Gilmer, Sarns thought, looked more like a barbarian |
chief than Emperor, even if a purple cape billowed
behind him as he advanced. Beneath it he wore the
coverall blotched in shades of green and brown that his
soldiers used. Sarns supposed it was a camouflage suit,
but in Trantor’s gleaming corridors it had more often
exposed than protected the troopers. The nondescript
gray of Sarns’s own coat and trousers was harder to spot
here.

The usurper’s boots beat out a metallic tattoo. “Majes-
ty,” Sarns said, knowing he should speak first and also
knowing that, since Gilmer had seized Trantor, the title
was true de facto if not de jure. Sarns did not approve of
dealing in untruths.

“You’re Dean Sarns, eh?” Gilmer’s granite rumble
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should have come out of that hard, bearded counte-
nance. The Emperor of the Galaxy scratched his nose,
went on. “You’ve got some tough fighters behind you,
Sarns. I tell you right now, I wouldn’t mind taking the lot
of them into my fleet.”

“You are welcome to put out a call, sire, but I doubt
you’d find many volunteers,” Sarns answered. “These
young men and women are not soldiers by trade, but
rather students. They—and I—care more for abstract
knowledge than for the best deployment of a blast-rifle
company.”

Gilmer nodded. “I’d heard that said. I found it hard to
believe. Truth to tell, Sarns, I still do. You spend your
whole lives chasing this—what did you call it?—
abstract knowledge?”

“We do,” Sarns said proudly. “This is the University,
after all, the distillation of all the wisdom that has
accumulated over the millennia of Imperial history. We
codify it, systematize it, and, where we can, add to it.”

“It seems a milk-livered way to spend one’s time,”
Gilmer remarked, careless of Sarns’s feelings or—more
likely—reckoning the Dean would agree with him when
he pointed out an obvious truth. “What good is knowl-
edge that you can’t eat, drink, sleep with, or shoot at your
enemies?”’

He is a barbarian, Sarns thought, even if he’s lived all
his life inside what still calls itself, with less and less
reason, the Galactic Empire. Fortunately Sarns, like any
administrator worth his desk, had practice not showing
what he felt. He said, “Well, let me give you an example,
sire: how did you and your victorious army come to
Trantor?”

“By starship, of course.” Gilmer stared. “How else,
-man? Did you expect us to walk?”” He laughed at his own
wit.

Sarns smiled a polite smile. “Of course not. But what
happens if one of your busbars shorts out or a
hydrochron needs repair?”

“We fix ’em, as best we can. Seems like nobody in the
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. whole blasted Galaxy understands a hyperatomic motor
any more,” Gilmer said, scowling. Then he stopped
dead. “That’s knowledge too, isn’t it? By the space fiend,
Sarns, are you telling me you’ve got a university full of
technicians who really know what they’re doing? If you
do, I’ll impress ’em into the fleet and make you—and
them—so rich they won’t ever miss their book-films, I
promise you that.”

“We do have some people—not many, I fear—
studying such things. As I said before, you are welcome
to speak with them. Some may even choose to accompa-
ny you, for the challenge of working on real equipment.”
Sarns paused a moment in thought. “We also have
skilled doctors, computer specialists, and students of
many other disciplines of value to the Empire.”

He watched Gilmer nibble the bait. “And they’d do
these same kinds of things for me?”’ the usurper asked.

“Some might,” Sarns said. “Others—probably more
—would be willing to instruct your technicians and
personnel here. Of course,” he added smoothly, “they
would be less enthusiastic if you shot your way in. You
would also likely waste a good many of them that way.”

“Hrmmp,” Gilmer said. After a moment, he went on.
“But any ships with their techs, their medics, their
computer people gone—they’d be no more use to us
than if they rusted away.”

“Not immediately, perhaps, but later they would be of
even greater value to you than they could ever be with
the inadequately trained crews I gather they have now.”

Gilmer lowered his voice. “Sarns, I can’t afford to
think about later. I'd bet a million credits against a
burnt-out blaster cartridge that there’s at least three
fleets moving on me the same way I moved on Dagobert.
Now that Trantor’s fallen, all the dogs of space will want
to pick her bones—and mine.”

Privately, Sarns thought the usurper was right about
that. It would only be what Gilmer deserved, too. But the
dean-turned-general felt sadness wash over him' all the
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same. No time to bother to learn anything new, no time
to think about anything but the moment—that had been
the disease of the Galactic Empire for far too long.
Gilmer had a worse case of it than the emperors before
him, but the root sickness was the same.

Sarns did not sigh. He said, “Well, in any case this has
taken our discussion rather far from the purpose at hand,
which is, after all, merely to arrange an armistice be-
tween your forces and the students and staff of the
University, so both we and you may return to what we
consider our proper pursuits.”

“Aye, that’s s0,” Gilmer said.

As he had not sighed, Sarns did not smile. Show a
barbarian a short-term objective and he won’t look past
it, he thought. “Would.you care to examine our facilities
here, so you can see how harmless we are under normal
circumstances?” he said.

“Why not? Lead on, Dean Sarns, and let’s see what
you’ve turned into soldiers. Who knows? Maybe I'll try
to recruit you.” Gilmer laughed. So, without reservation,
did Yokim Sarns. He hadn’t suspected Gilmer could say
anything that funny.

What first struck Gilmer inside the University was the
quiet. Almost everyone went around in soft-soled shoes,
soundless on the metal flooring. Gilmer’s boots clanged
resoundingly as ever, even raised echoes that ran down
the corridors ahead of him. But both clang and echoes
were tiny pebbles dropped into an ocean of stillness.

The people were as strange as the place, Gilmer
thought. Those who had fought his men were still in gray
like Sarns. The rest wore soft pastels that made them
seem to flit like spirits along the hallways. Their low
voices added to the impression that they really weren’t
quite there.

Half-remembered childhood tales of ghosts rose in
Gilmer’s mind. He shivered and made sure he stayed
close to his guides. “What are they doing in there?”” he
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asked, pointing. His voice caused echoes too, echoes that
swiftly died.

Sarns glanced into the laboratory. “Something per-
taining to neurobiology,” he said. “One moment.” He
ducked inside. “That’s right—they’re working to im-
prove the efficiency of sleep-inducers.”

Somehow the Dean pitched his voice so that it was
clear but raised no reverberations. Gilmer resolved to
imitate him. “And what’s going on there?”” the Emperor
of the Galaxy asked. Then he frowned, for he’d managed
only a hoarse whisper that sounded filled with dread.

To his relief, Sarns appeared to take no notice. “That’s
a psychostatistics research group,” the Dean answered
casually. He walked on, assuming Gilmer knew what
psychostatistics was.

Gilmer didn’t, but was not about to let on. He pointed
to another doorway. Some people in that room were
working with computers, others with what looked like
chunks of rock. “What are they up to?” he asked. He still
could not match Yokim Sarns’s easy tone.

“Ahh, that’s one of our most fascinating projects. I'm
sure you’ll appreciate it.”” Gilmer, who wasn’t at all sure,
waited for Sarns to go on: “Using ancient inscriptions
and voice synthesizers, that team of linguists is attempt-
ing to reconstruct the mythical language called English,
from which our modern Galactic tongue arose thousands
of years ago.”

“Oh,” was all Gilmer said. He’d never heard of
English, either. Well, too bad, he thought. He knew
about a lot of things these soft academics had never
heard of, things like field-stripping a blast-pistol, like
small-unit actions.

Yokim Sarns might have plucked the thought from his
head, and then twisted it in a way he did not like:
“Mainly, though, we fought you so we could protect what
you’re coming to now: the Library.”

“Everything humanity has ever learned is preserved
here,” said Sarns’s aide Maryan Drabel.
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Gilmer caught the note of pride in her voice. “Are you
in charge of it?” he asked.

She nodded and smiled. Gilmer cut ten years off the
guess he’d made of her age from her grim face and drab
clothing. She said, “This chamber here is the accessing
room. Students and researchers come here first, to get a
printout of the book-films and journal articles available
in our files on the topics that interest them.”

“Where are all your book-films?” Gilmer craned his
neck. He’d visited libraries on other planets once or
twice, and found himself wading in film cases. He didn’t
see any here. Suspicion grew in him. Was all this some
kind of colossal bluff, designed to conceal who knew
what? If it was, the whole University would pay.

But Maryan Drabel only laughed. “You’re not ready to
see book-films yet. Before a student can even begin to
view films, he or she needs to have some idea of what’s in
them: more than a title can provide. What we’re coming
to now is the Abstracts Section, where people weed
through their possible reading lists with summaries of
the documents that seem promising to them.”

More people fiddling with more computers. Gilmer
almost succeeded in suppressing his yawn. Maryan
Drabel went on. “We also have an acquisition and
cataloguing division, which integrates new book-films
into our collection.”

“New book-films?” Gilmer said. “You mean people
still write them?”

“Not as many as when the University was founded,”
the librarian said sadly. “And, of course, now that the
Periphery and even some of the inner regions have
broken away from the Empire, we no longer see a lot of
what is written, or only get a copy after many years. But
we do still try, and surely no other collection in the
Galaxy comes close to ours in scope or completeness.”

They came to an elevator. Yokim Sarns pressed the
button. After a moment, the door opened. “This way,
please,” Sarns said as he stepped in.
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Maryan Drabel and Gilmer followed, the latter with
some misgivings. If these University folk wanted to
assassinate him, what better place than the cramped and
secret confines of an elevator? But if they wanted to
assassinate him, he’d been in their power since this tour
started. He had to assume they didn’t.

The elevator purred downward, stopped. The door
opened again. “These are the reading rooms,” Maryan
Drabel said.

Gilmer saw row on row of cubicles. Most of them were
empty. “Usually they would be much busier,” Yokim
Sarns remarked. “The people who would be busy using
them have been on the fighting lines instead.”

As if to confirm his words, one of the closed cubicle
doors opened. The young woman who emerged wore the
gray of the University’s soldiers and had a blast rifle
slung on her back. She looked grubby and tired, as a
front-line soldier should. Gilmer noted that she also
looked as though she’d forgotten all about the fighting
and her weapon: her attention focused solely on the
calculator pad she was keying as she walked toward the
bank of elevators.

“Do you care to look inside a reading room?”” Maryan
Drabel asked.

Gilmer thought for a moment, shook his head. He’d
been in a few reading rooms; they were alike throughout
the Galaxy. The number of them here was impressive,
but one by itself would not be.

“Is this everything you have to show me?”’ he asked.

“One thing more,” Maryan Drabel told him. Shrug-
ging, he ducked back into the elevator with her and
Sarns.

Down they went again, down and down. “You are
specially privileged, to see what we are about to show
you,” Yokim Sarns said. “Few people ever will, few even
from the University. We thought it would help you to
understand us better.”

The elevator stopped. Gilmer stepped out, stared
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around. “By the space fiend,” he whispered in soft
wonder.

The chamber extended for what had to be kilometers.
From floor to ceiling, every shelf was packed full of
book-films. “The computer can access them and project
them to the appropriate reading room on request,”
Maryan Drabel said.

Gilmer walked toward the nearest case. His boots
thumped instead of clanging. He glanced down. “This is
a rock floor,” he said. “Why isn’t it metal like everything
else?”

“The book-film depositories are below the built-up
part of Trantor,” Yokim Samns explained. “There
wouldn’t be room for them up there—that space is
needed for people. Having them down here also gives
them a certain amount of extra protection from catastro-
phe. Even the blast of a radiation weapon set off over-
head probably wouldn’t reach down here.”

“You also have to understand that this is just one
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