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INTRODUCTION

BY GREGG RICKMAN

Philip K. Dick (1928-1982) is now universally considered one of the great
science fiction writers of the 20" century. In his own time recognition
came slower, and grudgingly. Discussing with amazement how good he
found Dick’s first novel, Solar Lottery, in 1955, author and critic Damon
Knight referred to him as “that short story writer who for the past five
years or so has been popping up all over—in one year, 1953, he published
twenty-seven stories—with a sort of unobtrusive and chameleon-like
competence.” His early mentor Anthony Boucher, editor of The Magazine
of Fantasy and Science Fiction, noted with amusement how his stories fit
their intended markets, no matter how different: “The editors of Whizzing
Star Patrol and of the Quaint Quality Quarterly are in complete agreement
upon Mr. Dick as a singularly satisfactory contributor.”

Dick actually published 31 stories in 1953, and 28 in 1954. Thirteen
that he wrote in this period are published here. But rather than see Dick’s
prolific output in his early years as a science fiction writer as a cause for
criticism, it should be celebrated. Dick, who had made his debut in the July
1952 issue of the downmarket Planet Stories (but had made his first sale to
Boucher’s quaint quality monthly F&~SF) was finding his way as a writer,
exploring different themes, testing his strengths. The first story by Philip
K. Dick included in this book, “Survey Team,” reached his agents at the
Scott Meredith Literary Agency on April 3, 1953; the last, the novella “A
World ef Talent,” reached the agency on June 4 of the following year. The
meticulous records kept by the sub-agents who handled his work at SMLA
are a marvelous guide as to just what Dick wrote and when. And Dick’s
fiction of these months comprises a panoramic portrait of America and
the world during some of the chilliest days of the Cold War.
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Genial war hero Dwight David Eisenhower took office as president on
January 20, 1953. Dick would satirize Ike’s grinning banality in his 1955
story “The Mold of Yancy” (published 1958), but the president’s good
nature was but a charming fagade. The first months of the Eisenhower
Administration, during which the stories in this book were written, were
marked by stern Secretary of State John Foster Dulles’ confrontational
stance with the Soviet Union. The Secretary’s brother Allan Dulles chaired
the Central Intelligence Agency, involved in 1953-54 with the overthrow
of two foreign governments, in Iran and Guatemala. Senator Joseph
McCarthy and his highly publicized crusade against a vast communist
conspiracy dominated an uncritical news media. Other highly placed
officials such as Vice President Richard Nixon and FBI Director J. Edgar
Hoover were also famous for their stern anti-Communism. Hoover
personally oversaw his agency’s close surveillance of many American citi-
zens suspected of being (or knowing) subversives. A purge of suspected
Communist sympathizers from federal and state jobs, from schools, and
from the media continued.

Berkeley, California, home of the University of California, was consid-
ered a liberal hotbed at the time. The Federal Bureau of Investigation
regularly photographed the radicals who spoke at UC Berkeley’s Sather
Gate. Philip Dick’s wife Kleo (a part-time student) attended these rallies
out of interest. Sometime in 1952 the Bureau sent two agents to interview
her and her husband, seeking information and asking if they wanted to
become informers. “It was never anything we seriously considered,” she
told me in a 1985 interview. It was in this period that Dick himself, in his
telling, was questioned a number of times by FBI agents, one of whom in
particular befriending the author and helping him to learn to drive.

According to Kleo, and to his other friends of the time, Dick’s poli-
tics were liberal and anti-communist. He played by his own account a
double game, writing his friend Sandra Meisel in 1979: “The climate of
reactionary terror was still very much with us... , The FBI still visited me
several times a month to see how and what I was doing. (I was learning to

drive, and I used to get them to ride with me while I practiced ... I figured
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if a traffic cop stopped me, the presence of two FBI men would save me

from a ticket.)”

Outwardly conformist in his private life, Dick’s writing questioned many
of his era’s assumptions. “The Hanging Stranger” (which reached the Scott
Meredith agency on May 4, 1953, and was published by Science Fiction
Adventures in its December issue) encapsulates the fearful paranoia of
the time very succinctly. Ed Loyce, owner of a TV sales and repair store,
notices a man dangling from a lamppost. He panics, and panics again
at the fact that no one wants to pay any attention to it. While the story
evolves into an aliens-taking-over-the-Earth story, it’s no less political for
that.

The CIA’s overthrow of democratic governmentsin Iranand Nicaragua,
and the contempt these overthrows revealed for the aspirations of those
nation’s peoples, is critically addressed by Dick’s writing. “Tony and the
Beetles,” included here, foresees an end to inevitable human expansion
across the universe. Its anti-imperialist message echoes the work of other
authors critical of European or American assumptions about pleasant
relationships between colonized and colonizers. The naive boy Tony
learns the hard way that his native friends don’t want to play with him
anymore—the lesson of better-known works like Orwell’s Burmese Days
or Greene’s The Ugly American, a lesson the U.S. would go on to learn
again in Vietnam and more recently Iraq.

“What are you, a goddamn beetle-lover?” asks the dad in “Tony and the
Beetles.” Dick’s interest in trying to understand foreign cultures extends to
trying to comprehend the minds of robots (as in “The Last of the Masters”)
and of people living in other times, like the “Middle Twentieth Century”
denizens historian George Miller emulates in “Exhibit Piece.”

.
1953 also saw the death of Soviet dictator Joseph Stalin in March, civilian
revolts against the communist government of East Germany in June, and
the end of the four years of the Korean War in a bloody stalemate in July.

Dick references the East German revolt (quickly and brutally repressed)
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in a one-line comment in “The Last of the Masters” (which reached the
agency a month after the revolt had run its course, on July 15, 1953) about
how the worldwide marches which led to the end of all governments (and
the destruction of all the world’s A-bombs) had “started in East Germany.”
In harsh reality, atomic bombs continued to proliferate. The U.S. exploded
its first hydrogen bomb, 450 times more powerful than the atomic bomb
dropped on Nagasaki, on Nov. 1, 1952. A further advance came with the
first thermonuclear device, exploded at Bikini Atoll in the South Pacific
on March 1, 1954. The Soviets, meanwhile, developed and exploded their
own advanced nuclear weapons in 1953-55.

In 1950 physicist Leo Szilard had proposed the concept of a cobalt
bomb, suggesting that its intense radiation and long half-life could destroy
all life on earth. At the end of “Exhibit Piece,” as 22" century historian
George Miller settles down to relax after successfully escaping to the

1950s, his idyll is destroyed when he opens his newspaper to read

RUSSIA REVEALS COBALT BOMB
TOTAL WORLD DESTRUCTION AHEAD

How does one react to this terror? In a 1955 essay, “Pessimism in Science
Fiction,” Dick argued that an sf writer “is not merely inclined to act out
the Cassandra role; he is absolutely obliged to,” and stories like “Exhibit
Piece” and its time-traveling mirror image “Breakfast at Twilight” live up
to that demand. The end of “Breakfast at Twilight” is practically a call to
arms, albeit a passive one: “I should have had it looked at. Before it was
too late.”

It follows that as an escape from these looming nightmares that many
Dick protagonists retreat into worlds of their own. Both George Miller in
“Exhibit Piece,” and Bors the robot in “The Last of the Masters” construct
“an accurate and detailed reproduction of a society two centuries gone,” to
quote the latter story. Both entities are accused of “breaking up mentally,”
for construction of their “model universe” amounts to “A hell of a job.

Trying to shut out the real world.”



BREAKFAST AT TWILIGHT & OTHER STORIES "

In “Exhibit Piece” World Directorate official Edwin Carnap, who
attempts to coax George Miller out of the 1950s-style home that Miller has
taken refuge in, is most likely named after the logical positivist philoso-
pher Rudolf Carnap (1891-1970). Carnap was best known for attempting
to abolish the study of metaphysics from serious philosophical discussion.
Dick’s Carnap accuses Miller of rationalizing his psychotic “delusions into
a logical system.” Dick would famously undergo intense religious experi-
ences in the 1960s and 1970s, but his fiction indicates he was seriously

contemplating the great questions of metaphysics in 1953.

Metaphysics are indeed one way out. But Dick, in 1953-54, endorses
western technology over Eastern mysticism in “The Turning Wheel.” “The
Last of the Masters” expresses sympathy for both the Anarchist League,
which had brought down all governments worldwide, and the robot-cre-
ated private world which has secretly kept a technological society going.
In “Survey Team” Dick employs the device of humanity, after a world war,
taking refuge in subterranean tunnels, “working and sleeping and dying
without seeing the sun.” Dick will rework this device many times, notably
The Penultimate Truth (1964). Humanity’s life underground gives rise in
this story to mutant children, “wan faced pseudo mutants with eyes like
blind fish.” Dick several times in his 1953 fiction expands on the idea of
war-produced mutants, notably in the deeply disturbing “The Crawlers.”

Philip Dick told me in 1981 that his early stories comprised “the most
conventional science fiction imaginable. It all starts off with looking
through the vid screen. ‘Captain! Look through the vid screen! I believe I
see a strange object!””

Dick was too hard on himself. The closest story in this collection to
this model is a space fantasy, “Strange Eden.” The story does indeed seem
conventional in its first paragraph, as a space captain surveys a promising
new world. But as early as the second paragraph Dick reveals Captain
Johnson as weak and cowardly (“He blinked nervously”). His brave second

in command, meanwhile, is an oaf whose cupidity dooms him. Already
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in this early story Dick undercuts the standard models of heroic space
captains and noble explorers—a model that was later taken up and institu-
tionalized in TV and cinema, as in the many incarnations of Star Trek.

Dick also dissented from the mainstream of science fiction with his
treatment of “psionics,” the extrasensory powers of precognition, telep-
athy, telekinesis and others that were very much in vogue in the 1950s.
The possibility that these powers existed was taken quite seriously at the
time; even Rudolf Carnap had some books on the subject in his library.
Dick told me in 1981:

The definition of science fiction in those days, in the mid-‘50s,
was just incredibly limited. There was all this “psi” stuff that
John W. Campbell (editor of one of the field’s leading maga-
zines, Astounding) was promoting, and it had gotten to the
point where he said that psionics was the necessary premise
for science fiction stories . . . Now that is really narrowing the
field down.

Campbell said that you not only have to write about psionics,
but the psis have to be in charge and they have to be good. They

can neither be marginal nor can they be negative.

It was Philip K. Dick who broke with this, brilliantly, in the concluding
novella of this volume. “A World of Talent” is a breakthrough work for
the field. His Psis are hard-bitten survivalists, manipulating the world
around them for their benefit. His story, further, brings into play the
concept of “anti-talents,” individuals who can block precogs, telepaths,
etc. from reading them. “Consider the various Psi talents as survival
weapons,” says Dick’s hero. “Consider telepathic ability as evolving for
the defense of an organism. It puts the Telepath head and shoulders
above his enemies. Is this going to continue? Don’t these things usually
balance out?” Anti-talents evolve to balance what would otherwise be
unchallenged power. Dick’s subtle reading of the checks and balances

implicit in his field’s imaginative constructs already marked him off



BREAKFAST AT TWILIGHT & OTHER STORIES 13
as ahead of his field—as early as 1953. Dick himself used checks and

balances in his own life, riding with FBI agents as a precaution against

being pulled over by the local police.

As we have seen, many of Dick’s most appealing characters, like the
autistic boy Manfred Steiner in Martian Time-Slip (1964) live in worlds
of their own. Tim Purcell, the eight-year-old boy of “A World of Talent,”
anticipates Manfred in his special abilities. He suffers, as he is not in phase
with the rest of the world. “Try to hold an objective orientation,” his father
tells him gently, urging him to step back from his disconcerting obses-
sions. The sympathetic anti-talent Patricia Ann Connley (so different from
her equally dark haired girl namesake, Pat Conley, in Ubik) comments
on Tim’s strangeness. “He takes his alternate world so seriously. Not a
pleasant world, I guess. Too many responsibilities.”

Fantasy stories were Dick’s first love. “Strange Eden” openly refer-
ences Greek mythology. The ultimate early expression of one of his great
themes, the complete psychological possession of one person by another
entity, comes in the brilliant “Upon the Dull Earth.” Dick’s acclaimed later
work on these themes—notably the demonic The Three Stigmata of Palmer
Eldritch (1965)—is prefigured here, in the tragedy of Silvia Everett.

One well-known sf author suggested that the contemporary vogue for
Philip Dick will pass as we leave the 20™ century and its specific issues—
like the Cold War—behind. Others suggest instead that Dick was a
postmodernist avant la lettre and that his best work still speaks to our
fragmented, dissociated selves in this post-2001 age of surveillance, para-
noia and the commodification of everything. Such critics cite acclaimed
work like Ubik (1969), with its frustrated nonentity of a protagonist (with
the silicon-sounding moniker of “Joe Chip”) scrounging for enough small
change to pay his surly, Al-laden door to open. I would go further, and
point, as a demonstration of this author’s continuing relevance, not to this
volume’s best stories, but to a relatively minor work, a humorous tale Dick

himself later disowned. “Sales Pitch,” with its inescapable din of commer-
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cials, strangely anticipates today’s unceasing digital cable, or the unending

news cycles of the internet:

“All the news while it’s news,” a metallic voice dinned at him.
“Have a retinal vid-screen installed in your least used eye.
Keep in touch with the world; don’t wait for out-of-date hourly

summaries.”

The story’s ultimate demonic device that cannot be shut off, the fasrad,
“is always ready to answer any theoretical or factual inquiry,” rendering
it the Google or Wikipedia of Dick’s imagination. The true sign of its ill
nature, though, is the caveat the fasrad instantly adds: “Anything not
metaphysical.”

For in the face of looming destruction, metaphysics will come to offer

Philip Dick the most likely way out.

Gregg Rickman
Berkeley, California
May, 2008
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BREAKFAST AT TWILIGHT

“Dad?” Earl asked, hurrying out of the bathroom, “you going to drive
us to school today?”

Tim McLean poured himself a second cup of coffee. “You kids can
walk for a change. The car’s in the garage.”

Judy pouted. “It’s raining.”

“Noitisn’t,” Virginia corrected her sister. She drew the shade back.
“It’s all foggy, but it isn’t raining.”

“Let me look.” Mary McLean dried her hands and came over from
the sink. “What an odd day. Is that fog? It looks more like smoke. I
can’t make out a thing. What did the weatherman say?”

“I couldn’t get anything on the radio,” Earl said. “Nothing but
static.”

Tim stirred angrily. “That darn thing on the blink again? Seems
like T just had it fixed.” He got up and moved sleepily over to the
radio. He fiddled idly with the dials. The three children hurried back
and forth, getting ready for school. “Strange,” Tim said.

“'m going,” Earl opened the front door.

“Wait for your sisters,” Mary ordered absently.

“I'm ready,” Virginia said. “Do I look all right?”

“You look fine,” Mary said, kissing her.

“I’ll call the radio repair place from the office,” Tim said.
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He broke off. Earl stood at the kitchen door, pale and silent, his
eyes wide with terror.

“What is it?”

“I—I came back.”

“What is it? Are you sick?”

“I can’t go to school.”

They stared at him. “What is wrong?” Tim grabbed his son’s arm.
“Why can’t you go to school?”

“They—they won’t let me.”

“Who?”

“The soldiers.” It came tumbling out with a rush. “They’re all over.
Soldiers and guns. And they’re coming here.”

“Coming? Coming here?” Tim echoed, dazed.

“They’re coming here and they’re going to—" Earl broke off, terri-
fied. From the front porch came the sound of heavy boots. A crash.
Splintering wood. Voices.

“Good Lord,” Mary gasped. “What is it, Tim?”

Tim entered the living room, his heart laboring painfully. Three
men stood inside the door. Men in gray-green uniforms, weighted
with guns and complex tangles of equipment. Tubes and hoses.
Meters on thick cords. Boxes and leather straps and antennas.
Elaborate masks locked over their heads. Behind the masks Tim saw
tired, whisker-stubbled faces, red-rimmed eyes that gazed at him in
brutal displeasure.

One of the soldiers jerked up his gun, aiming at McLean’s middle.
Tim peered at it dumbly. The gun. Long and thin. Like a needle.
Attached to a coil of tubes.

“What in the name of—” he began, but the soldier cut him off
savagely.

“Who are you?” His voice was harsh, guttural. “What are you
doing here?” He pushed his mask aside. His skin was dirty. Cuts and
pocks lined his sallow flesh. His teeth were broken and missing.

“Answer!” a second soldier demanded. “What are you doing here?”
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“Show your blue card,” the third said. “Let’s see your Sector
number.” His eyes strayed to the children and Mary standing mutely
at the dining room door. His mouth fell open.

“A woman!”

The three soldiers gazed in disbelief.

“What the hell is this?” the first demanded. “How long has this
woman been here?”

Tim found his voice. “She’s my wife. What is this? What—"

“Your wife?” They were incredulous.

“My wife and children. For God’s sake—"

“Your wife? And you’d bring her here? You must be out of your
head!”

“He’s got ash sickness,” one said. He lowered his gun and strode
across the living room to Mary. “Come on, sister. You're coming with
us.”

Tim lunged.

A wall of force hit him. He sprawled, clouds of darkness rolling
around him. His ears sang. His head throbbed. Everything receded.
Dimly, he was aware of shapes moving. Voices. The room. He
concentrated.

The soldiers were herding the children back. One of them grabbed
Mary by the arm. He tore her dress away, ripping it from her shoul-
ders. “Gee,” he snarled. “He’d bring her here, and she’s not even
strung!”

“Take her along.”

“OK, Captain.” The soldier dragged Mary toward the front door.
“We’ll do what we can with her.”

“The kids.” The captain waved the other soldier over with the chil-
dren. “Take them along. I don'’t get it. No masks. No cards. How’d
this house miss getting hit? Last night was the worst in months!”

Tim struggled painfully to his feet. His mouth was bleeding. His
vision blurred. He hung on tight to the wall. “Look,” he muttered.
“For God’s sake—”
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The captain was staring into the kitchen. “Is that—is that food?”
He advanced slowly through the dining room. “Look!”

The other soldiers came after him, Maryand the children forgotten.
They stood around the table, amazed.

“Look at it!”

“Coftee.” One grabbed up the pot and drank it greedily down.
He choked, black coffee dripping down his tunic. “Hot. Jeeze. Hot
coffee.”

“Cream!” Another soldier tore open the refrigerator. “Look. Milk.
Eggs. Butter. Meat.” His voice broke. “It’s full of food.”

The captain disappeared into the pantry. He came out, lugging
a case of canned peas. “Get the rest. Get it all. We’ll load it in the
snake.”

He dropped the case on the table with a crash. Watching Tim
intently, he fumbled in his dirty tunic until he found a cigarette. He
lit it slowly, not taking his eyes from Tim. “All right,” he said. “Let’s
hear what you have to say.”

Tim’s mouth opened and closed. No words came. His mind was
blank. Dead. He couldn’t think.

“This food. Where’d you get it? And these things.” The captain
waved around the kitchen. “Dishes. Furniture. How come this house
hasn’t been hit? How did you survive last night’s attack?”

“I—" Tim gasped.

The captain came toward him ominously. “The woman. And the
kids. All of you. What are you doing here?” His voice was hard. “You
better be able to explain, mister. You better be able to explain what
you're doing here—or we’ll have to burn the whole damn lot of you.”

Tim sat down at the table. He took a deep, shuddering breath,
trying to focus his mind. His body ached. He rubbed blood from his
mouth, conscious of a broken molar and bits of loose tooth. He got
out a handkerchief and spat the bits into it. His hands were shaking.

“Come on,” the captain said.

Mary and the children slipped into the room. Judy was crying.



BREAKFAST AT TWILIGHT & OTHER STORIES 21

Virginia’s face was blank with shock. Earl stared wide-eyed at the
soldiers, his face white.

“Tim,” Mary said, putting her hand on his arm. “Are you all
right?”

Tim nodded. “I'm all right.”

Mary pulled her dress around her. “Tim, they can’t get away with it.
Somebody’ll come. The mailman. The neighbors. They can’t just—"

“Shut up,” the captain snapped. His eyes flickered oddly. “The
mailman? What are you talking about?” He held out his hand. “Let’s
see your yellow slip, sister.”

“Yellow slip?” Mary faltered.

The captain rubbed his jaw. “No yellow slip. No masks. No
cards.”

“They’re geeps,” a soldier said.

“Maybe. And maybe not.”

“They’re geeps, Captain. We better burn ’em. We can’t take any
chances.”

“There’s something funny going on here,” the captain said. He
plucked at his neck, lifting up a small box on a cord. “I'm getting a
police here.”

“A police?” A shiver moved through the soldiers. “Wait, Captain.
We can handle this. Don’t get a police. He'll put us on 4 and then
we’ll never—”

The captain spoke into the box. “Give me Web B.”

Tim looked up at Mary. “Listen, honey. [—"

“Shut up.” A soldier prodded him. Tim lapsed into silence.

The box squawked. “Web B.”

“Can you spare a police? We've run into something strange. Group
of five. Man, woman, three kids. No masks, no cards, the woman
not strung, dwelling completely intact. Furniture, fixtures, about two
hundred pounds of food.”

The box hesitated. “All right. Police on the way. Stay there. Don’t
let them escape.”
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“I won’t.” The captain dropped the box back in his shirt. “A polic
will be here any minute. Meanwhile, let’s get the food loaded.”

From outside came a deep thundering roar. It shook the house,
rattling the dishes in the cupboard.

“Jeez,” a soldier said. “That was close.”

“I hope the screens hold until nightfall.” The captain grabbed up
the case of canned peas. “Get the rest. We want it loaded before the
polic comes.”

The two soldiers filled their arms and followed him through the
house, out the front door. Their voice diminished as they strode down
the path.

Tim got to his feet. “Stay here,” he said thickly.

“What are you doing?” Mary asked nervously.

“Maybe I can get out.” He ran to the back door and unlatched it,
hands shaking. He pulled the door wide and stepped out on the back
porch. “I don’t see any of them. If we can only ...~

He stopped.

Around him gray clouds blew. Gray ash, billowing as far as he could
see. Dim shapes were visible. Broken shapes, silent and unmoving in
the grayness.

Ruins.

Ruined buildings. Heaps of rubble. Debris everywhere. He walked
slowly down the back steps. The concrete walk ended abruptly. Beyond
it, slag and heaps of rubble were strewn. Nothing else. Nothing as far
as the eye could see.

Nothing stirred. Nothing moved. In the gray silence there was no
life. No motion. Only the clouds of drifting ash. The slag and the
endless heaps.

The city was gone. The buildings were destroyed. Nothing
remained. No people. No life. Jagged walls, empty and gaping. A few
dark weeds growing among the debris. Tim bent down, touching a
weed. Rough, thick stalk. And the slag. It was a metal slag. Melted
metal. He straightened up—
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“Come back inside,” a crisp voice said.

He turned numbly. A man stood on the porch, behind him, hands
on his hips. A small man, hollow-cheeked. Eyes small and bright,
like two black coals. He wore a uniform different from the soldiers’.
His mask was pushed back, away from his face. His skin was yellow,
faintly luminous, clinging to his cheekbones. A sick face, ravaged by
fever and fatigue.

“Who are you?” Tim said.

“Douglas. Political Commissioner Douglas.”

“Youre—you'e the police,” Tim said.

“That’s right. Now come inside. I expect to hear some answers
from you. I have quite a few questions.

“The first thing I want to know,” Commissioner Douglas said, “is
how this house escaped destruction.”

Tim and Mary and the children sat together on the couch, silent
and unmoving, faces blank with shock.

“Well?” Douglas demanded.

Tim found his voice. “Look,” he said. “I don’t know. I don’t know
anything. We woke up this morning like every other morning. We
dressed and ate breakfast—"

“It was foggy out,” Virginia said, “We looked out and saw the fog.”

“And the radio wouldn’t work,” Earl said.

“The radio?” Douglas’s thin face twisted. “There haven’t been
any audio signals in months. Except for government purposes. This
house. All of you. I don’t understand. If you were geeps—"

“Geeps. What does that mean?” Mary murmured.

“Soviet general-purpose troops.”

“Then the war has begun.”

“North America was attacked two years ago,” Douglas said. “In
1978

Tim sagged. “1978. Then this is 1980.” He reached suddenly into
his pocket. He pulled out his wallet and tossed it to Douglas. “Look
in there.”
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Douglas opened the wallet suspiciously. “Why?”

“The library card. The parcel receipts. Look at the dates.” Tim
turned to Mary. “I'm beginning to understand now. I had an idea
when I saw the ruins.”

“Are we winning?” Earl piped.

Douglas studied Tim’s wallet intently. “Very interesting. These are
allold. Seven and eight years.” His eyes flickered. “What are you trying
to say? That you came from the past? That you're time travelers?”

The captain came back inside. “The snake is all loaded, sir.”

Douglas nodded curtly. “All right. You can take off with your
patrol.”

The captain glanced at Tim. “Will you be—"

“I'll handle them.”

The captain saluted. “Fine, sir.” He quickly disappeared through
the door. Outside, he and his men climbed aboard a long thin truck,
like a pipe mounted on treads. With a faint hum the truck leaped
forward.

In a moment only gray clouds and the dim outline of ruined build-
ings remained.

Douglas paced back and forth, examining the living room, the
wallpaper, the light fixture and chairs. He picked up some maga-
zines and thumbed through them. “From the past. But not far in the
past.”

“Seven years?”

“Could it be? I suppose. A lot of things have happened in the last
few months. Time travel.” Douglas grinned ironically. “You picked a
bad spot, McLean. You should have gone farther on.”

“I didn’t pick it. It just happened.”

“You must have done something.”

Tim shook his head. “No. Nothing. We got up. And we
were—here.”

Douglas was deep in thought. “Here. Seven years in the future.
Moved forward through time. We know nothing about time travel.
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No work has been done with it. There seem to be evident military
possibilities.”

“How did the war begin?” Mary asked faintly.

“Begin? It didn’t begin. You remember. There was war seven years
ago.”

“The real war. This.”

“There wasn’t any point when it became—this. We fought in
Korea. We fought in China. In Germany and Yugoslavia and Iran.
It spread, farther and farther. Finally the bombs were falling here. It
came like the plague. The war grew. It didn’t begin.” Abruptly he put
his notebook away. “A report on you would be suspect. They might
think that I had the ash sickness.”

“What’s that?” Virginia asked.

“Radioactive particles in the air. Carried to the brain. Causes
insanity. Everybody has a touch of it, even with the masks.”

“I'd sure like to know who’s winning,” Earl repeated. “What was
that outside? That truck. Was it rocket propelled?”

“The snake? No. Turbines. Boring snout. Cuts through the
debris.”

“Seven years,” Mary said. “So much has changed. It doesn’t seem
possible.”

“So much?” Douglas shrugged. “I suppose so. I remember what
I was doing seven years ago. I was still in school. Learning. I had an
apartment and a car. I went out dancing. I bought a TV set. But these
things were there. The twilight. This. Only I didn’t know. None of us
knew. But they were there.”

“You're a Political Commissioner?” Tim asked.

“I supervise the troops. Watch for political deviation. In a total war
we have to keep people under constant surveillance. One Commie
down in the Webs could wreck the whole business. We can’t take
chances.”

Tim nodded. “Yes. It was there. The twilight. Only we didn't
understand it.”
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Douglas examined the books in the bookcase. “I'll take a couple of
these along. I haven't seen fiction in months. Most of it disappeared.
Burned back in ’77.”

“Burned?”

Douglas helped himself. “Shakespeare. Milton. Dryden. I'll take
the old stuff. It’s safer. None of the Steinbeck and Dos Passos. Even a
police can get in trouble. If you stay here, you better get rid of that.”
He tapped a volume of Dostoevski, The Brothers Karamazov.

“If we stay! What else can we do?”

“You want to stay?”

“No,” Mary said quietly.

Douglas shot her a quick glance. “No, I suppose not. If you stay
you’'ll be separated, of course. Children to the Canadian Relocation
Centers. Women are situated down in the undersurface factory-labor
camps. Men are automatically a part of Military.”

“Like those there who left,” Tim said.

“Unless you can qualify for the id block.”

“What’s that?”

“Industrial Designing and Technology. What training have you
had? Anything along scientific lines?”

“No. Accounting.”

Douglas shrugged. “Well, you'll be given a standard test. If your
IQ is high enough you could go in the Political Service. We use a lot
of men.” He paused thoughtfully, his arms loaded with books. “You
better go back, McLean. You'll have trouble getting accustomed to
this. I'd go back, if I could. But I can’t.”

“Back?” Mary echoed. “How?”

“The way you came.”

“We just came.”

Douglas halted at the front door. “Last night was the worst rom
attack so far. They hit this whole area.”

“Rom?”

“Robot operated missiles. The Soviets are systemically destroying
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continental America, mile by mile. Roms are cheap. They make them
by the million and fire them off. The whole process is automatic.
Robot factories turn them out and fire them at us. Last night they
came over here—waves of them. This morning the patrol came in and
found nothing. Except you, of course.”

Tim nodded slowly. “I'm beginning to see.”

“The concentrated energy must have tipped some unstable time
fault. Like a rock fault. We're always starting earthquakes. But a time
quake . . . Interesting. That’s what happened, I think. The release of
energy, the destruction of matter, sucked your house into the future.
Carried the house seven years ahead. This street, everything here, this
very spot, was pulverized. Your house, seven years back, was caught
in the undertow. The blast must have lashed back through time.”

“Sucked into the future,” Tim said. “During the night. While we
were asleep.” :

Douglas watched him carefully. “Tonight,” he said, “there will be
another rom attack. It should finish off what is left.” He looked at his
watch. “It is now four in the afternoon. The attack will begin in a few
hours. You should be undersurface. Nothing will survive up here. I
can take you down with me, if you want. But if you want to take a
chance, if you want to stay here—”

“You think it might tip us back?”

“Maybe. I don’t know. It’s a gamble. It might tip you back to your
own time, or it might not. If not—"

“If not we wouldn’t have a chance of survival.”

Douglas flicked out a pocket map and spread it open on the couch.
“A patrol will remain in this area another half-hour. If you decide to
come undersurface with us, go down the street this way.” He traced a
line on the map. “To this open field here. The patrol is a Political unit.
They’ll take you the rest of the way down. You think you can find the
field?”

“I think so,” Tim said, looking at the map. His lips twisted. “That
open field used to be the grammar school my kids went to. That’s
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where they were going when the troops stopped them. Just a little
while ago.”

“Seven years ago,” Douglas corrected. He snapped the map shut
and restored it to his pocket. He pulled his mask down and moved
out the front door onto the porch. “Maybe I'll see you again. Maybe
not. It’s your decision. You’'ll have to decide one way or the other. In
any case—good luck.”

He turned and walked briskly from the house.

“Dad,” Earl shouted, “are you going in the Army? Are you going
to wear a mask and shoot one of those guns?” His eyes sparkled with
excitement. “Are you going to drive a snake?”

Tim McLean squatted down and pulled his son to him. “You want
that? You want to stay here? If I'm going to wear a mask and shoot one
of those guns we can’t go back.”

Earl looked doubtful. “Couldn’t we go back later?”

Tim shook his head. “Afraid not. We’ve got to decide now, whether
we're going back or not.”

“You heard Mr. Douglas,” Virginia said disgustedly. “The attack’s
going to start in a couple hours.”

Tim got to his feet and paced back and forth. “If we stay in the
house we’ll get blown to bits. Let’s face it. There’s only a faint chance
we’ll be tipped back to our own time. A slim possibility—a long shot.
Do we want to stay here with roms falling all around us, knowing
any second it may be the end—hearing them come closer, hitting
nearer—lying on the floor, waiting, listening—"

“Do you really want to go back?” Mary demanded.

“Of course, but the risk—"

“I'm not asking you about the risk. 'm asking you if you really
want to go back. Maybe you want to stay here. Maybe Earl’s right.
You in a uniform and a mask, with one of those needle guns. Driving
a snake.”

“With you in a factory-labor camp! And the kids in a Government
Relocation Center! How do you think that would be? What do you
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think they’d teach them? What do you think they’d grow up like?
And believe . ..”

“They’d probably teach them to be very useful.”

“Useful! To what? To themselves? To mankind? Or to the war
effort...?”

“They’d be alive,” Mary said. “They’d be safe. This way, if we stay
in the house, wait for the attack to come—"

“Sure,” Tim grated. “They would be alive. Probably quite healthy.
Well fed. Well clothed and cared for.” He looked down at his children,
his face hard. “They’d stay alive, all right. They’d live to grow up and
become adults. But what kind of adults? You heard what he said! Book
burnings in ’77. What'll they be taught from? What kind of ideas are
left, since 772 What kind of beliefs can they get from a Government
Relocation Center? What kind of values will they have?”

“There’s the id block,” Mary suggested.

“Industrial Designing and Technology. For the bright ones. The
clever ones with imagination. Busy slide rules and pencils. Drawing
and planning and making discoveries. The girls could go into that.
They could design the guns. Earl could go into the Political Service.
He could make sure the guns were used. If any of the troops deviated,
didn’t want to shoot, Earl could report them and have them hauled
off for reeducation. To have their political faith strengthened—in a
world where those with brains design weapons and those without
brains fire them.”

“But they’d be alive,” Mary repeated.

“You've got a strange idea of what being alive is! You call that
alive? Maybe it is.” Tim shook his head wearily. “Maybe you’re right.
Maybe we should go undersurface with Douglas. Stay in this world.
Stay alive.”

“I didn’t say that,” Mary said softly. “Tim, I had to find out if you
really understood why it’s worth it. Worth staying in the house, taking
the chance we won’t be tipped back.”

“Then you want to take the chance?”
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“Of course! We have to. We can’t turn our children over to
them—to the Relocation Center. To be taught how to hate and kill
and destroy.” Mary smiled up wanly. “Anyhow, they’ve always gone to
the Jefferson School. And here, in this world, it’s only an open field.”

“Are we going back?” Judy piped. She caught hold of Tim’s sleeve
imploringly “Are we going back now?”

Tim disengaged her arm. “Very soon, honey.”

Mary opened the supply cupboards and rooted in them.
“Everything’s here. What did they take?”

“The case of canned peas. Everything we had in the refrigerator.
And they smashed the front door.”

“T'll bet we're beating them!” Earl shouted. He ran to the window
and peered out. The sight of the rolling ash disappointed him. “I can’t
see anything! Just the fog!” He turned questioningly to Tim. “Is it
always like this, here?”

“Yes,” Tim answered.

Earl’s face fell. “Just fog? Nothing else. Doesn’t the sun shine
ever?”

“I’ll fix some coffee,” Mary said.

“Good.” Tim went into the bathroom and examined himself in the
mirror. His mouth was cut, caked with dried blood. His head ached.
He felt sick at his stomach.

“It doesn’t seem possible,” Mary said, as they sat down at the
kitchen table.

Tim sipped his coffee. “No. It doesn’t.” Where he sat he could see
out the window. The clouds of ash. The dim, jagged outline of ruined
buildings.

“Is the man coming back?” Judy piped. “He was all thin and funny-
looking. He isn’t coming back, is he?”

Tim looked at his watch. It read ten o’clock. He reset it, moving the
hands to four-fifteen. “Douglas said it would begin at nightfall. That
won’t be long.”

“Then we're really staying in the house,” Mary said.
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“That’s right.”

“Even though there’s only a little chance?”

“Even though there’s only a little chance we’ll get back. Are you
glad?”

“Im glad,” Mary said, her eyes bright. “It’s worth it, Tim. You
know it is. Anything’s worth it, any chance. To get back. And some-
thing else. We’ll all be here together. . . . We can’t be—broken up.
Separated.”

Tim poured himself more coffee. “We might as well make ourselves
comfortable. We have maybe three hours to wait. We might as well
try to enjoy them.”

At six-thirty the first rom fell. They felt the shock, a deep rolling
wave of force that lapped over the house.

Judy came running in from the dining room, face white with fear.
“Daddy! What is it?”

“Nothing. Don’t worry.”

“Come on back,” Virginia called impatiently. “It’s your turn.” They
were playing Monopoly.

Earl leaped to his feet. “I want to see.” He ran excitedly to the
window. “I can see where it hit!”

Tim lifted the shade and looked out. Far off, in the distance, a
white glare burned fitfully. A towering column of luminous smoke
rose from it.

A second shudder vibrated through the house. A dish crashed
from the shelf, into the sink.

It was almost dark outside. Except for the two spots of white Tim
could make out nothing. The clouds of ash were lost in the gloom.
The ash and the ragged remains of buildings.

“That was closer,” Mary said.

A third rom fell. In the living room windows burst, showering
glass across the rug.

“We better get back,” Tim said.

“Where?”
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“Down in the basement. Come on.” Tim unlocked the basement
door and they trooped nervously downstairs.

“Food,” Mary said. “We better bring the food that’s left.”

“Good idea. You kids go on down. We’ll come along in a minute.”

“I can carry something,” Earl said.

“Go on down.” The fourth rom hit, farther off than the last. “And
stay away from the window.”

“I'll move something over the window,” Earl said. “The big piece
of plywood we used for my train.”

“Good idea.” Tim and Mary returned to the kitchen. “Food.
Dishes. What else?”

“Books.” Mary looked nervously around. “I don’t know. Nothing
else. Come on.”

A shattering roar drowned out her words. The kitchen window
gave, showering glass over them. The dishes over the sink tumbled
down in a torrent of breaking china. Tim grabbed Mary and pulled
her down.

From the broken window rolling clouds of ominous gray drifted
into the room. The evening air stank, a sour, rotten smell. Tim
shuddered.

“Forget the food. Let’s get back down.”

“But—"

“Forget it.” He grabbed her and pulled her down the basement
stairs. They tumbled in a heap, Tim slamming the door after them.

“Where’s the food?” Virginia demanded.

Tim wiped his forehead shakily. “Forget it. We won’t need it.”

“Help me,” Earl gasped. Tim helped him move the sheet of plywood
over the window above the laundry tubs. The basement was cold and
silent. The cement floor under them was faintly moist.

Two roms struck at once. Tim was hurled to the floor. The concrete
hit him and he grunted. For a moment blackness swirled around him.
Then he was on his knees, groping his way up.

“Everybody all right?” he muttered.
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“I'm all right,” Mary said. Judy began to whimper. Earl was feeling
his way across the room.

“I'm all right,” Virginia said. “I guess.”

The lights flickered and dimmed. Abruptly they went out. The
basement was pitch-black.

“Well,” Tim said. “There they go.”

“I have my flashlight,” Earl winked the flashlight on. “How’s
that?”

“Fine,” Tim said.

More roms hit. The ground leaped under them, bucking and
heaving. A wave of force shuddering the whole house.

“We better lie down,” Mary said.

“Yes. Lie down.” Tim stretched himself out awkwardly. A few bits
of plaster rained down around them.

“When will it stop?” Earl asked uneasily.

“Soon,” Tim said.

“Then we’ll be back?”

“Yes. We'll be back.”

The next blast hit them almost at once. Tim felt the concrete rise
under him. It grew, swelling higher and higher. He was going up. He
shut his eyes, holding on tight. Higher and higher he went, carried up
by the ballooning concrete. Around him beams and timbers cracked.
Plaster poured down. He could hear glass breaking. And a long way
off, the licking crackles of fire.

“Tim,” Mary’s voice came faintly.

“Yes.”

“We’re not going to—to make it.”

“I don’t know.”

“We’re not. I can tell.”

“Maybe not.” He grunted in pain as a board struck his back,
settling over him. Boards and plaster, covering him, burying him. He
could smell the sour smell, the night air and ash. It drifted and rolled
into the cellar, through the broken window.
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“Daddy,” Judy’s voice came faintly.

“What?”

“Aren’t we going back?”

He opened his mouth to answer. A shattering roar cut his words
off. He jerked, tossed by the blast. Everything was moving around
him. A vast wind tugged at him, a hot wind, licking at him, gnawing
at him. He held on tight. The wind pulled, dragging him with it. He
cried out as it seared his hands and face.

“Mary—"

Then silence. Only blackness and silence.

Cars.

Cars were stopping nearby. Then voices. And the noise of footsteps.
Tim stirred, pushing the boards from him. He struggled to his feet.

“Mary.” He looked around. “We’re back.”

The basement was in ruins. The walls were broken and sagging.
Great gaping holes showed a green line of grass beyond. A concrete
walk. The small rose garden. The white stucco house next door.

Lines of telephone poles Roofs. Houses. The city. As it had always
been. Every morning.

“We’re back!” Wild joy leaped through him. Back. Safe. It was over.
Tim pushed quickly through the debris of his ruined house. “Mary,
are you all right?”

“Here.” Mary sat up, plaster dust raining from her. She was white all
over, her hair, her skin, her clothing. Her face was cut and scratched.
Her dress was torn. “Are we really back?”

“Mr. McLean! You all right?”

A blue-clad policeman leaped down into the cellar. Behind him
two white-clad figures jumped. A group of neighbors collected
outside, peering anxiously to see.

“I'm OK,” Tim said. He helped Judy and Virginia up. “I think we’re
all OK.”

“What happened?” The policeman pushed boards aside, coming
over. “A bomb? Some kind of a bomb?”
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“The house is a shambles,” one of the white-clad interns said. “You
sure nobody’s hurt?”

“We were down here. In the basement.”

“You all right, Tim?” Mrs. Hendricks called, stepping down
gingerly into the cellar.

“What happened?” Frank Foley shouted. He leaped down with a
crash. “God, Tim! What the hell were you doing?”

The two white-clad interns poked suspiciously around the ruins.
“You're lucky, mister. Damn lucky. There’s nothing left upstairs.”

Foley came over beside Tim. “Damn it man! I told you to have that
hot water heater looked at!”

“What?” Tim muttered.

“The hot water heater! I told you there was something wrong with
the cut-off. It must’ve kept heating up, not turned off . . . .” Foley
winked nervously. “But I won’t say anything, Tim. The insurance.
You can count on me.”

Tim opened his mouth. But the words didn’t come. What could he
say?—No, it wasn’t a defective hot water heater that I forgot to have
repaired. No, it wasn’t a faulty connection in the stove. It wasn’t any
of those things. It wasn't a leaky gas line, it wasn't a plugged furnace,
it wasn't a pressure cooker we forgot to turn off.

It’s war. Total war. And not just war for me. For my family. For
my house.

It’s for your house, too. Your house and my house and all the
houses. Here and in the next block, in the next town, the next state
and country and continent. The whole world, like this. Shambles and
ruins. Fog and dank weeds growing in the rusting slag. War for all
of us. For everybody crowding down into the basement, white-faced,
frighte}led, somehow sensing something terrible.

And when it really came, when the five years were up, there’d be
no escape. No going back, tipping back into the past, away from it.
When it came for them all, it would have them for eternity; there
would be no one climbing back out, as he had.
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Mary was watching him. The policeman, the neighbors, the white-
clad interns—all of them were watching him. Waiting for him to
explain. To tell them what it was.

“Was it the hot water heater?” Mrs. Hendricks asked timidly.
“That was it, wasn’t it, Tim? Things like that do happen. You can’t be
sure...”

“Maybe it was home brew,” a neighbor suggested, in a feeble
attempt at humor. “Was that it?”

He couldn’t tell them. They wouldn’t understand, because they
didn’t want to understand. They didn’t want to know. They needed
reassurance. He could see it in their eyes. Pitiful, pathetic fear. They
sensed something terrible—and they were afraid. They were searching
his face, seeking his help. Words of comfort. Words to banish their
fear.

“Yeah,” Tim said heavily. “It was the hot water heater.”

“I thought so!” Foley breathed. A sigh of relief swept through them
all. Murmurs, shaky laughs. Nods, grins.

“I should have got it fixed,” Tim went on. “I should have had
it looked at a long time ago. Before it got in such bad shape.” Tim
looked around at the circle of anxious people, hanging on his words.
“I should have had it looked at. Before it was too late.”



SURVEY TEAM

Halloway came up through six miles of ash to see how the rocket
looked in landing. He emerged from the lead-shielded bore and
joined Young, crouching down with a small knot of surface troops.

The surface of the planet was dark and silent. The air stung his
nose. It smelled foul. Halloway shivered uneasily. “Where the hell are
we?”

A soldier pointed into the blackness. “The mountains are over
there. See them? The Rockies, and this is Colorado.”

Colorado . .. The old name awakened vague emotion in Halloway.
He fingered his blast rifle. “When will it get here?” he asked. Far off,
against the horizon, he could see the Enemy’s green and yellow signal
flares. And an occasional flash of fission white.

“Any time now. It’s mechanically controlled all the way, piloted by
robot. When it comes it really comes.”

An Enemy mine burst a few dozen miles away. For a brief instant
the landscape was outlined in jagged lightning. Halloway and the
troops’dropped to the ground automatically. He caught the dead
burned smell of the surface of Earth as it was now, thirty years after
the war began. |

It was a lot different from the way he remembered it when he was

a kid in California. He could remember the valley country, grape
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orchards and walnuts and lemons. Smudge pots under the orange
trees. Green mountains and sky the color of a woman’s eyes. And the
fresh smell of the soil . . .

That was all gone now. Nothing remained but gray ash pulver-
ized with the white stones of buildings. Once a city had been in this
spot. He could see the yawning cavities of cellars, filled now with
slag, dried rivers of rust that had once been buildings. Rubble strewn
everywhere, aimlessly . . .

The mine flare faded out and the blackness settled back. They got
cautiously to their feet. “Quite a sight,” a soldier murmured.

“It was a lot different before,” Halloway said.

“Was it? I was born undersurface.”

“In those days we grew our food right in the ground, on the surface.
In the soil. Not in underground tanks. We—"

Halloway broke off. A great rushing sound filled the air suddenly,
cutting off his words. An immense shape roared past them in the
blackness, struck someplace close, and shook the earth.

“The rocket!” a soldier shouted. They all began running, Halloway
lumbering awkwardly along.

“Good news, I hope,” Young said, close by him.

“I hope, too,” Halloway gasped. “Mars is our last chance. If this
doesn’t work we’re finished. The report on Venus was negative;

nothing there but lava and steam.”

Later they examined the rocket from Mars.

“It'll do,” Young murmured.

“You're sure?” Director Davidson asked tensely. “Once we get there
we can’t come running back.”

“We're sure.” Halloway tossed the spools across the desk to
Davidson. “Examine them yourself. The air on Mars will be thin,
and dry. The gravity is much weaker than ours. But we’ll be able
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to live there, which is more than you can say for this God-forsaken
Earth”

Davidson picked up the spools. The unblinking recessed lights
gleamed down on the metal desk, the metal walls and floor of the
office. Hidden machinery wheezed in the walls, maintaining the air
and temperature. “I'll have to rely on you experts, of course. If some
vital factor is not taken into account—"

“Naturally, it’s a gamble,” Young said. “We can’t be sure of all
factors at this distance.” He tapped the spools. “Mechanical samples
and photos. Robots creeping around, doing the best they can. We're
lucky to have anything to go on.”

“There’s no radiation at least,” Halloway said. “We can count on
that. But Mars will be dry and dusty and cold. It’s a long way out.
Weak sun. Deserts and wrinkled hills.”

“Mars is old,” Young agreed.

“It was cooled a long time ago. Look at it this way: We have eight
planets, excluding Earth. Pluto to Jupiter is out. No chance of survival
there. Mercury is nothing but liquid metal. Venus is still volcano and
steam—pre-Cambrian. That’s seven of the eight. Mars is the only
possibility a priori.”

“In other words,” Davidson said slowly, “Mars has to be okay
because there’s nothing else for us to try.”

“We could stay here. Live on here in the undersurface systems like
gophers.”

“We could not last more than another year. You've seen the recent
psych graphs.”

They had. The tension index was up. Men weren’t made to live in
metal tunnels, living on tank-grown food, working and sleeping and
dying without seeing the sun.

It was the children they were really thinking about. Kids that had
never been up to the surface. Wan-faced pseudo mutants with eyes
like blind fish. A generation born in the subterranean world. The
tension index was up because men were seeing their children alter
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and meld in with a world of tunnels and slimy darkness and dripping
luminous rocks.

“Then it’s agreed?” Young said.

Davidson searched the faces of the two technicians. “Maybe we
could reclaim the surface, revive Earth again, renew its soil. It hasn’t
really gone that far, has it?”

“No chance,” Young said flatly. “Even if we could work an arrange-
ment with the Enemy there’ll be particles in suspension for another
fifty years. Earth will be too hot for life the rest of this century. And
we can’t wait.”

“All right,” Davidson said. “I'll authorize the survey team. We’ll
risk that, at least. You want to go? Be the first humans to land on
Mars?”

“You bet,” Halloway said grimly. “It’s in our contract that I go.”
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The red globe that was Mars grew steadily larger. In the control room
Young and van Ecker, the navigator, watched it intently.

“We’ll have to bail,” van Ecker said. “No chance of landing at this
velocity.”

Young was nervous. “That’s all right for us, but how about the first
load of settlers? We can’t expect women and children to jump.”

“By then we’ll know more.” Van Ecker nodded and Captain
Mason sounded the emergency alarm. Throughout the ship relay
bells clanged ominously. The ship throbbed with scampering feet as
crew members grabbed their jump-suits and hurried to the hatches.

“Mars,” Captain Mason murmured, still at the viewscreen. “Not
like Luna. This is the real thing.”

Young and Halloway moved toward the hatch. “We better get
going.”

Mars was swelling rapidly. An ugly bleak globe, dull red. Halloway
fitted on his jump helmet. Van Ecker came behind him.
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Mason remained in the control cabin. “T’ll follow,” he said, “after
the crew’s out.”

The hatch slid back and they moved out onto the jump shelf. The
crew were already beginning to leap.

“Too bad to waste a ship,” Young said.

“Can’t be helped.” Van Ecker clamped his helmet on and
jumped. His brake-units sent him spinning upward, rising like
a balloon into the blackness above them. Young and Halloway
followed. Below them the ship plunged on, downward toward the
surface of Mars. In the sky tiny luminous dots drifted—the crew
members.

“I've been thinking,” Halloway said into his helmet speaker.

“What about?” Young’s voice came in his earphones.

“Davidson was talking about overlooking some vital factor. There
is one we haven’t considered.”

“What’s that?”

“The Martians.”

“Good God!” van Ecker chimed in. Halloway could see him
drifting off to his right, settling slowly toward the planet below. “You
think there are Martians?”

“It’s possible. Mars will sustain life. If we can live there other
complex forms could exist, too.”

“We’ll know soon enough,” Young said.

Van Ecker laughed. “Maybe they trapped one of our robot rockets.
Maybe they’re expecting us.”

Halloway was silent. It was too close to be funny. The red planet
was growing rapidly. He could see white spots at the poles. A few hazy
blue-green ribbons that had once been called canals. Was there a civi-
lization down there, an organized culture waiting for them, as they
drifted slowly down? He groped at his pack until his fingers closed
over the butt of his pistol.

“Better get your guns out,” he said.

“If there’s a Martian defense system waiting for us we won’t have a



42 PHILIP K. DICK

chance,” Young said. “Mars cooled millions of years ahead of Earth.
It’s a cinch they’ll be so advanced we won't even be—"

“Too late now,” Mason’s voice came faintly. “You experts should
have thought of that before.”

“Where are you?” Halloway demanded.

“Drifting below you. The ship is empty. Should strike any
moment. I got all the equipment out, attached it to automatic jump
units.”

A faint flash of light exploded briefly below, winked out. The ship,
striking the surface ...

“I'm almost down,” Mason said nervously. “T'll be the first...”

Mars had ceased to be a globe. Now it was a great red dish, a vast
plain of dull rust spread out beneath them. They fell slowly, silently,
toward it. Mountains became visible. Narrow trickles of water that
were rivers. A vague checker-board pattern that might have been
fields and pastures.. . .

Halloway gripped his pistol tightly. His brake-units shrieked as
the air thickened. He was almost down. A muffled crunch sounded
abruptly in his earphones.

“Mason!” Young shouted.

“I'm down,” Mason’s voice came faintly.

“You all right?”

“Knocked the wind out of me. But I'm all right.”

“How does it look?” Halloway demanded.

For a moment there was silence. Then: “Good God!” Mason
gasped. “A city!”

“A city?” Young yelled. “What kind? What'’s it like?”

“Can you see them?” van Ecker shouted. “What are they like? Are
there a lot of them?”

They could hear Mason breathing. His breath rasped hoarsely in
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their phones. “No,” he gasped at last. “No sign of life. No activity. The
city is—it looks deserted.”

“Deserted?”

“Ruins. Nothing but ruins. Miles of wrecked columns and walls
and rusting scaffolding.”

“Thank God,” Young breathed. “They must have died out. We're
safe. They must have evolved and finished their cycle a long time ago.”

“Did they leave us anything?” Fear clutched at Halloway. “Is there
anything left for us?” He clawed wildly at his brake-units, struggling
frantically to hurry his descent. “Is it all gone?”

“You think they used up everything?” Young said. “You think they
exhausted all the—"

“I can’t tell.” Mason’s weak voice came, tinged with uneasiness. “It
looks bad. Big pits. Mining pits. I can't tell, but it looks bad .. .”

Halloway struggled desperately with his brake-units.

The planet was a shambles.

“Good God,” Young mumbled. He sat down on a broken column
and wiped his face. “Not a damn thing left. Nothing.”

3

Around them the crew were setting up emergency defense units.
The communications team was assembling a battery-driven trans-
mitter. A bore team was drilling for water. Other teams were scouting
around, looking for food.

“There won't be any signs of life,” Halloway said. He waved at the
endless expanse of debris and rust. “They’re gone, finished a long
time ago.”

“I don’t understand,” Mason muttered. “How could they wreck a
whole planet?”

“We wrecked Earth in thirty years.”

“Not this way. They’ve used Mars up. Used up everything. Nothing
left. Nothing at all. It’s one vast scrap-heap.”



b PHILIP K. DICK

Shakily Halloway tried to light a cigarette. The match burned
feebly, then sputtered out. He felt light and dopey. His heart throbbed
heavily. The distant sun beat down, pale and small. Mars was a cold,
a lonely dead world.

Halloway said, “They must have had a hell of a time, watching
their cities rot away. No water or minerals, finally no soil.” He picked
up a handful of dry sand, let it trickle through his fingers.

“Transmitter working,” a crew member said.

Mason got to his feet and lumbered awkwardly over to the
transmitter. “I'll tell Davidson what we’ve found.” He bent over the
microphone.

Young looked across at Halloway. “Well, I guess were stuck. How
long will our supplies carry us?”

“Couple of months.”

“And then—" Young snapped his fingers. “Like the Martians.” He
squinted at the long corroded wall of a ruined house. “I wonder what
they were like.”

“A semantics team is probing the ruins. Maybe they’ll turn up
something.”

Beyond the ruined city stretched out what had once been an
industrial area. Fields of twisted installations, towers and pipes and
machinery. Sand-covered and partly rusted. The surface of the land
was pocked with great gaping sores. Yawning pits where scoops had
once dredged. Entrances of underground mines. Mars was honey-
combed. Termite-ridden. A whole race had burrowed and dug in
trying to stay alive. The Martians had sucked Mars dry, then fled it.

“A graveyard,” Young said. “Well, they got what they deserved.”

“You blame them? What should they have done? Perished a few
thousand years sooner and left their planet in better shape?”

“They could have left us something” Young said stubbornly.
“Maybe we can dig up their bones and boil them. I'd like to get my
hands on one of them long enough to—"

A pair of crewmen came hurrying across the sand. “Look at these!”
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They carried armloads of metal tubes, glittering cylinders heaped up
in piles. “Look what we found buried!”

Halloway roused himself. “What is it?”

“Records. Written documents. Get these to the semantics team!”
Carmichael spilled his armload at Halloway’s feet. “And this isn’t all.
We found something else—installations.”

“Installations? What kind?”

“Rocket launchers. Old towers, rusty as hell. There are fields of
them on the other side of the town.” Carmichael wiped perspiration
from his red face. “They didn’t die, Halloway. They took off. They
used up this place, then left.”

Doctor Judde and Young pored over the gleaming tubes. “It’s
coming,” Judde murmured, absorbed in the shifting pattern undu-
lating across the scanner.

“Can you make anything out?” Halloway asked tensely.

“They left, all right. Took off. The whole lot of them.”

Young turned to Halloway. “What do you think of that? So they
didn’t die out.”

“Can’t you tell where they went?”

Judde shook his head. “Some planet their scout ships located. Ideal
climate and temperature.” He pushed the scanner aside. “In their
last period the whole Martian civilization was oriented around this
escape planet. Big project, moving a society lock, stock and barrel. It
took them three or four hundred years to get everything of value off
Mars and on its way to the other planet.”

“How did the operation come out?”

“Not so good. The planet was beautiful. But they had to adapt.
Apparently they didn’t anticipate all the problems arising from colo-
nization on a strange planet.” Judde indicated a cylinder. “The colo-
nies deteriorated rapidly. Couldn’t keep the traditions and techniques
going. The society broke apart. Then came war, barbarism.”

“Then their migration was a failure.” Halloway pondered. “Maybe
it can’t be done. Maybe it’s impossible.”
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“Not a failure,” Judde corrected. “They lived, at least. This place
was no good any more. Better to live as savages on a strange world
than stay here and die. So they say, on these cylinders.”

“Come along,” Young said to Halloway. The two men stepped
outside the semantics hut. It was night. The sky was littered with
glowing stars. The two moons had risen. They glimmered coldly, two
dead eyes in the chilly sky.

“This place won’t do,” Young stated. “We can’t migrate here. That’s
settled.”

Halloway eyed him. “What’s on your mind?”

“This was the last of the nine planets. We tested every one of them.”
Young’s face was alive with emotion. “None of them will support life.
All of them are lethal or useless, like this rubbish heap. The whole
damn solar system is out.”

“So?”

“We’ll have to leave the solar system.”

“And go where? How?”

Young pointed toward the Martian ruins, to the city and the
rusted, bent rows of towers. “Where they went. They found a place
to go. An untouched world outside the solar system. And they devel-
. oped some kind of outer-space drive to get them there.”

“You mean—"

“Follow them. This solar system is dead. But outside, someplace in
some other system, they found an escape world. And they were able
to get there.”

“We’d have to fight with them if we land on their planet. They
won't want to share it.”

Young spat angrily on the sand. “Their colonies deteriorated.
Remember? Broke down into barbarism. We can handle them. We've
got everything in the way of war weapons—weapons that can wipe a
planet clean.”

“We don’t want to do that.”

“What do we want to do? Tell Davidson were stuck on Terra?
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Let the human race turn into underground moles? Blind crawling
things...”

“If we follow the Martians we’ll be competing for their world.
They found it; the damn thing belongs to them, not us. And maybe
we can’t work out their drive. Maybe the schematics are lost.”

Judde emerged from the semantics hut. “I've some more informa-
tion. The whole story is here. Details on the escape planet. Fauna and
flora. Studies of its gravity, air density, mineral possessions, soil layer,
climate, temperature—everything.”

“How about their drive?”

“Breakdown on that, too. Everything.” Judde was shaking with
excitement. “I have an idea. Let’s get the designs team on these drive
schematics and see if they can duplicate it. If they can, we could follow
the Martians. We could sort of share their planet with them.”

“See?” Young said to Halloway. “Davidson will say the same thing.
It’s obvious.”

Halloway turned and walked off.

“What’s wrong with him?” Judde asked.

“Nothing. He'll get over it.” Young scratched out a quick message
on a piece of paper. “Have this transmitted to Davidson back on
Terra.”

Judde peered at the message. He whistled. “You're telling him
about the Martian migration. And about the escape planet.”

“We want to get started. It’ll take a long time to get things under
way.”

“Will Halloway come around?”

“He’ll come around,” Young said. “Don’t worry about him.”
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Halloway gazed up at the towers. The leaning, sagging towers from
which the Martian transports had been launched thousands of years
before.
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Nothing stirred. No sign of life. The whole dried-up planet was
dead.

Halloway wandered among the towers. The beam from his helmet
cut a white path in front of him. Ruins, heaps of rusting metal. Bales
of wire and building material. Parts of uncompleted equipment. Half-
buried construction sections sticking up from the sand.

He came to a raised platform and mounted the ladder cautiously.
He found himself in an observation mount, surrounded by the
remains of dials and meters. A telescopic sight stuck up, rusted in
place, frozen tight.

“Hey,” a voice came from below. “Who’s up there?”

“Halloway.”

“God, you scared me.” Carmichael slid his blast rifle away and
climbed the ladder. “What are you doing?”

“Looking around.”

Carmichael appeared beside him, puffing and red-faced.
“Interesting, these towers. This was an automatic sighting station.
Fixed the take-off for supply transports. The population was already
gone.” Carmichael slapped at the ruined control board. “These supply
ships continued to take-off, loaded by machines and dispatched by
machines, after all the Martians were gone.”

“Lucky for them they had a place to go.”

“Sure was. The minerals team says there’s not a damn thing left
here. Nothing but dead sand and rock and debris. Even the water’s no
good. They took everything of value.”

“Judde says their escape world is pretty nice.”

“Virgin.” Carmichael smacked his fat lips. “Never touched. Trees
and meadows and blue oceans. He showed me a scanner translation
of a cylinder.”

“Too bad we don’t have a place like that to go. A virgin world for
ourselves.”

Carmichael was bent over the telescope. “This here sighted for
them. When the escape planet swam into view a relay delivered a
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trigger charge to the control tower. The tower launched the ships.
When the ships were gone a new flock came up into position.”
Carmichael began to polish the encrusted lenses of the telescope,
wiping the accumulated rust and debris away. “Maybe we’ll see their
planet.”

In the ancient lenses a vague luminous globe was swimming.
Halloway could make it out, obscured by the filth of centuries, hidden
behind a curtain of metallic particles and dirt.

Carmichael was down on his hands and knees, working with the
focus mechanism. “See anything?” he demanded.

Halloway nodded. “Yeah.”

Carmichael pushed him away. “Let me look.” He squinted into the
lens. “Aw, for God’s sake!”

“What’s wrong? Can’t you see it?”

“I see it,” Carmichael said, getting down on his hands and knees
again. “The thing must have slipped. Or the time shift is too great.
But this is supposed to adjust automatically. Of course, the gear box
has been frozen for—”"

“What’s wrong?” Halloway demanded.

“That’s Earth. Don’t you recognize it?”

“Earth!”

Carmichael sneered with disgust. “This fool thing must be busted.
I wanted to get a look at their dream planet. That’s just old Terra,
where we came from. All my work trying to fix this wreck up, and

what do we see?”

oooooo

“Earth!® Halloway murmured. He had just finished telling Young
about the telescope.
“I can’t believe it,” Young said. “But the description fitted Earth

thousands of yearsago ...’
“How long ago did they take off?” Halloway asked.
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“About six hundred thousand years ago,” Judde said.

“And their colonies descended into barbarism on the new
planet.”

The four men were silent. They looked at each other, tight-lipped.

“We've destroyed two worlds,” Halloway said at last. “Not one.
Mars first. We finished up here, then we moved to Terra. And we
destroyed Terra as systematically as we did Mars.”

“A closed circle,” Mason said. “We’re back where we started.
Back to reap the crop our ancestors sowed. They left Mars this way.
Useless. And now we're back here poking around the ruins like
ghouls.”

“Shut up,” Young snapped. He paced angrily back and forth. “I
can’t believe it.”

“We're Martians. Descendants of the original stock that left here.
We're back from the colonies. Back home.” Mason’s voice rose hyster-
ically. “We’re home again, where we belong!”

Judde pushed aside the scanner and got to his feet. “No doubt about
it. I checked their analysis with our own archeological records. It fits.
Their escape world was Terra, six hundred thousand years ago.”

“What’ll we tell Davidson?” Mason demanded. He giggled wildly.
“We’ve found a perfect place. A world untouched by human hands.
Still in the original cellophane wrapper.”

Halloway moved to the door of the hut, stood gazing silently out.
Judde joined him. “This is catastrophic. We're really stuck. What the
hell are you looking at?”

Above them, the cold sky glittered. In the bleak light the barren
plains of Mars stretched out, mile after mile of empty, wasted ruin.

“At that,” Halloway said. “You know what it reminds me of?”

“A picnic site.”

“Broken bottles and tin cans and wadded up plates. After the
picnickers have left. Only, the picnickers are back. They’re back—and
they have to live in the mess they made.”

“What’ll we tell Davidson?” Mason demanded.
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“I've already called him,” Young said wearily. “I told him there
was a planet, out of the solar system. Someplace we could go. The
Martians had a drive.”

“A drive.” Judde pondered. “Those towers.” His lips twisted.
“Maybe they did have an outer space drive. Maybe it’s worth going
on with the translation.”

They looked at each other.

“Tell Davidson were going on,” Halloway ordered. “We’ll keep on
until we find it. Were not staying on this God-forsaken junkyard.”
His gray eyes glowed. “We’ll find it, yet. A virgin world. A world
that’s unspoiled.”

“Unspoiled,” Young echoed. “Nobody there ahead of us.”

“We’ll be the first,” Judde muttered avidly.

“It’s wrong!” Mason shouted. “Two are enough! Let’s not destroy
a third world!”

Nobody listened to him. Judde and Young and Halloway gazed up,
faces eager, hands clenching and unclenching. As if they were already
there. As if they were already holding onto the new world, clutching
it with all their strength. Tearing it apart, atom by atom . . .



THE HANGING STRANGER

At five o’clock Ed Loyce washed up, tossed on his hat and coat, got his
car out and headed across town toward his TV sales store. He was
tired. His back and shoulders ached from digging dirt out of the base-
ment and wheeling it into the back yard. But for a forty-year-old man
he had done okay. Janet could get a new vase with the money he had
saved; and he liked the idea of repairing the foundations himself.

It was getting dark. The setting sun cast long rays over the scur-
rying commuters, tired and grim-faced, women loaded down with
bundles and packages, students, swarming home from the univer-
sity, mixing with clerks and businessmen and drab secretaries. He
stopped his Packard for a red light and then started it up again. The
store had been open without him; he’d arrive just in time to spell
the help for dinner, go over the records of the day, maybe even close
a couple of sales himself. He drove slowly past the small square
of green in the center of the street, the town park. There were no
parking places in front of LOYCE TV SALES AND SERVICE. He
cursed under his breath and swung the car in a U-turn. Again he
passed the little square of green with its lonely drinking fountain and
bench and single lamppost.

From the lamppost something was hanging. A shapeless dark
bundle, swinging a little with the wind. Like a dummy of some sort.
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Loyce rolled down his window and peered out. What the hell was it?
A display of some kind? Sometimes the Chamber of Commerce put
up displays in the square.

Again he made a U-turn and brought his car around. He passed
the park and concentrated on the dark bundle. It wasn’t a dummy.
And if it was a display it was a strange kind. The hackles on his
neck rose and he swallowed uneasily. Sweat slid out on his face and
hands.

It was a body. A human body.

oooooo

“Look at it!” Loyce snapped. “Come on out here!”

Don Fergusson came slowly out of the store, buttoning his pin-
stripe coat with dignity. “This is a big deal, Ed. I can’t just leave the
guy standing there.”

“See it?” Ed pointed into the gathering gloom. The lamppost jutted
up against the sky—the post and the bundle swinging from it. “There
it is. How the hell long has it been there?” His voice rose excitedly.
“What’s wrong with everybody? They just walk on past!”

Don Fergusson lit a cigarette slowly. “Take it easy, old man. There
must be a good reason, or it wouldn’t be there.”

“A reason! What kind of a reason?”

Fergusson shrugged. “Like the time the Traffic Safety Council
put that wrecked Buick there. Some sort of civic thing. How would I
know?”

Jack Potter from the shoe shop joined them. “What’s up, boys?”

“There’s a body hanging from the lamppost,” Loyce said. “I'm
going to call the cops.”

“They must know about it,” Potter said. “Or otherwise it wouldn’t
be there.”

“I got to get back in.” Fergusson headed back into the store.
“Business before pleasure.”
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Loyce began to get hysterical. “You see it? You see it hanging there?
A man’s body! A dead man!”

“Sure, Ed. I saw it this afternoon when I went out for coffee.”

“You mean it’s been there all afternoon?”

“Sure. What’s the matter?” Potter glanced at his watch. “Have to
run. See you later, Ed.”

Potter hurried off, joining the flow of people moving along the
sidewalk. Men and women, passing by the park. A few glanced up
curiously at the dark bundle—and then went on. Nobody stopped.
Nobody paid any attention.

“I'm going nuts,” Loyce whispered. He made his way to the curb and
crossed out into traffic, among the cars. Horns honked angrily at him.
He gained the curb and stepped up onto the little square of green.

The man had been middle-aged. His clothing was ripped and torn,
a gray suit, splashed and caked with dried mud. A stranger. Loyce had
never seen him before. Not a local man. His face was partly turned
away, and in the evening wind he spun a little, turning gently, silently.
His skin was gouged and cut. Red gashes, deep scratches of congealed
blood. A pair of steel-rimmed glasses hung from one ear, dangling
foolishly. His eyes bulged. His mouth was open, tongue thick and ugly
blue.

“For Heaven’s sake,” Loyce muttered, sickened. He pushed down
his nausea and made his way back to the sidewalk. He was shaking all
over, with revulsion—and fear.

Why? Who was the man? Why was he hanging there? What did
it mean?

And—why didn’t anybody notice?

He bumped into a small man hurrying along the sidewalk. “Watch
it!” the man grated. “Oh, it’s you, Ed.”

Ed nodded dazedly. “Hello, Jenkins.”

“What’s the matter?” The stationery clerk caught Ed’s arm. “You
look sick.”

“The body. There in the park.”
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“Sure, Ed.” Jenkins led him into the alcove of LOYCE TV SALES
AND SERVICE. “Take it easy.”

Margaret Henderson from the jewelry store joined them.
“Something wrong?”

“Ed’s not feeling well.”

Loyce yanked himself free. “How can you stand here? Don’t you
see it? For God’s sake—"

“What’s he talking about?” Margaret asked nervously.

“The body!” Ed shouted. “The body hanging there!”

More people collected. “Is he sick? It’s Ed Loyce. You okay, Ed?”

“The body!” Loyce screamed, struggling to get past them. Hands
caught at him. He tore loose. “Let me go! The police! Get the police!”

“Ed—”

“Better get a doctor!”

“He must be sick.”

“Or drunk.”

Loyce fought his way through the people. He stumbled and half fell.
Through a blur he saw rows of faces, curious, concerned, anxious. Men
and women halting to see what the disturbance was. He fought past
them toward his store. He could see Fergusson inside talking to a man,
showing him an Emerson TV set. Pete Foley in the back at the service
counter, setting up a new Philco. Loyce shouted at them frantically. His
voice was lost in the roar of traffic and the murmuring around him.

“Do something!” he screamed. “Don’t stand there! Do something!
Something’s wrong! Something’s happened! Things are going on!”

The crowd melted respectfully for the two heavy-set cops moving
efficiently toward Loyce.

oooooo

“Name?” the cop with the notebook murmured.
“Loyce.” He mopped his forehead wearily. “Edward C. Loyce.
Listen to me. Back there—”
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“Address?” the cop demanded. The police car moved swiftly
through traffic, shooting among the cars and buses. Loyce sagged
against the seat, exhausted and confused. He took a deep shuddering
breath.

“1368 Hurst Road.”

“That’s here in Pikeville?”

“That’s right.” Loyce pulled himself up with a violent effort. “Listen
to me. Back there. In the square. Hanging from the lamppost—"

“Where were you today?” the cop behind the wheel demanded.

“Where?” Loyce echoed.

“You weren't in your shop, were you?”

“No.” He shook his head. “No, I was home. Down in the
basement.”

“In the basement?”

“Digging. A new foundation. Getting out the dirt to pour a cement
frame. Why? What has that to do with—"

“Was anybody else down there with you?”

“No. My wife was downtown. My kids were at school.” Loyce
looked from one heavy-set cop to the other. Hope flickered across his
face, wild hope. “You mean because I was down there I missed—the
explanation? I didn’t get in on it? Like everybody else?”

After a pause the cop with the notebook said: “That’s right. You
missed the explanation.”

“Then it’s official? The body—it’s supposed to be hanging there?”

“It’s supposed to be hanging there. For everybody to see.”

Ed Loyce grinned weakly. “Good Lord. I guess I sort of went off
the deep end. I thought maybe something had happened. You know,
somethinglike the Ku Klux Klan. Some kind of violence. Communists
or Fascists taking over.” He wiped his face with his breast-pocket
handkerchief, his hands shaking. “I'm glad to know it’s on the level.”

“It’s on the level.” The police car was getting near the Hall of
Justice. The sun had set. The streets were gloomy and dark. The lights
had not yet come on.
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“I feel better,” Loyce said. “I was pretty excited there, for a minute.
I guess I got all stirred up. Now that I understand, there’s no need to
take me in, is there?”

The two cops said nothing.

“I should be back at my store. The boys haven’t had dinner. I'm all
right, now. No more trouble. Is there any need of—”

“This won’t take long,” the cop behind the wheel interrupted. “A
short process. Only a few minutes.”

“Ihope it’s short,” Loyce muttered. The car slowed down for a stop-
light. “T guess I sort of disturbed the peace. Funny, getting excited
like that and—"

Loyce yanked the door open. He sprawled out into the street and
rolled to his feet. Cars were moving all around him, gaining speed as
the light changed. Loyce leaped onto the curb and raced among the
people, burrowing into the swarming crowds. Behind him he heard
sounds, shouts, people running.

They weren’t cops. He had realized that right away. He knew every
cop in Pikeville. A man couldn’t own a store, operate a business in
a small town for twenty-five years without getting to know all the
cops.

They weren’t cops—and there hadn’t been any explanation. Potter,
Fergusson, Jenkins, none of them knew why it was there. They didn’t
know—and they didn’t care. That was the strange part.

Loyce ducked into a hardware store. He raced toward the back,
past the startled clerks and customers, into the shipping room and
through the back door. He tripped over a garbage can and ran up a
flight of concrete steps. He climbed over a fence and jumped down on
the other side, gasping and panting.

There was no sound behind him. He had got away.

He was at the entrance of an alley, dark and strewn with boards
and ruined boxes and tires. He could see the street at the far end.
A street light wavered and came on. Men and women. Stores. Neon
signs. Cars.
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And to his right—the police station.

He was close, terribly close. Past the loading platform of a grocery
store rose the white concrete side of the Hall of Justice. Barred
windows. The police antenna. A great concrete wall rising up in the
darkness. A bad place for him to be near. He was too close. He had to
keep moving, get farther away from them.

Them?

Loyce moved cautiously down the alley. Beyond the police station
was the City Hall, the old-fashioned yellow structure of wood and
gilded brass and broad cement steps. He could see the endless rows
of offices, dark windows, the cedars and beds of flowers on each side
of the entrance.

And—something else.

Above the City Hall was a patch of darkness, a cone of gloom
denser than the surrounding night. A prism of black that spread out
and was lost into the sky.

He listened. Good God, he could hear something. Something that
made him struggle frantically to close his ears, his mind, to shut out
the sound. A buzzing. A distant, muted hum like a great swarm of
bees.

Loyce gazed up, rigid with horror. The splotch of darkness, hanging
over the City Hall. Darkness so thick it seemed almost solid. In the
vortex something moved. Flickering shapes. Things, descending from
the sky, pausing momentarily above the City Hall, fluttering over it in
a dense swarm and then dropping silently onto the roof.

Shapes, Fluttering shapes from the sky. From the crack of dark-
ness that hung above him.

He was seeing—them.
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For a long time Loyce watched, crouched behind a sagging fence in a

pool of scummy water.
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They were landing. Coming down in groups, landing on the roof
of the City Hall and disappearing inside. They had wings. Like giant
insects of some kind. They flew and fluttered and came to rest—and
then crawled crab-fashion, sideways, across the roof and into the
building.

He was sickened. And fascinated. Cold night wind blew around
him and he shuddered. He was tired, dazed with shock. On the front
steps of the City Hall were men, standing here and there. Groups of
men coming out of the building and halting for a moment before
going on.

Were there more of them?

It didn’t seem possible. What he saw descending from the black
chasm weren’t men. They were alien—from some other world, some
other dimension. Sliding through this slit, this break in the shell of
the universe. Entering through this gap, winged insects from another
realm of being.

On the steps of the City Hall a group of men broke up. A few moved
toward a waiting car. One of the remaining shapes started to re-enter
the City Hall. It changed its mind and turned to follow the others.

Loyce closed his eyes in horror. His senses reeled. He hung on
tight, clutching at the sagging fence. The shape, the man-shape, had
abruptly fluttered up and flapped after the others. It flew to the side-
walk and came to rest among them.

Pseudo-men. Imitation men. Insects with ability to disguise them-
selves as men. Like other insects familiar to Earth. Protective color-
ation. Mimicry.

Loyce pulled himself away. He got slowly to his feet. It was night.
The alley was totally dark. But maybe they could see in the dark.
Maybe darkness made no difference to them.

He left the alley cautiously and moved out onto the street. Men
and women flowed past, but not so many, now. At the bus stops
stood waiting groups. A huge bus lumbered along the street, its lights

flashing in the evening gloom.
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Loyce moved forward. He pushed his way among those waiting
and when the bus halted he boarded it and took a seat in the rear, by
the door. A moment later the bus moved into life and rumbled down
the street.

Loyce relaxed a little. He studied the people around him. Dulled,
tired faces. People going home from work. Quite ordinary faces. None
of them paid any attention to him. All sat quietly, sunk down in their
seats, jiggling with the motion of the bus.

The man sitting next to him unfolded a newspaper. He began to
read the sports section, his lips moving. An ordinary man. Blue suit.
Tie. A businessman, or a salesman. On his way home to his wife and
family.

Across the aisle a young woman, perhaps twenty. Dark eyes and
hair, a package on her lap. Nylons and heels. Red coat and white
Angora sweater. Gazing absently ahead of her.

A high school boy in jeans and black jacket.

A great triple-chinned woman with an immense shopping
bag loaded with packages and parcels. Her thick face dim with
weariness.

Ordinary people. The kind that rode the bus every evening. Going
home to their families. To dinner.

Going home—with their minds dead. Controlled, filmed over
with the mask of an alien being that had appeared and taken posses-
sion of them, their town, their lives. Himself, too. Except that he
happened to be deep in his cellar instead of in the store. Somehow,
he had been overlooked. They had missed him. Their control wasn’t
perfect, foolproof.

Maybe there were others.

Hope flickered in Loyce. They weren’t omnipotent. They had made
a mistake, not got control of him. Their net, their field of control,
had passed over him. He had emerged from his cellar as he had gone
down. Apparently their power-zone was limited.

A few seats down the aisle a man was watching him. Loyce broke
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off his chain of thought. A slender man, with dark hair and a small
mustache. Well-dressed, brown suit and shiny shoes. A book between
his small hands. He was watching Loyce, studying him intently. He
turned quickly away.

Loyce tensed. One of them? Or—another they had missed?

The man was watching him again. Small dark eyes, alive and
clever. Shrewd. A man too shrewd for them—or one of the things
itself, an alien insect from beyond.

The bus halted. An elderly man got on slowly and dropped his
token into the box. He moved down the aisle and took a seat opposite
Loyce.

The elderly man caught the sharp-eyed man’s gaze. For a split
second something passed between them.

A look rich with meaning.

Loyce got to his feet. The bus was moving. He ran to the door. One
step down into the well. He yanked the emergency door release. The
rubber door swung open.

“Hey!” the driver shouted, jamming on the brakes. “What the
hell—?”

Loyce squirmed through. The bus was slowing down. Houses on
all sides. A residential district, lawns and tall apartment buildings.
Behind him, the bright-eyed man had leaped up. The elderly man was
also on his feet. They were coming after him.

Loyce leaped. He hit the pavement with terrific force and rolled
against the curb. Pain lapped over him. Pain and a vast tide of black-
ness. Desperately, he fought it off. He struggled to his knees and then
slid down again. The bus had stopped. People were getting off.

Loyce groped around. His fingers closed over something. A rock,
lying in the gutter. He crawled to his feet, grunting with pain. A shape
loomed before him. A man, the bright-eyed man with the book.

Loyce kicked. The man gasped and fell. Loyce brought the rock
down. The man screamed and tried to roll away. “Stop! For God’s
sake listen—"
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He struck again. A hideous crunching sound. The man’s voice cut
off and dissolved in a bubbling wail. Loyce scrambled up and back.
The others were there, now. All around him. He ran, awkwardly,
down the sidewalk, up a driveway. None of them followed him. They
had stopped and were bending over the inert body of the man with
the book, the bright-eyed man who had come after him.

Had he made a mistake?

But it was too late to worry about that. He had to get out—away
from them. Out of Pikeville, beyond the crack of darkness, the rent
between their world and his.
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“Ed!” Janet Loyce backed away nervously. “What is it? What—"

Ed Loyce slammed the door behind him and came into the living
room. “Pull down the shades. Quick.”

Janet moved toward the window. “But—"

“Do as I say. Who else is here besides you?”

“Nobody. Just the twins. Theyre upstairs in their room. What’s
happened? You look so strange. Why are you home?”

Ed locked the front door. He prowled around the house, into the
kitchen. From the drawer under the sink he slid out the big butcher
knife and ran his finger along it. Sharp. Plenty sharp. He returned to
the living room.

“Listen to me,” he said. “I don’t have much time. They know I
escaped and they’ll be looking for me.”

“Escaped?” Janet’s face twisted with bewilderment and fear.
“Who?”

“The town has been taken over. They’re in control. I've got it pretty
well figured out. They started at the top, at the City Hall and police
department. What they did with the real humans they—"

“What are you talking about?”

“We've been invaded. From some other universe, some other
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dimension. Theyre insects. Mimicry. And more. Power to control
minds. Your mind.”

“My mind?”

“Their entrance is here, in Pikeville. They’ve taken over all of you.
The whole town—except me. We're up against an incredibly powerful
enemy, but they have their limitations. That’s our hope. Theyre
limited! They can make mistakes!”

Janet shook her head. “I don’t understand, Ed. You must be
insane.”

“Insane? No. Just lucky. If I hadn’t been down in the basement I'd
be like all the rest of you.” Loyce peered out the window. “But I can’t
stand here talking. Get your coat.”

“My coat?”

“We're getting out of here. Out of Pikeville. We've got to get help.
Fight this thing. They can be beaten. They’re not infallible. It’s going
to be close—but we may make it if we hurry. Come on!” He grabbed
her arm roughly. “Get your coat and call the twins. We're all leaving.
Don'’t stop to pack. There’s no time for that.”

White-faced, his wife moved toward the closet and got down her
coat. “Where are we going?”

Ed pulled open the desk drawer and spilled the contents out onto
the floor. He grabbed up a road map and spread it open. “They’ll
have the highway covered, of course. But there’s a back road. To Oak
Grove. I got onto it once. It’s practically abandoned. Maybe they’ll
forget about it.”

“The old Ranch Road? Good Lord—it’s completely closed. Nobody’s
supposed to drive over it.”

“I know.” Ed thrust the map grimly into his coat. “That’s our best
chance. Now call down the twins and let’s get going. Your car is full
of gas, isn’t it?”

Janet was dazed.

“The Chevy? I had it filled up yesterday afternoon.” Janet moved
toward the stairs. “Ed, [—”
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“Call the twins!” Ed unlocked the front door and peered out.
Nothing stirred. No sign of life. All right so far.

“Come on downstairs,” Janet called in a wavering voice. “We’re—
going out for a while.”

“Now?” Tommy’s voice came.

“Hurry up,” Ed barked. “Get down here, both of you.”

Tommy appeared at the top of the stairs. “I was doing my home-
work. We're starting fractions. Miss Parker says if we don’t get this
done—"

“You can forget about fractions.” Ed grabbed his son as he came
down the stairs and propelled him toward the door. “Where’s Jim?”

“He’s coming.”

Jim started slowly down the stairs. “What’s up, Dad?”

“We're going for a ride.”

“A ride? Where?”

Ed turned to Janet. “We’ll leave the lights on. And the TV set.
Go turn it on.” He pushed her toward the set. “So they’ll think we’re
still—"

He heard the buzz. And dropped instantly, the long butcher knife
out. Sickened, he saw it coming down the stairs at him, wings a blur
of motion as it aimed itself. It still bore a vague resemblance to Jimmy.
It was small, a baby one. A brief glimpse—the thing hurtling at him,
cold, multi-lensed inhuman eyes. Wings, body still clothed in yellow
T-shirt and jeans, the mimic outline still stamped on it. A strange
half-turn of its body as it reached him. What was it doing?

A stinger.

Loyce stabbed wildly at it. It retreated, buzzing frantically. Loyce
rolled and crawled toward the door. Tommy and Janet stood still as
statues, faces blank. Watching without expression. Loyce stabbed
again. This time the knife connected. The thing shrieked and faltered.
It bounced against the wall and fluttered down.

Something lapped through his mind. A wall of force, energy, an
alien mind probing into him. He was suddenly paralyzed. The mind
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entered his own, touched against him briefly, shockingly. An utter
alien presence, settling over him—and then it flickered out as the
thing collapsed in a broken heap on the rug.

It was dead. He turned it over with his foot. It was an insect, a fly
of some kind. Yellow T-shirt, jeans. His son Jimmy . . . He closed his
mind tight. It was too late to think about that. Savagely he scooped up
his knife and headed toward the door. Janet and Tommy stood stone-
still, neither of them moving.

The car was out. He’d never get through. They’d be waiting for him.
It was ten miles on foot. Ten long miles over rough ground, gulleys
and open fields and hills of uncut forest. He’d have to go alone.

Loyce opened the door. For a brief second he looked back at his
wife and son. Then he slammed the door behind him and raced down
the porch steps.

A moment later he was on his way, hurrying swiftly through the

darkness toward the edge of town.
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The early morning sunlight was blinding. Loyce halted, gasping for
breath, swaying back and forth. Sweat ran down in his eyes. His
clothing was torn, shredded by the brush and thorns through which he
had crawled. Ten miles—on his hands and knees. Crawling, creeping
through the night. His shoes were mud-caked. He was scratched and
limping, utterly exhausted.

But ahead of him lay Oak Grove.

He took a deep breath and started down the hill. Twice he stum-
bled and fell, picking himself up and trudging on. His ears rang.
Everything receded and wavered. But he was there. He had got out,
away from Pikeville.

A farmer in a field gaped at him. From a house a young woman
watched in wonder. Loyce reached the road and turned onto it. Ahead

of him was a gasoline station and a drive-in. A couple of trucks, some
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chickens pecking in the dirt, a dog tied with a string.

The white-clad attendant watched suspiciously as he dragged
himself up to the station. “Thank God.” He caught hold of the
wall. “I didn’t think I was going to make it. They followed me
most of the way. I could hear them buzzing. Buzzing and flitting
around behind me.”

“What happened?” the attendant demanded. “You in a wreck? A
holdup?”

Loyce shook his head wearily. “They have the whole town. The
City Hall and the police station. They hung a man from the lamp-
post. That was the first thing I saw. They’ve got all the roads blocked. I
saw them hovering over the cars coming in. About four this morning
I got beyond them. I knew it right away. I could feel them leave. And
then the sun came up.”

The attendant licked his lip nervously. “You're out of your head. I
better get a doctor.”

“Get me into Oak Grove,” Loyce gasped. He sank down on the
gravel. “We've got to get started—cleaning them out. Got to get
started right away.”
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They kept a tape recorder going all the time he talked. When he had
finished the Commissioner snapped off the recorder and got to his
feet. He stood for a moment, deep in thought. Finally he got out his
cigarettes.and lit up slowly, a frown on his beefy face.

“You don’t believe me,” Loyce said.

The Commissioner offered him a cigarette. Loyce pushed it impa-
tiently away. “Suit yourself.” The Commissioner moved over to the
window and stood for a time looking out at the town of Oak Grove.
“I believe you,” he said abruptly.

Loyce sagged. “Thank God.”

“So you got away.” The Commissioner shook his head. “You were
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down in your cellar instead of at work. A freak chance. One in a
million.”

Loyce sipped some of the black coffee they had brought him. “I
have a theory,” he murmured.

“What is it?”

“About them. Who they are. They take over one area at a time.
Starting at the top—the highest level of authority. Working down
from there in a widening circle. When they’re firmly in control they
go on to the next town. They spread, slowly, very gradually. I think it’s
been going on for a long time.”

“A long time?”

“Thousands of years. I don’t think it’s new.”

“Why do you say that?”

“When I'wasakid... A picture they showed us in Bible League. A
religious picture—an old print. The enemy gods, defeated by Jehovah.
Moloch, Beelzebub, Moab, Baalin, Ashtaroth—"

“So?”

“They were all represented by figures.” Loyce looked up at the
Commissioner. “Beelzebub was represented as—a giant fly.”

The Commissioner grunted. “An old struggle.”

“They’ve been defeated. The Bible is an account of their defeats.
They make gains—but finally they’re defeated.”

“Why defeated?”

“They can’t get everyone. They didn’t get me. And they never got
the Hebrews. The Hebrews carried the message to the whole world.
The realization of the danger. The two men on the bus. I think they
understood. Had escaped, like I did.” He clenched his fists. “I killed
one of them. I made a mistake. I was afraid to take a chance.”

The Commissioner nodded. “Yes, they undoubtedly had escaped,
as you did. Freak accidents. But the rest of the town was firmly in
control.” He turned from the window, “Well, Mr. Loyce. You seem to
have figured everything out.”

“Not everything. The hanging man. The dead man hanging from
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the lamppost. I don’t understand that. Why? Why did they deliber-
ately hang him there?”

“That would seem simple.” The Commissioner smiled faintly.
“Bait”

Loyce stiffened. His heart stopped beating. “Bait? What do you
mean?”

“To draw you out. Make you declare yourself. So they’d know who
was under control—and who had escaped.”

Loyce recoiled with horror. “Then they expected failures! They
anticipated—" He broke off. “They were ready with a trap.”

“And you showed yourself. You reacted. You made yourself
known.” The Commissioner abruptly moved toward the door. “Come
along, Loyce. There’s a lot to do. We must get moving. There’s no time
to waste.”

Loyce started slowly to his feet, numbed. “And the man. Who was
the man? I never saw him before. He wasn’t a local man. He was a
stranger. All muddy and dirty, his face cut, slashed—"

There was a strange look on the Commissioner’s face as he
answered, “Maybe,” he said softly, “you’ll understand that, too. Come
along with me, Mr. Loyce.” He held the door open, his eyes gleaming.
Loyce caught a glimpse of the street in front of the police station.
Policemen, a platform of some sort. A telephone pole—and a rope!
“Right this way,” the Commissioner said, smiling coldly.
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As the sun set, the vice-president of the Oak Grove Merchants’ Bank
came up out of the vault, threw the heavy time locks, put on his hat
and coat, and hurried outside onto the sidewalk. Only a few people
were there, hurrying home to dinner.

“Good night,” the guard said, locking the door after him.

“Good night,” Clarence Mason murmured. He started along the
street toward his car. He was tired. He had been working all day down
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in the vault, examining the lay-out of the safety deposit boxes to see if
there was room for another tier. He was glad to be finished.

At the corner he halted. The street lights had not yet come on.
The street was dim. Everything was vague. He looked around—and
froze.

From the telephone pole in front of the police station, something
large and shapeless hung. It moved a little with the wind.

What the hell was it?

Mason approached it warily. He wanted to get home. He was tired
and hungry. He thought of his wife, his kids, a hot meal on the dinner
table. But there was something about the dark bundle, something
ominous and ugly. The light was bad; he couldn’t tell what it was. Yet
it drew him on, made him move closer for a better look. The shapeless
thing made him uneasy. He was frightened by it. Frightened—and
fascinated.

And the strange part was that nobody else seemed to notice it.



THE EYES HAVE IT

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

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

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

... his eyes slowly roved about the room.

Vague chills assailed me. I tried to picture the eyes. Did they roll
like dimes? The passage indicated not; they seemed to move through



BREAKFAST AT TWILIGHT & OTHER STORIES 71

the air, not over the surface. Rather rapidly, apparently. No one in the
story was surprised. That’s what tipped me off. No sign of amazement
at such an outrageous thing. Later the matter was amplified.

... his eyes moved from person to person.

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

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

... presently his eyes fastened on Julia.

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

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

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

“What’s wrong, dear?” my wife asked.

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

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

... he put his arm around Julia. Presently she asked him if he would
remove his arm. He immediately did so, with a smile.
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It’s not said what was done with the arm after the fellow had
removed it. Maybe it was left standing upright in the corner. Maybe
it was thrown away. I don’t care. In any case, the full meaning was
there, staring me right in the face.

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

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

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

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

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

Which was followed by:

... and Bob says he has utterly no guts.

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

... totally lacking in brains.

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

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

. .. thereupon she gave him her hand.

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

... he took her arm.

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

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

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

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

I have absolutely no stomach for it.



THE TURNING WHEEL

Bard Chai said thoughtfully, “Cults.” He examined a tape-report
grinding from the receptor. The receptor was rusty and unoiled; it
whined piercingly and sent up an acrid wisp of smoke. Chai shut it
off as its pitted surface began to heat ugly red. Presently he finished
with the tape and tossed it with a heap of refuse jamming the mouth
of a disposal slot.

“What about cults?” Bard Sung-wu asked faintly. He brought
himself back with an effort, and forced a smile of interest on his
plump olive-yellow face. “You were saying?”

“Any stable society is menaced by cults; our society is no excep-
tion.” Chai rubbed his finely-tapered fingers together reflectively.
“Certain lower strata are axiomatically dissatisfied Their hearts burn
with envy of those the wheel has placed above them; in secret they
form fanatic, rebellious bands. They meet in the dark of night; they
insidiously express inversions of accepted norms; they delight in
flaunting basic mores and customs.”

“Ugh,” Sung-wu agreed. “I mean,” he explained quickly, “it seems
incredible people could practice such fanatic and disgusting rites.”
He got nervously to his feet. “I must go, if it’s permitted.”

“Wait,” snapped Chai. “You are familiar with the Detroit area?”

Uneasily, Sung-wu nodded. “Very slightly.”
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With characteristic vigor, Chai made his decision. “I'm sending
you; investigate and make a blue-slip report. If this group is dangerous,
the Holy Arm should know. It’s of the worst elements—the Techno
class.” He made a wry face. “Caucasians, hulking, hairy things. We’ll
give you six months in Spain, on your return; you can poke over ruins
of abandoned cities.”

“Caucasians!” Sung-wu exclaimed, his face turning green. “But I
haven’t been well; please, if somebody else could go—”"

“You, perhaps, hold to the Broken Feather theory?” Chai raised
an eyebrow. “An amazing philologist, Broken Feather; I took partial
instruction from him. He held, youknow, the Caucasian tobe descended
of Neanderthal stock. Their extreme size, thick body hair, their general
brutish cast, reveal an innate inability to comprehend anything but a
purely animalistic horizontal; proselytism is a waste of time.”

He affixed the younger man with a stern eye. “I wouldn’t send you,
if I didn’t have unusual faith in your devotion.”

Sung-wu fingered his beads miserably. “Elron be praised,” he
muttered; “you are too kind.”

Sung-wu slid into a lift and was raised, amid great groans and
whirrings and false stops, to the top level of the Central Chamber
building. He hurried down a corridor dimly lit by occasional yellow
bulbs. A moment later he approached the doors of the scanning offices
and flashed his identification at the robot guard. “Is Bard Fei-p’ang
within?” he inquired.

“Verily,” the robot answered, stepping aside.

Sung-wu entered the offices, bypassed the rows of rusted, discarded
machines, and entered the still-functioning wing. He located his
brother-in-law, hunched over some graphs at one of the desks, labori-
ously copying material by hand. “Clearness be with you,” Sung-wu
murmured.

Fei-p’ang glanced up in annoyance. “I told you not to come again;
if the Arm finds out I'm letting you use the scanner for a personal
plot, they’ll stretch me on the rack.”
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“Gently,” Sung-wu murmured, his hand on his relation’s shoulder.
“This is the last time. 'm going away; one more look, a final look.” His
olive face took on a pleading, piteous cast. “The turn comes for me
very soon; this will be our last conversation.”

Sung-wu’s piteous look hardened into cunning. “You wouldn't
want it on your soul; no restitution will be possible at this late date.”

Fei-p'ang snorted. “All right; but for Elron’s sake, do it quickly.”

Sung-wu hurried to the mother-scanner and seated himself in the
rickety basket. He snapped on the controls, clamped his forehead to
the viewpiece, inserted his identity tab, and set the space-time finger
into motion. Slowly, reluctantly, the ancient mechanism coughed into
life and began tracing his personal tab along the future track.

Sung-wu’s hands shook; his body trembled; sweat dripped
from his neck, as he saw himself scampering in miniature. Poor
Sung-wu, he thought wretchedly. The mite of a thing hurried about
its duties; this was but eight months hence. Harried and beset, it
performed its tasks—and then, in a subsequent continuum, fell
down and died.

Sung-wu removed his eyes from the viewpiece and waited for
his pulse to slow. He could stand that part, watching the moment of
death; it was what came next that was too jangling for him.

He breathed a silent prayer. Had he fasted enough? In the four-day
purge and self-flagellation, he had used the whip with metal points, the
heaviest possible. He had given away all his money; he had smashed
a lovely vase his mother had left him, a treasured heirloom; he had
rolled in the filth and mud in the center of town. Hundreds had seen
him. Now, surely, all this was enough. But time was so short!

Faint courage stirring, he sat up and again put his eyes to the view-
piece. He was shaking with terror. What if it hadn’t changed? What if
his mortification weren’t enough? He spun the controls, sending the
finger tracing his time-track past the moment of death.

Sung-wu shrieked and scrambled back in horror. His future was
the same, exactly the same; there had been no change at all. His guilt
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had been too great to be washed away in such short a time; it would
take ages—and he didn’t have ages.

He left the scanner and passed by his brother-in-law. “Thanks,” he
muttered shakily.

For once, a measure of compassion touched Fei-p’ang’s efficient
brown features. “Bad news? The next turn brings an unfortunate
manifestation?”

“Bad scarcely describes it.”

Fei-p’ang’s pity turned to righteous rebuke. “Who do you have to
blame but yourself?” he demanded sternly. “You know your conduct
in this manifestation determines the next; if you look forward to a
future life as a lower animal, it should make you glance over your
behavior and repent your wrongs. The cosmic law that governs us is
impartial. It is true justice: cause and effect; what you do determines
what you next become—there can be no blame and no sorrow. There
can be only understanding and repentance.” His curiosity overcame
him. “What is it? A snake? A squirrel?”

“It’s no affair of yours,” Sung-wu said, as he moved unhappily
toward the exit doors.

“I'll look myself.”

“Go ahead.” Sung-wu pushed moodily out into the hall. He was
dazed with despair: it hadn’t changed; it was still the same.

In eight months he would die, stricken by one of the numerous
plagues that swept over the inhabited parts of the world. He would
become feverish, break out with red spots, turn and twist in an
anguish of delirium. His bowels would drop out; his flesh would
waste away; his eyes would roll up; and after an interminable time
of suffering, he would die. His body would lie in a mass heap, with
hundreds of others—a whole streetful of dead, to be carted away
by one of the robot sweepers, happily immune. His mortal remains
would be burned in a common rubbish incinerator at the outskirts
of the city.

Meanwhile, the eternal spark, Sung-wu’s divine soul, would hurry
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from this space-time manifestation to the next in order. But it would
not rise; it would sink; he had watched its descent on the scanner
many times. There was always the same hideous picture—a sight
beyond endurance—of his soul, as it plummeted down like a stone,
into one of the lowest continua, a sinkhole of a manifestation at the
very bottom of the ladder.

He had sinned. In his youth, Sung-wu had got mixed up with a
black-eyed wench with long flowing hair, a glittering waterfall down
her back and shoulders. Inviting red lips, plump breasts, hips that
undulated and beckoned unmistakably. She was the wife of a friend,
from the Warrior class, but he had taken her as his mistress; he had
been certain time remained to rectify his venality.

But he was wrong: the wheel was soon to turn for him. The
plague—not enough time to fast and pray and do good works. He
was determined to go down, straight down to a wallowing, foul-aired
planet in a stinking red-sun system, an ancient pit of filth and decay
and unending slime—a jungle world of the lowest type.

In it, he would be a shiny-winged fly, a great blue-bottomed,
buzzing carrion-eater thathummed and guzzled and crawled through
the rotting carcasses of great lizards, slain in combat.

From this swamp, this pest-ridden planet in a diseased, contami-
nated system, he would have to rise painfully to the endless rungs of
the cosmic ladder he had already climbed. It had taken eons to climb
this far, to the level of a human being on the planet Earth, in the
bright yellow Sol system; now he would have to do it all over again.

CIPRIPTS
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Chai beamed, “Elron be with you,” as the corroded observation ship
was checked by the robot crew, and finally okayed for limited flight.
Sung-wu slowly entered the ship and seated himself at what remained
of the controls. He waved listlessly, then slammed the lock and bolted
it by hand.
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As the ship limped into the late afternoon sky, he reluctantly
consulted the reports and records Chai had transferred to him.

The Tinkerists were a small cult; they claimed only a few hundred
members, all drawn from the Techno class, which was the most
despised of the social castes. The Bards, of course, were at the top;
they were the teachers of society, the holy men who guided man to
clearness. Then the Poets; they turned into saga the great legends
of Elron Hu, who lived (according to legend) in the hideous days
of the Time of Madness. Below the Poets were the Artists; then the
Musicians; then the Workers, who supervised the robot crews. After
them the Businessmen, the Warriors, the Farmers, and finally, at the
bottom, the Technos.

Most of the Technos were Caucasians—immense white-skinned
things, incredibly hairy, like apes; their resemblance to the great apes
was striking. Perhaps Broken Feather was right; perhaps they did
have Neanderthal blood and were outside the possibility of clearness.
Sung-wu had always considered himself an anti-racist; he disliked
those who maintained the Caucasians were a race apart. Extremists
believed eternal damage would result to the species if the Caucasians
were allowed to intermarry.

In any case, the problem was academic; no decent, self-respecting
woman of the higher classes—of Indian or Mongolian, or Bantu
stock—would allow herself to be approached by a Cauc.

Below his ship, the barren countryside spread out, ugly and bleak.
Great red spots that hadn’t yet been overgrown, and slag surfaces
were still visible—but by this time most ruins were covered by soil
and crabgrass. He could see men and robots farming; villages, count-
less tiny brown circles in the green fields; occasional ruins of ancient
cities—gaping sores like blind mouths, eternally open to the sky. They
would never close, not now.

Ahead was the Detroit area, named, so it ran, for some now-for-
gotten spiritual leader. There were more villages, here. Off to his left,
the leaden surface of a body of water, a lake of some kind. Beyond
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More black-faced boys, and some little dark-eyed Bantu girls, came
scampering through the slag and ruins. “What's the matter with your
ship?” one hollered at Sung-wu. “Won't it run?”

They all ran and shouted around him, as he advanced slowly—an
unusually wild bunch, completely undisciplined. They rolled and
fought and tumbled and chased each other around madly.

“How many of you,” Sung-wu demanded, “have taken vour first
instruction?”

There was a sudden uneasy silence. The children looked at each
other guiltily; none of them answered.

“Good Elron!” Sung-wu exclaimed in horror. “Are you all
untaught?”

Heads hung guiltily.

“How do you expect to phase yourselves with the cosmic will? How
can you expect to know the divine plan? This is really too much!”

He pointed a plump finger at one of the boys. “Are you constantly
preparing yourself for the life to come? Are you constantly purging
and purifying yourself? Do you deny yourself meat, sex, entertain-
ment, financial gain, education, leisure?”

But it was obvious; their unrestrained laughter and play proved
they were still jangled, far from clear—And clearness is the only road
by which a person can gain understanding of the eternal plan, the
cosmic wheel which turns endlessly, for all living things.

“Butterflies!” Sung-wu snorted with disgust. “You are no better
than the beasts and birds of the field, who take no heed of the morrow.
You play and game for today, thinking tomorrow won't come. Like
insects—"

But the thought of insects reminded him of the shiny-winged
bluerump.ed fly, creeping over a rotting lizard carcass, and Sung-
wu’s stomach did a flip-flop; he forced it back in place and strode on,
toward the line of villages emerging ahead.

Farmers were working the barren fields on all sides. A thin laver of

soil over slag; a few limp wheat stalks waved, thin and emaciated. The
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ground was terrible, the worst he had seen. He could feel the metal
under his feet; it was almost to the surface. Bent men and women
watered their sickly crops with tin cans, old metal containers picked
from the ruins. An ox was pulling a crude cart.

In another field, women were weeding by hand; all moved slowly,
stupidly, victims of hookworms, from the soil. They were all barefoot.
The children hadn’t picked it up yet, but they soon would.

Sung-wu gazed up at the sky and gave thanks to Elron; here,
suffering was unusually severe; trials of exceptional vividness lay
on every hand. These men and women were being tempered in a
hot crucible; their souls were probably purified to an astonishing
degree. A baby lay in the shade, beside a half-dozing mother. Flies
crawled over its eyes; its mother breathed heavily, hoarsely, her
mouth open. An unhealthy flush discolored her brown cheeks.
Her belly bulged; she was already pregnant again. Another eternal
soul to be raised from a lower level. Her great breasts sagged and
wobbled as she stirred in her sleep, spilling out over her dirty
wraparound.

“Come here,” Sung-wu called sharply to the gang of black-faced
children who followed along after him. “I'm going to talk to you.”

The children approached, eyes on the ground, and assembled in
a silent circle around him. Sung-wu sat down, placed his briefcase
beside him and folded his legs expertly under him in the traditional
posture outlined by Elron in his seventh book of teaching.

“I will ask and you will answer,” Sung-wu stated. “You know the
basic catechisms?” He peered sharply around. “Who knows the basic
catechisms?”

One or two hands went up. Most of the children looked away
unhappily.

“First!” snapped Sung-wu. “Who are you? You are a minute frag-
ment of the cosmic plan.

“Second! What are you? A mere speck in a system so vast as to be
beyond comprehension.
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“Third! What is the way of life? To fulfill what is required by the

cosmic forces.

“Fourth! Where are you? On one step of the cosmic ladder.

“Fifth! Where have you been? Through endless steps; each turn of
the wheel advances or depresses you.

“Sixth! What determines your direction at the next turn? Your
conduct in this manifestation.

“Seventh! What is right conduct? Submitting yourself to the eternal
forces, the cosmic elements that make up the divine plan.

“Eighth! What is the significance of suffering? To purify the soul.

“Ninth! What is the significance of death? To release the person
from this manifestation, so he may rise to a new rung of the ladder.

“Tenth—"

But at that moment Sung-wu broke off. Two quasi-human shapes
were approaching him. Immense white-skinned figures striding
across the baked fields, between the sickly rows of wheat.

Technos—coming to meet him; his flesh crawled. Caucs. Their
skin glittered pale and unhealthy, like nocturnal insects, dug from
under rocks.

He rose to his feet, conquered his disgust, and prepared to greet
them.

Sung-wu said, “Clearness!” He could smell them, a musky sheep
smell, as they came to a haltin front of him. Two bucks, two immense
sweating males, skin damp and sticky, with beards, and long disor-
derly hair. They wore sailcloth trousers and boots. With horror
Sung-wu perceived a thick body-hair, on their chests, like woven
mats—tufts in their armpits, on their arms, wrists, even the backs of
their hands. Maybe Broken Feather was right; perhaps, in these great
lumberi;lg blond-haired beasts, the archaic Neanderthal stock—the
false men—still survived. He could almost see the ape, peering from
behind their blue eyes.

“Hi,” the first Cauc said. After a moment he added reflectively,
“My name’s Jamison.”
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“Pete Ferris,” the other grunted. Neither of them observed the
customary deferences; Sung-wu winced but managed not to show it.
Was it deliberate, a veiled insult, or perhaps mere ignorance? This was
hard to tell; in lower classes there was, as Chai said, an ugly under-
current of resentment and envy, and hostility.

“I'm making a routine survey,” Sung-wu explained, “on birth and
death rates in rural areas. I'll be here a few days. Is there some place I
can stay? Some public inn or hostel?”

The two Cauc bucks were silent. “Why?” one of them demanded
bluntly.

Sung-wu blinked. “Why? Why what?”

“Why are you making a survey? If you want any information we’ll
supply it.”

Sung-wu was incredulous. “Do you know to whom you're talking?
I’m a Bard! Why, you're ten classes down; how dare you—" He choked
with rage. In these rural areas the Technos had utterly forgotten their
place. What was ailing the local Bards? Were they letting the system
break apart?

He shuddered violently at the thought of what it would mean if
Technos and Farmers and Businessmen were allowed to intermin-
gle—even intermarry, and eat, and drink, in the same places. The
whole structure of society would collapse. If all were to ride the same
carts, use the same outhouses; it passed belief. A sudden nightmare
picture loomed up before Sung-wu, of Technos living and mating
with women of the Bard and Poet classes. He visioned a horizontally-
oriented society, all persons on the same level, with horror. It went
against the very grain of the cosmos, against the divine plan; it was
the Time of Madness all over again. He shuddered.

“Where is the Manager of this area?” he demanded. “Take me to
him; I'll deal directly with him.”

The two Caucs turned and headed back the way they had come,
without a word. After a moment of fury, Sung-wu followed behind

them.



BREAKFAST AT TWILIGHT & OTHER STORIES 85

They led him through withered fields and over barren, eroded
hills on which nothing grew; the ruins increased. At the edge of the
city, a line of meager villages had been set up; he saw leaning, rickety
wood huts, and mud streets. From the villages a thick stench rose, the
smell of offal and death.

Dogs lay sleeping under the huts; children poked and played in the
filth and rotting debris. A few old people sat on porches, vacant-faced,
eyes glazed and dull. Chickens pecked around, and he saw pigs and
skinny cats—and the eternal rusting piles of metal, sometimes thirty
feet high. Great towers of red slag were heaped up everywhere.

Beyond the villages were the ruins proper—endless miles of aban-
doned wreckage; skeletons of buildings; concrete walls; bathtubs and
pipe; overturned wrecks that had been cars. All these were from the
Time of Madness, the decade that had finally rung the curtain down
on the sorriest interval in man’s history. The five centuries of madness
and jangledness were now known as the Age of Heresy, when man
had gone against the divine plan and taken his destiny in his own
hands.

They came to a larger hut, a two-story wood structure. The Caucs
climbed a decaying flight of steps; boards creaked and gave ominously
under their heavy boots. Sung-wu followed them nervously; they
came out on a porch, a kind of open balcony.

On the balcony sat a man, an obese copper-skinned official in
unbuttoned breeches, his shiny black hair pulled back and tied with a
bone against his bulging red neck. His nose was large and prominent,
his face, flat and wide, with many chins. He was drinking lime juice
from a tin cup and gazing down at the mud street below. As the two
Caucs appeared he rose slightly, a prodigious effort.

“This man,” the Cauc named Jamison said, indicating Sung-wu,
“wants to see you.”

Sung-wu pushed angrily forward. “I am a Bard, from the Central
Chamber; do you people recognize this?” He tore open his robe and
flashed the symbol of the Holy Arm, gold worked to form a swathe of
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flaming red. “I insist you accord me proper treatment! I'm not here to
be pushed around by any—"

He had said too much; Sung-wu forced his anger down and gripped
his briefcase. The fat Indian was studying him calmly; the two Caucs
had wandered to the far end of the balcony and were squatting down
in the shade. They lit crude cigarettes and turned their backs.

“Do you permit this?” Sung-wu demanded, incredulous.
“This—mingling?”

The Indian shrugged and sagged down even more in his chair.
“Clearness be with you,” he murmured; “will you join me?” His
calm expression remained unchanged; he seemed not to have
noticed. “Some lime juice? Or perhaps coffee? Lime juice is good
for these.” He tapped his mouth; his soft gums were lined with
caked sores.

“Nothing for me,” Sung-wu muttered grumpily, as he took a seat
opposite the Indian; “I'm here on an official survey.”

The Indian nodded faintly. “Oh?”

“Birth and death rates.” Sung-wu hesitated, then leaned toward
the Indian. “I insist you send those two Caucs away; what I have to
say to you is private.”

The Indian showed no change of expression; his broad face was
utterly impassive. After a time he turned slightly. “Please go down to
the street level,” he ordered. “As you will.”

The two Caucs got to their feet, grumbling, and pushed past the
table, scowling and darting resentful glances at Sung-wu. One of them
hawked and elaborately spat over the railing, an obvious insult.

“Insolence!” Sung-wu choked. “How can you allow it? Did you see
them? By Elron, it’s beyond belief!”

The Indian shrugged indifferently—and belched. “All men are
brothers on the wheel. Didn’t Elron Himself teach that, when He was
on Earth?”

“Of course. But—"

“Are not even these men our brothers?”
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“Naturally,” Sung-wu answered haughtily, “but they must know
their place; theyre an insignificant class. In the rare event some
object wants fixing, they’re called; but in the last year I do not recall a
single incident when it was deemed advisable to repair anything. The
need of such a class diminishes yearly; eventually such a class and the
elements composing it—"

“You perhaps advocate sterilization?” the Indian inquired, heavy-
lidded and sly.

“I advocate something. The lower classes reproduce like rabbits;
spawning all the time—much faster than we Bards. I always see some
swollen-up Cauc woman, but hardly a single Bard is born these days;
the lower classes must fornicate constantly.”

“That’s about all that’s left them,” the Indian murmured mildly.
He sipped a little lime juice. “You should try to be more tolerant.”

“Tolerant? I have nothing against them, as long as they—"

“It is said,” the Indian continued softly, “that Elron Hu, Himself,
was a Cauc.”

Sung-wu spluttered indignantly and started to rejoin, but the hot
words stuck fast in his mouth; down in the mud street something was
coming.

Sung-wu demanded, “What is it?” He leaped up excitedly and
hurried to the railing.

A slow procession was advancing with solemn step. As if at a
signal, men and women poured from their rickety huts and excit-
edly lined the street to watch. Sung-wu was transfixed, as the proces-
sion neared; his senses reeled. More and more men and women were
collecting each moment; there seemed to be hundreds of them. They
were a dense, murmuring mob, packed tight, swaying back and forth,
faces avid. An hysterical moan passed through them, a great wind
that stirred them like leaves of a tree. They were a single collective
whole, a vast primitive organism, held ecstatic and hypnotized by the
approaching column.

The marchers wore a strange costume: white shirts, with the sleeves
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rolled up; dark gray trousers of an incredibly archaic design, and black
shoes. All were dressed exactly alike. They formed a dazzling double
line of white shirts, gray trousers, marching calmly and solemnly,
faces up, nostrils flared, jaws stern. A glazed fanaticism stamped each
man and woman, such a ruthless expression that Sung-wu shrank
back in terror. On and on they came, figures of grim stone in their
primordial white shirts and gray trousers, a frightening breath from
the past. Their heels struck the ground in a dull, harsh beat that rever-
berated among the rickety huts. The dogs woke; the children began to
wail. The chickens flew squawking.

“Elron!” Sung-wu cried. “What’s happening?”

The marchers carried strange symbolic implements, ritualistic
images with esoteric meaning that of necessity escaped Sung-wu.
There were tubes and poles, and shiny webs of what looked like metal.
Metal! But it was not rusty; it was shiny and bright. He was stunned;
they looked—new.

The procession passed directly below. After the marchers came a
huge rumbling cart. On it was mounted an obvious fertility symbol,
a corkscrew-bore as long as a tree; it jutted from a square cube of
gleaming steel; as the cart moved forward the bore lifted and fell.

After the cart came more marchers, also grim-faced, eyes glassy,
loaded down with pipes and tubes and armfuls of glittering equip-
ment. They passed on, and then the street was filled by surging
throngs of awed men and women, who followed after them, utterly
dazed. And then came children and barking dogs.

The last-marcher carried a pennant that fluttered above her as she
strode along, a tall pole, hugged tight to her chest. At the top, the
bright pennant fluttered boldly. Sung-wu made its marking out, and
for a moment consciousness left him. There it was, directly below; it
had passed under his very nose, out in the open for all to see—uncon-
cealed. The pennant had a great T emblazoned on it.

“They—" he began, but the obese Indian cut him off.

“The Tinkerists,” he rumbled, and sipped his lime juice.
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Sung-wu grabbed up his briefcase and scrambled toward the stairs.
At the bottom, the two hulking Caucs were already moving into
motion. The Indian signaled quickly to them. “Here!” They started
grimly up, little blue eyes mean, red-rimmed and cold as stone; under
their pelts their bulging muscles rippled.

Sung-wu fumbled in his cloak. His shiver-gun came out; he
squeezed the release and directed it toward the two Caucs. But
nothing happened; the gun had stopped functioning. He shook it
wildly; flakes of rust and dried insulation fluttered from it. It was
useless, worn out; he tossed it away and then, with the resolve of
desperation, jumped through the railing.

He, and a torrent of rotten wood, cascaded to the street. He hit,
rolled, struck his head against the corner of a hut, and shakily pulled
himself to his feet.

He ran. Behind him, the two Caucs pushed after him through the
throngs of men and women milling aimlessly along. Occasionally
he glimpsed their white, perspiring faces. He turned a corner, raced
between shabby huts, leaped over a sewage ditch, climbed heaps of
sagging debris, slipped and rolled and at last lay gasping behind a
tree, his briefcase still clutched.

The Caucs were nowhere in sight. He had evaded them; for the
moment, he was safe.

He peered around. Which way was his ship? He shielded his eyes
against the late-afternoon sun until he managed to make out its bent,
tubular outline. It was far off to his right, barely visibly in the dying
glare that hung gloomily across the sky. Sung-wu got unsteadily to
his feet and began walking cautiously in that direction.

He was in a terrible spot; the whole region was pro-Tinkerist—even
the Chamber-appointed Manager. And it wasn’t along class lines; the
cult had knifed to the top level. And it wasn’t just Caucs, anymore; he
couldn’t count on Bantu or Mongolian or Indian, not in this area. An
entire countryside was hostile, and lying in wait for him.

Elron, it was worse than the Arm had thought! No wonder they
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wanted a report. A whole area had swung over to a fanatic cult, a
violent extremist group of heretics, teaching a most diabolical
doctrine. He shuddered—and kept on, avoiding contact with the
farmers in their fields, both human and robot. He increased his pace,
as alarm and horror pushed him suddenly faster.

If the thing were to spread, if it were to hit a sizable portion of
mankind, it might bring back the Time of Madness.

oooooo

The ship was taken. Three or four immense Caucs stood lounging
around it, cigarettes dangling from their slack mouths, white-faced
and hairy. Stunned, Sung-wu moved back down the hillside, prickles
of despair numbing him. The ship was lost; they had got there ahead
of him. What was he supposed to do now?

It was almost evening. He’d have to walk fifty miles through the
darkness, over unfamiliar, hostile ground, to reach the next inhab-
ited area. The sun was already beginning to set, the air turning cool;
and in addition, he was sopping wet with filth and slimy water. He
had slipped in the gloom and fallen in a sewage ditch.

He retraced his steps, mind blank. What could he do? He was help-
less; his shiver-gun had been useless. He was alone, and there was no
contact with the Arm. Tinkerists swarming on all sides; they’d prob-
ably gut him and sprinkle his blood over the crops—or worse.

He skirted a farm. In the fading twilight, a dim figure was working,
a young woman. He eyed her cautiously, as he passed; she had her
back to him. She was bending over, between rows of corn. What was
she doing? Was she—good Elron!

He stumbled blindly across the field toward her, caution forgotten.
“Young woman! Stop! In the name of Elron, stop at once!”

The girl straightened up. “Who are you?”

Breathless, Sung-wu arrived in front of her, gripping his battered
briefcase and gasping. “Those are our brothers! How can you destroy



BREAKFAST AT TWILIGHT & OTHER STORIES 91

them? They may be close relatives, recently deceased.” He struck and
knocked the jar from her hand; it hit the ground and the imprisoned
beetles scurried off in all directions.

The girl’s cheeks flushed with anger. “It took me an hour to collect
those!”

“You were killing them! Crushing them!” He was speechless with
horror. “I saw you!”

“Of course.” The girl raised her black eyebrows. “They gnaw the
corn.”

“They’re our brothers!” Sung-wu repeated wildly. “Of course they
gnaw the corn; because of certain sins committed, the cosmic forces
have—” He broke off, appalled. “Don’t you know? You've never been
told?”

The girl was perhaps sixteen. In the fading light she was a small,
slender figure, the empty jar in one hand, a rock in the other. A tide
of black hair tumbled down her neck. Her eyes were large and lumi-
nous; her lips full and deep red; her skin a smooth copper-brown—
Polynesian, probably. He caught a glimpse of firm brown breasts as
she bent to grab a beetle that had landed on its back. The sight made
his pulse race; in a flash he was back three years.

“What’s your name?” he asked, more kindly.

“Frija.”

“How old are you?”

“Seventeen.”

“I am a Bard; have you ever spoken to a Bard before?”

“No,” the girl murmured. “I don’t think so.”

She was almost invisible in the darkness. Sung-wu could scarcely
see her, but what he saw sent his heart into an agony of paroxysms; the
same cloud of black hair, the same deep red lips. This girl was younger,
of course—a mere child, and from the Farmer class, at that. But she had
Liu’s figure, and in time she’d ripen—probably in a matter of months.

Ageless, honeyed craft worked his vocal cords. “I have landed in
this area to make a survey. Something has gone wrong with my ship
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and I must remain the night. I know no one here, however. My plight
is such that—"

“Oh,” Frija said, immediately sympathetic. “Why don’t you stay
with us, tonight? We have an extra room, now that my brother’s
away.”

“Delighted,” Sung-wu answered instantly. “Will you lead the way?
I'll gladly repay you for your kindness.” The girl moved off toward a
vague shape looming up in the darkness. Sung-wu hurried quickly
after her. “I find it incredible you haven’t been instructed. This whole
area has deteriorated beyond belief. What ways have you fallen in?
We’ll have to spend much time together; I can see that already. Not one
of you even approaches clearness—you're jangled, every one of you.”

“What does that mean?” Frija asked, as she stepped up on the
porch and opened the door.

“Jangled?” Sung-wu blinked in amazement. “We will have to study
much together.” In his eagerness, he tripped on the top step, and barely
managed to catch himself. “Perhaps you need complete instruction; it
may be necessary to start from the very bottom. I can arrange a stay
at the Holy Arm for you—under my protection, of course. Jangled
means out of harmony with the cosmic elements. How can you live
this way? My dear, you’ll have to be brought back in line with the
divine plan!”

“What plan is that?” She led him into a warm living room; a crack-
ling fire burned in the grate. Two or three men sat around a rough
wood table, an old man with long white hair and two younger men. A
frail, withered old woman sat dozing in a rocker in the corner. In the
kitchen, a buxom young woman was fixing the evening meal.

“Why, the plan!” Sung-wu answered, astounded. His eyes darted
around. Suddenly his briefcase fell to the floor. “Caucs,” he said.

They were all Caucasians, even Frija. She was deeply tanned;
her skin was almost black; but she was a Cauc, nonetheless. He
recalled: Caucs, in the sun, turned dark, sometimes even darker than
Mongolians. The girl had tossed her work robe over a door hook; in
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her household shorts her thighs were as white as milk. And the old
man and woman—
“This is my grandfather,” Frija said, indicating the old man.

“Benjamin Tinker.”

Po <o o
5 o3e o3e

Under the watchful eyes of the two younger Tinkers, Sung-wu was
washed and scrubbed, given clean clothes, and then fed. He ate only
a little; he didn’t feel very well.

“I can’t understand it,” he muttered, as he listlessly pushed his plate
away. “The scanner at the Central Chamber said I had eight months
left. The plague will—" He considered. “But it can always change. The
scanner goes on prediction, not certainty; multiple possibilities; free
will . .. Any overt act of sufficient significance—"

Ben Tinker laughed. “You want to stay alive?”

“Of course!” Sung-wu muttered indignantly.

They all laughed—even Frija, and the old woman in her shawl,
snow-white hair and mild blue eyes. They were the first Cauc women
he had ever seen. They weren’t big and lumbering like the male Caucs;
they didn’t seem to have the same bestial characteristics. The two
young Cauc bucks looked plenty tough, though; they and their father
were poring over an elaborate series of papers and reports, spread out
on the dinner table, among the empty plates.

“This area,” Ben Tinker murmured. “Pipes should go here. And
here. Water’s the main need. Before the next crop goes in, we’ll dump
a few hundred pounds of artificial fertilizers and plow it in. The power
plows should be ready, then.”

“After that?” one of the tow-headed sons asked.

“Then spraying. If we don’t have the nicotine sprays, we’ll have to
try the copper dusting again. I prefer the spray, but we’re still behind
on production. The bore has dug us up some good storage caverns,
though. It ought to start picking up.”
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“And here,” a son said, “there’s going to be need of draining. A
lot of mosquito breeding going on. We can try the oil, as we did over
here. But I suggest the whole thing be filled in. We can use the dredge
and scoop, if they’re not tied up.”

Sung-wu had taken this all in. Now he rose unsteadily to his
feet, trembling with wrath. He pointed a shaking finger at the elder
Tinker.

“Youre—meddling!” he gasped.

They looked up. “Meddling?”

“With the plan! With the cosmic plan! Good Elron—you’re inter-
fering with the divine processes. Why—" He was staggered by a
realization so alien it convulsed the very core of his being. “Youre
actually going to set back turns of the wheel.”

“That,” said old Ben Tinker, “is right.”

Sung-wu sat down again, stunned. His mind refused to take it all
in. “I don’t understand; what’ll happen? If you slow the wheel, if you
disrupt the divine plan—"

“He’s going to be a problem,” Ben Tinker murmured thought-
tully. “If we kill him, the Arm will merely send another; they have
hundreds like him. And if we don’t kill him, if we send him back, he’ll
raise a hue and cry that’ll bring the whole Chamber down here. It’s
too soon for this to happen. We're gaining support fast, but we need
another few months.”

Sweat stood out on Sung-wu’s plump forehead. He wiped it away
shakily. “If you kill me,” he muttered, “you will sink down many
rungs of the cosmic ladder. You have risen this far; why undo the
work accomplished in endless ages past?”

Ben Tinker fixed one powerful blue eye on him. “My friend,” he
said slowly, “isn’t it true one’s next manifestation is determined by
one’s moral conduct in this?”

Sung-wu nodded. “Such is well-known.”

“And what is right conduct?”

“Fulfilling the divine plan,” Sung-wu responded immediately.
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“Maybe our whole Movement in part of the plan,” Ben Tinker said
thoughtfully. “Maybe the cosmic forces want us to drain the swamps
and kill the grasshoppers and inoculate the children; after all, the
cosmic forces put us all here.”

“If you kill me,” Sung-wu wailed, “T'll be a carrion-eating fly. I saw
it, a shiny-winged blue-rumped fly crawling over the carcass of a dead
lizard—In a rotting, steaming jungle in a filthy cesspool of a planet.”
Tears came; he dabbed at them futilely. “In an out-of-the-way system,
at the bottom of the ladder!”

Tinker was amused. “Why this?”

“I've sinned.” Sung-wu sniffed and flushed. “I committed adultery.”

“Can’t you purge yourself?”

“There’s no time!” His misery rose to wild despair. “My mind is
still impure!” He indicated Frija, standing in the bedroom doorway,
a supple white and tan shape in her household shorts. “I continue to
think carnal thoughts; I can’t rid myself. In eight months the plague
will turn the wheel on me—and it’ll be done! If I lived to be an old
man, withered and toothless—no more appetite—" His plump body
quivered in a frenzied convulsion. “There’s no time to purge and
atone. According to the scanner, I'm going to die a young man!”

After this torrent of words, Tinker was silent, deep in thought.
“The plague,” he said, at last. “What, exactly, are the symptoms?”

Sung-wu described them, his olive face turning to a sickly green.
When he had finished, the three men looked significantly at each other.

Ben Tinker got to his feet. “Come along,” he commanded briskly,
taking the Bard by the arm. “I have something to show you. It is left
from the old days. Sooner or later we’ll advance enough to turn out
our own, but right now we have only these remaining few. We have to
keep them guarded and sealed.”

“This is for a good cause,” one of the sons said. “It’s worth it.” He
caught his brother’s eye and grinned.

Bo oo o2
30 o303



96 PHILIP K. DICK

Bard Chai finished reading Sung-wu’s blue-slip report; he tossed it
suspiciously down and eyed the younger Bard. “Youre sure? There’s
no further need of investigation?”

“The cult will wither away,” Sung-wu murmured indifferently. “It
lacks any real support; it’s merely an escape valve, without intrinsic
validity.”

Chai wasn’t convinced. He reread parts of the report again. “1
suppose you're right; but we’ve heard so many—"

“Lies,” Sung-wu said vaguely. “Rumors. Gossip. May [ go?” He
moved toward the door.

“Eager for your vacation?” Chai smiled understandingly. “T know
how you feel. This report must have exhausted you. Rural areas, stag-
nant backwaters. We must prepare a better program of rural educa-
tion. I'm convinced whole regions are in a jangled state. We've got
to bring clearness to these people. It’s our historic role; our class
function.”

“Verily,” Sung-wu murmured, as he bowed his way out of the office
and down the hall.

As he walked he fingered his beads thankfully. He breathed a silent
prayer as his fingers moved over the surface of the little red pellets,
shiny spheres that glowed freshly in place of the faded old—the gift of
the Tinkerists. The beads would come in handy; he kept his hand on
them tightly. Nothing must happen to them, in the next eight months.
He had to watch them carefully, while he poked around the ruined
cities of Spain—and finally came down with the plague.

He was the first Bard to wear a rosary of penicillin capsules.



THE LAST OF THE MASTERS

Consciousness collected around him. He returned with reluctance;
the weight of centuries, an unbearable fatigue, lay over him. The
ascent was painful. He would have shrieked if there were anything to
shriek with. And anyhow, he was beginning to feel glad.

Eight thousand times he had crept back thus, with ever-increasing
difficulty. Someday he wouldnt make it. Someday the black pool
would remain. But not this day. He was still alive; above the aching
pain and reluctance came joyful triumph.

“Good morning,” a bright voice said. “Isn’t it a nice day? I'll pull
the curtains and you can look out.”

He could see and hear. But he couldn’t move. He lay quietly and
allowed the various sensations of the room to pour in on him. Carpets,
wallpaper, tables, lamps, pictures. Desk and vidscreen. Gleaming
yellow sunlight streamed through the window. Blue sky. Distant hills.
Fields, buildings, roads, factories. Workers and machines.

Peter Green was busily straightening things, his young face
wreathed with smiles. “Lots to do today. Lots of people to see you.
Bills to sign. Decisions to make. This is Saturday. There will be people
coming in from the remote sectors. I hope the maintenance crew has
done a good job.” He added quickly, “They have, of course. I talked to
Fowler on my way over here. Everything’s fixed up fine.”
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The youth’s pleasant tenor mixed with the bright sunlight. Sounds
and sights, but nothing else. He could feel nothing. He tried to move
his arm but nothing happened.

“Don’t worry,” Green said, catching his terror. “They’ll soon be
along with the rest. You’ll be all right. You have to be. How could we
survive without you?”

He relaxed. God knew, it had happened often enough before.
Anger surged dully. Why couldn’t they coordinate? Get it up all at
once, not piecemeal. He’d have to change their schedule. Make them
organize better.

Past the bright window a squat metal car chugged to a halt.
Uniformed men piled out, gathered up heavy armloads of equipment,
and hurried toward the main entrance of the building.

“Here they come,” Green exclaimed with relief. “A little late, eh?”

“Another traffic tie-up,” Fowler snorted, as he entered. “Something
wrong with the signal system again. Outside flow got mixed up with
the urban stuff; tied up on all sides. I wish you’d change the law.”

Now there was motion all around him. The shapes of Fowler and
McLean loomed, two giant moons abruptly ascendant. Professional
faces that peered down at him anxiously. He was turned over on his
side. Muffled conferences. Urgent whispers. The clank of tools.

“Here,” Fowler muttered. “Now here. No, that’s later. Be careful.
Now run it up through here.”

The work continued in taut silence. He was aware of their close-
ness. Dim outlines occasionally cut off his light. He was turned this
way and that, thrown around like a sack of meal.

“Okay,” Fowler said. “Tape it.”

Along silence. He gazed dully at the wall, at the slightly-faded blue
and pink wallpaper. An old design that showed a woman in hoop-
skirts, with a little parasol over her dainty shoulder. A frilly white
blouse, tiny tips of shoes. An astoundingly clean puppy at her side.

Then he was turned back, to face upward. Five shapes groaned
and strained over him. Their fingers flew, their muscles rippled under
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their shirts. At last they straightened up and retreated. Fowler wiped
sweat from his face; they were all tense and bleary eyed.

“Go ahead,” Fowler rasped. “Throw it.”

Shock hit him. He gasped. His body arched, then settled slowly
down.

His body. He could feel. He moved his arms experimentally. He
touched his face, his shoulder, the wall. The wall was real and hard.
All at once the world had become three-dimensional again.

Relief showed on Fowler’s face. “Thank—God.” He sagged wearily.
“How do you feel?”

After a moment he answered, “All right.”

Fowler sent the rest of the crew out. Green began dusting again, off
in the corner. Fowler sat down on the edge of the bed and lit his pipe.
“Now listen to me,” he said. “I've got bad news. I’ll give it to you the
way you always want it, straight from the shoulder.”

“What is it?” he demanded. He examined his fingers. He already
knew.

There were dark circles under Fowler’s eyes. He hadn’t shaved. His
square-jawed face was drawn and unhealthy. “We were up all night.
Working on your motor system. We’ve got it jury-rigged, but it won’t
hold. Not more than another few months. The thing’s climbing. The
basic units can’t be replaced. When they wear out they’re gone. We
can weld in relays and wiring, but we can’t fix the five synapsis-coils.
There were only a few men who could make those, and they’ve been
dead two centuries. If the coils burn out—"

“Is there any deterioration in the synapsis-coils?” he interrupted.

“Not yet. Just motor areas. Arms, in particular. What’s happening
to your legs will happen to your arms and finally all your motor
system. You'll be paralyzed by the end of the year. You'll be able to
see, hear, and think. And broadcast. But that’s all.” He added, “Sorry,
Bors. We're doing all we can.”

“All right,” Bors said. “Youre excused. Thanks for telling me
straight. [—guessed.”
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“Ready to go down? A lot of people with problems, today. They’re
stuck until you get there.”

“Let’s go.” He focused his mind with an effort and turned his
attention to the details of the day. “I want the heavy metals research
program speeded. It’s lagging, as usual. I may have to pull a number
of men from related work and shift them to the generators. The water
level will be dropping soon. I want to start feeding power along the
lines while there’s still power to feed. As soon as I turn my back every-
thing starts falling apart.”

Fowler signalled Green and he came quickly over. The two of them
bent over Bors and, grunting, hoisted him up and carried him to the
door. Down the corridor and outside.

They deposited him in the squat metal car, the new little service
truck. Its polished surface was a startling contrast to his pitted,
corroded hull, bent and splotched and eaten away. A dull, patina-
covered machine of archaic steel and plastic that hummed faintly,
rustily, as the men leaped in the front seat and raced the car out onto
the main highway.

oooooo

Edward Tolby perspired, pushed his pack up higher, hunched over,
tightened his gun belt, and cursed.

“Daddy,” Silvia reproved. “Cut that.”

Tolby spat furiously in the grass at the side of the road. He put his
arm around his slim daughter. “Sorry, Silv. Nothing personal. The
damn heat.”

Mid-morning sun shimmered down on the dusty road. Clouds
of dust rose and billowed around the three as they pushed slowly
along. They were dead tired. Tolby’s heavy face was flushed and
sullen. An unlit cigarette dangled between his lips. His big, power-
fully built body was hunched resentfully forward. His daugh-
ter’s canvas shirt clung moistly to her arms and breasts. Moons
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of sweat darkened her back. Under her jeans her thigh muscles
rippled wearily.

Robert Penn walked a little behind the two Tolby’s, hands deep in
his pockets, eyes on the road ahead. His mind was blank; he was half
asleep from the double shot of hexobarb he had swallowed at the last
League camp. And the heat lulled him. On each side of the road fields
stretched out, pastures of grass and weeds, a few trees here and there.
A tumbled-down farmhouse. The ancient rusting remains of a bomb
shelter, two centuries old. Once, some dirty sheep.

“Sheep,” Penn said. “They eat the grass too far down. It won’t grow
back.”

“Now he’s a farmer,” Tolby said to his daughter.

“Daddy,” Silvia snapped. “Stop being nasty.”

“It’s this heat. This damn heat.” Tolby cursed again, loudly and
futilely. “It’s not worth it. For ten pinks I'd go back and tell them it
was a lot of pig swill.”

“Maybe it is, at that,” Penn said mildly.

“All right, you go back,” Tolby grunted. “You go back and tell them
it’s a lot of pig swill. They’ll pin a medal on you. Maybe raise you up
a grade.”

Penn laughed. “Both of you shut up. There’s some kind of town
ahead.”

Tolby’s massive body straightened eagerly. “Where?” He shielded
his eyes. “By God, he’s right. A village. And it isn’t a mirage. You see
it, don’t you?” His good humor returned and he rubbed his big hands
together. “What say, Penn. A couple of beers, a few games of throw
with some of the local peasants—maybe we can stay overnight.” He
licked his thick lips with anticipation. “Some of those village wenches,
the kind that hang around the grog shops—"

“I'’know the kind you mean,” Penn broke in. “The kind that are tired
of doing nothing. Want to see the big commercial centers. Want to meet
some guy that’ll buy them mecho-stuff and take them places.”

At the side of the road a farmer was watching them curiously. He
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had halted his horse and stood leaning on his crude plow, hat pushed
back on his head.

“What’s the name of this town?” Tolby yelled.

The farmer was silent a moment. He was an old man, thin and
weathered. “This town?” he repeated.

“Yeah, the one ahead.”

“That’s a nice town.” The farmer eyed the three of them. “You been
through here before?”

“No, sir,” Tolby said. “Never.”

“Team break down?”

“No, we're on foot.”

“How far you come?”

“About a hundred and fifty miles.”

The farmer considered the heavy packs strapped on their backs.
Their cleated hiking shoes. Dusty clothing and weary, sweat-streaked
faces. Jeans and canvas shirts. Ironite walking staffs. “That’s a long
way,” he said. “How far you going?”

“As far as we feel like it,” Tolby answered. “Is there a place ahead
we can stay? Hotel? Inn?”

“That town,” the farmer said, “is Fairfax. It has a lumber mill, one
of the best in the world. A couple of pottery works. A place where you
can get clothes put together by machines. Regular mecho-clothing. A
gun shop where they pour the best shot this side of the Rockies. And
a bakery. Also there’s an old doctor living there, and a lawyer. And
some people with books to teach the kids. They came with t.b. They
made a school house out of an old barn.”

“How large a town?” Penn asked.

“Lot of people. More born all the time. Old folks die. Kids die. We
had a fever last year. About a hundred kids died. Doctor said it came
from the water hole. We shut the water hole down. Kids died anyhow.
Doctor said it was the milk. Drove off half the cows. Not mine. I stood
out there with my gun and I shot the first of them came to drive off my
cow. Kids stopped dying as soon as fall came. I think it was the heat.”



BREAKFAST AT TWILIGHT & OTHER STORIES 103

“Sure is hot,” Tolby agreed.

“Yes, it gets hot around here. Water’s pretty scarce.” A crafty look
slid across his old face. “You folks want a drink? The young lady looks
pretty tired. Got some bottles of water down under the house. In the
mud. Nice and cold.” He hesitated. “Pink a glass.”

Tolby laughed. “No, thanks.”

“Two glasses a pink,” the farmer said.

“Not interested,” Penn said. He thumped his canteen and the three
of them started on. “So long.”

The farmer’s face hardened. “Damn foreigners,” he muttered. He
turned angrily back to his plowing.

The town baked in silence. Flies buzzed and settled on the backs
of stupefied horses, tied up at posts. A few cars were parked here
and there. People moved listlessly along the sidewalks. Elderly lean-
bodied men dozed on porches. Dogs and chickens slept in the shade
under houses. The houses were small, wooden, chipped and peeling
boards, leaning and angular—and old. Warped and split by age and
heat. Dust lay over everything. A thick blanket of dry dust over the
cracking houses and the dull-faced men and animals.

Two lank men approached them from an open doorway. “Who are
you? What do you want?”

They stopped and got out their identification. The men examined
the sealed-plastic cards. Photographs, fingerprints, data. Finally they
handed them back.

“AL,” one said. “You really from the Anarchist League?”

“That’s right,” Tolby said.

“Even the girl?” The men eyed Silvia with languid greed. “Tell you
what. Let us have the girl a while and we’ll skip the head tax.”

“Don’t kid me,” Tolby grunted. “Since when does the League
pay head tax or any other tax?” He pushed past them impatiently.
“Where’s the grog shop? I'm dying!”

A two-story white building was on their left. Men lounged on
the porch, watching them vacantly. Penn headed toward it and the
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Tolby’s followed. A faded, peeling sign lettered across the front read:
Beer, Wine on Tap.

“This is it,” Penn said. He guided Silvia up the sagging steps, past
the men, and inside. Tolby followed; he unstrapped his pack grate-
fully as he came.

The place was cool and dark. A few men and women were at the
bar; the rest sat around tables. Some youths were playing throw in
the back. A mechanical tune-maker wheezed and composed in the
corner, a shabby, half-ruined machine only partially functioning.
Behind the bar a primitive scene-shifter created and destroyed vague
phantasmagoria: seascapes, mountain peaks, snowy valleys, great
rolling hills, a nude woman that lingered and then dissolved into
one vast breast. Dim, uncertain processions that no one noticed or
looked at. The bar itself was an incredibly ancient sheet of transparent
plastic, stained and chipped and yellow with age. Its n-grav coat had
faded from one end; bricks now propped it up. The drink mixer had
long since’ fallen apart. Only wine and beer were served. No living
man knew how to mix the simplest drink.

Tolby moved up to the bar. “Beer,” he said. “Three beers.” Penn and
Silvia sank down at a table and removed their packs, as the bartender
served Tolby three mugs of thick, dark beer. He showed his card and
carried the mugs over to the table.

The youths in the back had stopped playing. They were watching
the three as they sipped their beer and unlaced their hiking boots.
After a while one of them came slowly over.

“Say,” he said. “You're from the League.”

“That’s right,” Tolby murmured sleepily.

Everyone in the place was watching and listening. The youth sat
down across from the three; his companions flocked excitedly around
and took seats on all sides. The juveniles of the town. Bored, restless,
dissatisfied. Their eyes took in the ironite staffs, the guns, the heavy
metal-cleated boots. A murmured whisper rustled through them.

They were about eighteen. Tanned, rangy.
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“How do you get in?” one demanded bluntly.

“The League?” Tolby leaned back in his chair, found a match, and
lit his cigarette. He unfastened his belt, belched loudly, and settled
back contentedly. “You get in by examination.”

“What do you have to know?”

Tolby shrugged. “About everything.” He belched again and
scratched thoughtfully at his chest, between two buttons. He was
conscious of the ring of people around on all sides. A little old man
with a beard and horn-rimmed glasses. At another table, a great
tub of a man in a red shirt and blue-striped trousers, with a bulging
stomach.

Youths. Farmers. A Negro in a dirty white shirt and trousers, a
book under his arm. A hard-jawed blonde, hair in a net, red nails
and high heels, tight yellow dress. Sitting with a gray-haired busi-
nessman in a dark brown suit. A tall young man holding hands
with a young black-haired girl, huge eyes, in a soft white blouse
and skirt, little slippers kicked under the table. Under the table
her bare, tanned feet twisted; her slim body was bent forward with
interest.

“You have to know,” Tolby said, “how the League was formed. You
have to know how we pulled down the governments that day. Pulled
them down and destroyed them. Burned all the buildings. And all
the records. Billions of microfilms and papers. Great bonfires that
burned for weeks. And the swarms of little white things that poured
out when we knocked the buildings over.”

“You killed them?” the great tub of a man asked, lips twitching
avidly.

“We let them go. They were harmless. They ran and hid. Under
rocks.” To’lby laughed. “Funny little scurrying things. Insects. Then
we went in and gathered up all the records and equipment for making
records. By God, we burned everything.”

“And the robots,” a youth said.

“Yeah, we smashed all the government robots. There weren’t many
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of them. They were used only at high levels. When a lot of facts had
to be integrated.”

The youth’s eyes bulged. “You saw them? You were there when
they smashed the robots?”

Penn laughed. “Tolby means the League. That was two hundred
years ago.”

The youth grinned nervously. “Yeah. Tell us about the marches.”

Tolby drained his mug and pushed it away. “I'm out of beer.”

The mug was quickly refilled. He grunted his thanks and continued,
voice deep and furry, dulled with fatigue. “The marches. That was
really something, they say. All over the world, people getting up,
throwing down what they were doing—"

“It started in East Germany,” the hard-jawed blonde said. “The
riots.”

“Then it spread to Poland,” the Negro put in shyly. “My grandfa-
ther used to tell me how everybody sat and listened to the television.
His grandfather used to tell him. It spread to Czechoslovakia and
then Austria and Roumania and Bulgaria. Then France. And Italy.”

“France was first!” the little old man with beard and glasses cried
violently. “They were without a government a whole month. The
people saw they could live without a government!”

“The marches started it,” the black-haired girl corrected. “That was
the first time they started pulling down the government buildings. In
East Germany and Poland. Big mobs of unorganized workers.”

“Russia and America were the last,” Tolby said. “When the march
on Washington came there was close to twenty million of us. We were
big in those days! They couldn’t stop us when we finally moved.”

“They shot a lot,” the hard-faced blonde said.

“Sure. But the people kept coming. And yelling to the soldiers.
‘Hey, Bill! Don’t shoot!” ‘Hey, Jack! It’s me, Joe.” ‘Don’t shoot—we’re
your friends!” ‘Don’t kill us, join us!” And by God, after a while they
did. They couldn’t keep shooting their own people. They finally threw
down their guns and got out of the way.”
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“And then you found the place,” the little black-haired girl said
breathlessly.

“Yeah. We found the place. Six places. Three in America. One in
Britain. Two in Russia. It took us ten years to find the last place—and
make sure it was the last place.”

“What then?” the youth asked, bug-eyed.

“Then we busted every one of them.” Tolby raised himself up, a
massive man, beer mug clutched, heavy face flushed dark red. “Every
damn A-bomb in the whole world.”

oooooo

There was an uneasy silence.

“Yeah,” the youth murmured. “You sure took care of those war
people.”

“Won’t be any more of them,” the great tub of a man said. “They’re
gone for good.”

Tolby fingered his ironite staff. “Maybe so. And maybe not. There
just might be a few of them left.”

“What do you mean?” the tub of a man demanded.

Tolby raised his hard gray eyes. “It’s time you people stopped
kidding us. You know damn well what I mean. We’ve heard rumors.
Someplace around this area there’s a bunch of them. Hiding out.”

Shocked disbelief, then anger hummed to a roar. “That’s a lie!” the
tub of a man shouted.

“Is it?”

The little man with beard and glasses leaped up. “There’s nobody
here has anything to do with governments! We're all good people!”

“You better watch your step,” one of the youths said softly to Tolby.
“People around here don'’t like to be accused.”

Tolby got unsteadily to his feet, his ironite staff gripped. Penn got
up beside him and they stood together. “If any of you knows some-
thing,” Tolby said, “you better tell it. Right now.”
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“Nobody knows anything,” the hard-faced blonde said. “Youre
talking to honest folks.”

“That’s so,” the Negro said, nodding his head. “Nobody here’s
doing anything wrong.”

“You saved our lives,” the black-haired girl said. “If you hadn’t
pulled down the governments we’d all be dead in the war. Why
should we hold back something?”

“That’s true,” the great tub of a man grumbled. “We wouldn’t be
alive if it wasn't for the League. You think we’d do anything against
the League?”

“Come on,” Silvia said to her father. “Let’s go.” She got to her feet
and tossed Penn his pack.

Tolby grunted belligerently. Finally he took his own pack and hoisted
it to his shoulder. The room was deathly silent. Everyone stood frozen,
as the three gathered their things and moved toward the door.

The little dark-haired girl stopped them. “The next town is thirty
miles from here,” she said.

“The road’s blocked,” her tall companion explained. “Slides closed
it years ago.”

“Why don’t you stay with us tonight? There’s plenty of room at our
place. You can rest up and get an early start tomorrow.”

“We don’t want to impose,” Silvia murmured.

Tolby and Penn glanced at each other, then at the girl. “If you're
sure you have plenty of room—"

The great tub of a man approached them. “Listen. I have ten yellow
slips. I want to give them to the League. I sold my farm last year. I
don’t need any more slips; 'm living with my brother and his family.”
He pushed the slips at Tolby. “Here.”

Tolby pushed them back. “Keep them.”

“This way,” the tall young man said, as they clattered down the
sagging steps, into a sudden blinding curtain of heat and dust. “We
have a car. Over this way. An old gasoline car. My dad fixed it so it

burns oil.”
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“You should have taken the slips,” Penn said to Tolby, as they got
into the ancient, battered car. Flies buzzed around them. They could
hardly breathe; the car was a furnace. Silvia fanned herself with a
rolled-up paper. The black-haired girl unbuttoned her blouse.

“What do we need money for?” Tolby laughed good-naturedly. “I
haven’t paid for anything in my life. Neither have you.”

The car sputtered and moved slowly forward, onto the road. It
began to gain speed. Its motor banged and roared. Soon it was moving
surprisingly fast.

‘You saw them,” Silvia said, over the racket. “They’d give us
anything they had. We saved their lives.” She waved at the fields, the
farmers and their crude teams, the withered crops, the sagging old
farmhouses. “They’d all be dead, if it hadn’t been for the League.” She
smashed a fly peevishly. “They depend on us.”

The black-haired girl turned toward them, as the car rushed along
the decaying road. Sweat streaked her tanned skin. Her half-covered
breasts trembled with the motion of the car. “I'm Laura Davis. Pete
and I have an old farmhouse his dad gave us when we got married.”

“You can have the whole downstairs,” Pete said.

“There’s no electricity, but we've got a big fireplace. It gets cold at
night. It’s hot in the day, but when the sun sets it gets terribly cold.”

“We’ll be all right,” Penn murmured. The vibration of the car
made him a little sick.

“Yes,” the girl said, her black eyes flashing. Her crimson lips
twisted. She leaned toward Penn intently, her small face strangely
alight. “Yes, we’ll take good care of you.”

At that moment the car left the road.

Silvia shrieked. Tolby threw himself down, head between his
knees, doubled up in a ball. A sudden curtain of green burst around
Penn. Then a sickening emptiness, as the car plunged down. It struck
with a roaring crash that blotted out everything. A single titanic cata-
clysm of fury that picked Penn up and flung his remains in every
direction.
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“Put me down,” Bors ordered. “On this railing for a moment before
I go inside.”

The crew lowered him onto the concrete surface and fastened
magnetic grapples into place. Men and women hurried up the wide
steps, in and out of the massive building that was Bors’ main offices.

The sight from these steps pleased him. He liked to stop here
and look around at his world. At the civilization he had carefully
constructed. Each piece added painstakingly, scrupulously with infi-
nite care, throughout the years.

It wasn’t big. The mountains ringed it on all sides. The valley was a
level bowl, surrounded by dark violet hills. Outside, beyond the hills,
the regular world began. Parched fields. Blasted, poverty-stricken
towns. Decayed roads. The remains of houses, tumbled-down farm
buildings. Ruined cars and machinery. Dust-covered people creeping
listlessly around in hand-made clothing, dull rags and tatters.

He had seen the outside. He knew what it was like. At the moun-
tains the blank faces, the disease, the withered crops, the crude plows
and ancient tools all ended here. Here, within the ring of hills, Bors
had constructed an accurate and detailed reproduction of a society
two centuries gone. The world as it had been in the old days. The
time of governments. The time that had been pulled down by the
Anarchist League.

Within his five synapsis-coils the plans, knowledge, information,
blueprints.of a whole world existed. In the two centuries he had care-
fully recreated that world, had made this miniature society that glit-
tered and hummed on all sides of him. The roads, buildings, houses,
industries of a dead world, all a fragment of the past, built with his
hands, his own metal fingers and brain.

“Fowler,” Bors said.

Fowler came over. He looked haggard. His eyes were red-rimmed
and swollen. “What is it? You want to go inside?”
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Overhead, the morning patrol thundered past. A string of black
dots against the sunny, cloudless sky. Bors watched with satisfaction.
“Quite a sight.”

“Right on the nose,” Fowler agreed, examining his wristwatch. To
their right, a column of heavy tanks snaked along a highway between
green fields. Their gun-snouts glittered. Behind them a column of
foot soldiers marched, faces hidden behind bacteria masks.

“I'm thinking,” Bors said, “that it may be unwise to trust Green
any longer.”

“Why the hell do you say that?”

“Every ten days I'm inactivated. So your crew can see what repairs
are needed.” Bors twisted restlessly. “For twelve hours I'm completely
helpless. Green takes care of me. Sees nothing happens. But—"

“But what?”

“It occurs to me perhaps there’d be more safety in a squad of
troops. It’s too much of a temptation for one man, alone.”

Fowler scowled. “I don’t see that. How about me? I have charge
of inspecting you. I could switch a few leads around. Send a load
through your synapsis-coils. Blow them out.”

Bors whirled wildly, then subsided. “True. You could do that.”
After a moment he demanded, “But what would you gain? You
know I'm the only one who can keep all this together. I'm the only
one who knows how to maintain a planned society, not a disorderly
chaos! If it weren’t for me, all this would collapse, and you’d have
dust and ruins and weeds. The whole outside would come rushing
in to take over!”

“Of course. So why worry about Green?”

Trucks of workers rumbled past. Loads of men in blue-green,
sleeves rolled up, armloads of tools. A mining team, heading for the
mountains.

“Take me inside,” Bors said abruptly.

Fowler called McLean. They hoisted Bors and carried him past
the throngs of people, into the building, down the corridor and to his
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office. Officials and technicians moved respectfully out of the way as
the great pitted, corroded tank was carried past.

“All right,” Bors said impatiently. “That’s all. You can go.”

Fowler and McLean left the luxurious office, with its lush carpets,
furniture, drapes and rows of books. Bors was already bent over his
desk, sorting through heaps of reports and papers.

Fowler shook his head, as they walked down the hall. “He won’t
last much longer.”

“The motor system? Can’t we reinforce the—"

“I don’t mean that. He’s breaking up mentally. He can’t take the
strain any longer.”

“None of us can,” McLean muttered.

“Running this thing is too much for him. Knowing it’s all depen-
dent on him. Knowing as soon as he turns his back or lets down it’ll
begin to come apart at the seams. A hell of a job, trying to shut out the
real world. Keeping his model universe running.”

“He’s gone on a long time,” McLean said.

Fowler brooded. “Sooner or later were going to have to face the
situation.” Gloomily, he ran his fingers along the blade of a large
screwdriver. “He’s wearing out. Sooner or later somebody’s going to
have to step in. As he continues to decay . . . ” He stuck the screw-
driver back in his belt, with his pliers and hammer and soldering
iron. “One crossed wire.”

“What’s that?”

Fowler laughed. “Now he’s got me doing it. One crossed wire
and—poof. But what then? That’s the big question.”

“Maybe,” McLean said softly, “you and I can then get off this rat
race. You and I and all the rest of us. And live like human beings.”

“Rat race,” Fowler murmured. “Rats in a maze. Doing tricks.
Performing chores thought up by somebody else.”

McLean caught Fowler’s eye. “By somebody of another species.”
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Tolby struggled vaguely. Silence. A faint dripping close by. A beam
pinned his body down. He was caught on all sides by the twisted
wreck of the car. He was head down. The car was turned on its side.
Off the road in a gully, wedged between two huge trees. Bent struts
and smashed metal all around him. And bodies.

He pushed up with all his strength. The beam gave, and he
managed to get to a sitting position. A tree branch had burst in
the windshield. The black-haired girl, still turned toward the back
seat, was impaled on it. The branch had driven through her spine,
out her chest, and into the seat; she clutched at it with both hands,
head limp, mouth half-open. The man beside her was also dead. His
hands were gone; the windshield had burst around him. He lay in a
heap among the remains of the dashboard and the bloody shine of
his own internal organs.

Penn was dead. Neck snapped like a rotten broom handle. Tolby
pushed his corpse aside and examined his daughter. Silvia didn’t stir.
He put his ear to her shirt and listened. She was alive. Her heart beat
faintly. Her bosom rose and fell against his ear.

He wound a handkerchief around her arm, where the flesh was
ripped open and oozing blood. She was badly cut and scratched; one
leg was doubled under her, obviously broken. Her clothes were ripped,
her hair matted with blood. But she was alive. He pushed the twisted
door open and stumbled out. A fiery tongue of afternoon sunlight
struck him and he winced. He began to ease her limp body out of the
car, past the twisted door-frame.

A sound.

Tolby glanced up, rigid. Something was coming. A whirring insect
that rapidly descended. He let go of Silvia, crouched, glanced around,
then lumbered awkwardly down the gully. He slid and fell and rolled
among the green vines and jagged gray boulders. His gun gripped, he
lay gasping in the moist shadows, peering, upward.

The insect landed. A small air-ship, jet-driven. The sight stunned
him. He had heard about jets, seen photographs of them. Been briefed
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and lectured in the history-indoctrination courses at the League
Camps. But to see a jet!

Men swarmed out. Uniformed men who started from the road,
down the side of the gully, bodies crouched warily as they approached
the wrecked car. They lugged heavy rifles. They looked grim and
experienced, as they tore the car doors open and scrambled in.

“One’s gone,” a voice drifted to him.

“Must be around somewhere.”

“Look, this one’s alive! This woman. Started to crawl out. The rest
all dead.”

Furious cursing. “Damn Laura! She should have leaped! The
fanatic little fool!”

“Maybe she didn’t have time. God’s sake, the thing’s all the way
through her.” Horror and shocked dismay. “We won’t hardly be able
to get her loose.”

“Leave her.” The officer directing things waved the men back out
of the car. “Leave them all.”

“How about this wounded one?”

The leader hesitated. “Kill her,” he said finally. He snatched a rifle
and raised the butt. “The rest of you fan out and try to get the other
one. He’s probably—"

Tolby fired, and the leader’s body broke in half. The lower part sank
down slowly; the upper dissolved in ashy fragments. Tolby turned
and began to move in a slow circle, firing as he crawled. He got two
more of them before the rest retreated in panic to their jet-powered
insect and slammed the lock.

He had the element of surprise. Now that was gone. They had
strength and numbers. He was doomed. Already, the insect was
rising. They’d be able to spot him easily from above. But he had saved
Silvia. That was something.

He stumbled down a dried-up creek bed. He ran aimlessly; he had
no place to go. He didn’t know the countryside, and he was on foot.
He slipped on a stone and fell headlong. Pain and billowing darkness
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beat at him as he got unsteadily to his knees. His gun was gone, lost
in the shrubbery. He spat broken teeth and blood. He peered wildly
up at the blazing afternoon sky.

The insect was leaving. It hummed off toward the distant hills. It
dwindled, became a black ball, a fly-speck, then disappeared.

Tolby waited a moment. Then he struggled up the side of the ravine
to the wrecked car. They had gone to get help. They’d be back. Now
was his only chance. If he could get Silvia out and down the road, into
hiding. Maybe to a farmhouse. Back to town.

He reached the car and stood, dazed and stupefied. Three bodies
remained, the two in the front seat, Penn in the back. But Silvia was
gone.

They had taken her with them. Back where they came from. She
had been dragged to the jet-driven insect; a trail of blood led from the
car up the side of the gully to the highway. |

With a violent shudder Tolby pulled himself together. He climbed
into the car and pried loose Penn’s gun from his belt. Silvia’s ironite
staff rested on the seat; he took that, too. Then he started off down the
road, walking without haste, carefully, slowly.

An ironic thought plucked at his mind. He had found what they
were after. The men in uniform. They were organized, responsible to
a central authority. In a newly-assembled jet.

Beyond the hills was a government.

“Sir,” Green said. He smoothed his short blond hair anxiously, his
young face twisting.

Technicians and experts and ordinary people in droves were
everywhere. The offices buzzed and echoed with the business of the
day. Green pushed through the crowd and to the desk where Bors sat,
propped up by two magnetic frames.

“Sir,” Green said. “Something’s happened.”
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Bors looked up. He pushed a metal-foil slate away and laid down
his stylus. His eye cells clicked and flickered; deep inside his battered
trunk motor gears whined. “What is it?”

Green came close. There was something in his face, an expres-
sion Bors had never seen before. A look of fear and glassy determina-
tion. A glazed, fanatic cast, as if his flesh had hardened to rock. “Sir,
scouts contacted a League team moving North. They met the team
outside Fairfax. The incident took place directly beyond the first road
block.”

Bors said nothing. On all sides, officials, experts, farmers,
workmen, industrial managers, soldiers, people of all kinds buzzed
and murmured and pushed forward impatiently. Trying to get to
Bors’ desk. Loaded down with problems to be solved, situations to be
explained. The pressing business of the day. Roads, factories, disease
control. Repairs. Construction. Manufacture. Design. Planning.
Urgent problems for Bors to consider and deal with. Problems that
couldn’t wait.

“Was the League team destroyed?” Bors said.

“One was killed. One was wounded and brought here.” Green
hesitated. “One escaped.”

For a long time Bors was silent. Around him the people murmured
and shuffled; he ignored them. All at once he pulled the vidscanner
to him and snapped the circuit open. “One escaped? I don't like the
sound of that.”

“He shot three members of our scout unit. Including the leader.
The others.got frightened. They grabbed the injured girl and returned
here.”

Bors’ massive head lifted. “They made a mistake. They should have
located the one who escaped.”

“This was the first time the situation—"

“Iknow,” Bors said. “But it was an error. Better not to have touched
them at all, than to have taken two and allowed the third to get away.”
He turned to the vidscanner. “Sound an emergency alert. Close down
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the factories. Arm the work crews and any male farmers capable of
using weapons. Close every road. Remove the women and children
to the undersurface shelters. Bring up the heavy guns and supplies.
Suspend all non-military production and—" He considered. “Arrest
everyone were not sure of. On the C sheet. Have them shot.” He
snapped the scanner off.

“What’ll happen?” Green demanded, shaken.

“The thing we’ve prepared for. Total war.”

“We have weapons!” Green shouted excitedly. “In an hour there’ll
be ten thousand men ready to fight. We have jet-driven ships. Heavy
artillery. Bombs. Bacteria pellets. What’s the League? A lot of people
with packs on their backs!”

“Yes,” Bors said. “A lot of people with packs on their backs.”

“How can they do anything? How can a bunch of anarchists orga-
nize? They have no structure, no control, no central power.”

“They have the whole world. A billion people.”

“Individuals! A club, not subject to law. Voluntary membership. We
have disciplined organization. Every aspect of our economic life oper-
ates at maximum efficiency. We—you—have your thumb on every-
thing. All you have to do is give the order. Set the machine in motion.”

Bors nodded slowly. “It’s true the anarchist can’t coordinate.
The League can’t organize. It’s a paradox. Government by anar-
chists . . . Antigovernment, actually. Instead of governing the world
they tramp around to make sure no one else does.”

“Dog in the manger.”

“As you say, theyre actually a voluntary club of totally unorga-
nized individuals. Without law or central authority. They maintain
no society—they can’t govern. All they can do is interfere with anyone
else who tries. Troublemakers. But—"

“But what?”

“It was this way before. Two centuries ago. They were unorganized.
Unarmed. Vast mobs, without discipline or authority. Yet they pulled
down all the governments. All over the world.”
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“We've got a whole army. All the roads are mined. Heavy guns.
Bombs. Pellets. Every one of us is a soldier. We're an armed camp!”

Bors was deep in thought. “You say one of them is here? One of the
League agents?”

“A young woman.”

Bors signalled the nearby maintenance crew. “Take me to her. I
want to talk to her in the time remaining.”

Po %0 %
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Silvia watched silently, as the uniformed men pushed and grunted
their way into the room. They staggered over to the bed, pulled two
chairs together, and carefully laid down their massive armload.

Quickly they snapped protective struts into place, locked the
chairs together, threw magnetic grapples into operation, and then
warily retreated.

“All right,” the robot said. “You can go.” The men left. Bors turned
to face the woman on the bed.

“A machine,” Silvia whispered, white-faced. “You’re a machine.”

Bors nodded slightly without speaking.

Silvia shifted uneasily on the bed. She was weak. One leg was in
a transparent plastic cast. Her face was bandaged and her right arm
ached and throbbed. Outside the window, the late afternoon sun
sprinkled through the drapes. Flowers bloomed. Grass. Hedges. And
beyond the hedges, buildings and factories.

For the last hour the sky had been filled with jet-driven ships. Great
flocks that raced excitedly across the sky toward distant hills. Along
the highway cars hurtled, dragging guns and heavy military equip-
ment. Men were marching in close rank, rows of gray-clad soldiers,
guns and helmets and bacteria masks. Endless lines of figures, iden-
tical in their uniforms, stamped from the same matrix.

“There are a lot of them,” Bors said, indicating the marching

men.
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“Yes.” Silvia watched a couple of soldiers hurry by the window.
Youths with worried expressions on their smooth faces. Helmets
bobbing at their waists. Long rifles. Canteens. Counters. Radiation
shields. Bacteria masks wound awkwardly around their necks, ready
to go into place. They were scared. Hardly more than kids. Others
followed. A truck roared into life. The soldiers were swept off to join
the others.

“They’re going to fight,” Bors said, “to defend their homes and
factories.”

“All this equipment. You manufacture it, don’t you?”

“That’s right. Our industrial organization is perfect. We're totally
productive. Our society here is operated rationally. Scientifically.
We're fully prepared to meet this emergency.”

Suddenly Silvia realized what the emergency was. “The League!
One of us must have got away.” She pulled herself up. “Which of
them? Penn or my father?”

“I don’t know,” the robot murmured indifferently.

Horror and disgust choked Silvia. “My God,” she said softly. “You
have no understanding of us. You run all this, and you’re incapable of
empathy. Youre nothing but a mechanical computer. One of the old
government integration robots.”

“That’s right. Two centuries old.”

She was appalled. “And you've been alive all this time. We thought
we destroyed all of you!”

“I was missed. I had been damaged. I wasn’t in my place. I was
in a truck, on my way out of Washington. I saw the mobs and
escaped.”

“Two hundred years ago. Legendary times. You actually saw the
events they tell us about. The old days. The great marches. The day the
governments fell.”

“Yes. I saw it all. A group of us formed in Virginia. Experts, offi-
cials, skilled workmen. Later we came here. It was remote enough, off
the beaten path.”
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“We heard rumors. A fragment . . . Still maintaining itself. But we
didn’t know where or how.”

“I was fortunate,” Bors said. “I escaped by a fluke. All the others
were destroyed. It’s taken a long time to organize what you see here.
Fifteen miles from here is a ring of hills. This valley is a bowl—moun-
tains on all sides. We've set up road blocks in the form of natural
slides. Nobody comes here. Even in Fairfax, thirty miles off, they
know nothing.”

“That girl. Laura.”

“Scouts. We keep scout teams in all inhabited regions within a
hundred mile radius. As soon as you entered Fairfax, word was relayed
to us. An air unit was dispatched. To avoid questions, we arranged to
have you killed in an auto wreck. But one of you escaped.”

Silvia shook her head, bewildered. “How?” she demanded. “How
do you keep going? Don’t the people revolt?” She struggled to a sitting
position. “They must know what’s happened everywhere else. How do
you control them? They’re going out now, in their uniforms. But—will
they fight? Can you count on them?”

Bors answered slowly. “They trust me,” he said. “I brought with
me a vast amount of knowledge. Information and techniques lost to
the rest of the world. Are jet-ships and vidscanners and power cables
made anywhere else in the world? I retain all that knowledge. I have
memory units, synapsis-coils. Because of me they have these things.
Things you know only as dim memories, vague legends.”

“What happens when you die?”

“I won't die! I'm eternal!”

“Youre wearing out. You have to be carried around. And your
right arm. you can hardly move it!” Silvia’s voice was harsh, ruthless.
“Your whole tank is pitted and rusty.”

The robot whirred; for a moment he seemed unable to speak. “My
knowledge remains,” he grated finally. “I'll always be able to commu-
nicate. Fowler has arranged a broadcast system. Even when I talk—"
He broke off. “Even then. Everything is under control. I've organized
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every aspect of the situation. I've maintained this system for two
centuries. It’s got to be kept going!”

Silvia lashed out. It happened in a split second. The boot of her cast
caught the chairs on which the robot rested. She thrust violently with
her foot and hands; the chairs teetered, hesitated—

“Fowler!” the robot screamed.

Silvia pushed with all her strength. Blinding agony seared through
her leg; she bit her lip and threw her shoulder against the robot’s
pitted hulk. He waved his arms, whirred wildly, and then the two
chairs slowly collapsed. The robot slid quietly from them, over on his
back, his arms still waving helplessly.

Silvia dragged herself from the bed. She managed to pull herself to
the window; her broken leg hung uselessly, a dead weight in its trans-
parent plastic cast. The robot lay like some futile bug, arms waving,
eye lens clicking, its rusty works whirring in fear and rage.

“Fowler!” it screamed again. “Help me!”

Silvia reached the window. She tugged at the locks; they were sealed.
She grabbed up a lamp from the table and threw it against the glass.
The glass burst around her, a shower of lethal fragments. She stumbled
forward—and then the repair crew was pouring into the room.

Fowler gasped at the sight of the robot on its back. A strange
expression crossed his face. “Look at him!”

“Help me!” the robot shrilled. “Help me!”

One of the men grabbed Silvia around the waist and lugged her
back to the bed. She kicked and bit, sunk her nails into the man’s
cheek. He threw her on the bed, face down, and drew his pistol. “Stay
there,” he gasped.

The others were bent over the robot, getting him to an upright
position. ‘

“What happened?” Fowler said. He came over to the bed, his face
twisting. “Did he fall?”

Silvia’s eyes glowed with hatred and despair. “I pushed him over.
almost got there.” Her chest heaved. “The window. But my leg—"
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“Get me back to my quarters!” Bors cried.

The crew gathered him up and carried him down the hall, to
his private office. A few moments later he was sitting shakily at his
desk, his mechanism pounding wildly, surrounded by his papers and
memoranda.

He forced down his panic and tried to resume his work. He had to
keep going. His vidscreen was alive with activity. The whole system
was in motion. He blankly watched a subcommander sending up a
cloud of black dots, jet bombers that shot up like flies and headed
quickly off.

The system had to be preserved. He repeated it again and again.
He had to save it. Had to organize the people and make them save it.
If the people didn’t fight, wasn’t everything doomed?

Fury and desperation overwhelmed him. The system couldn’t
preserve itself; it wasn’t a thing apart, something that could be sepa-
rated from the people who lived it. Actually it was the people. They
were identical; when the people fought to preserve the system they
were fighting to preserve nothing less than themselves.

They existed only as long as the system existed.

He caught sight of a marching column of white-faced troops,
moving toward the hills. His ancient synapsis-coils radiated and
shuddered uncertainly, then fell back into pattern. He was two centu-
ries old. He had come into existence a long time ago, in a different
world. That world had created him; through him that world still lived.
As long as he existed, that world existed. In miniature, it still func-
tioned. His model universe, his recreation. His rational, controlled
world, in which each aspect was fully organized, fully analyzed and
integrated.

He kept a rational, progressive world alive. A humming oasis of
productivity on a dusty, parched planet of decay and silence.

Bors spread out his papers and went to work on the most pressing
problem. The transformation from a peace-time economy to full
military mobilization. Total military organization of every man,
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woman, child, piece of equipment and dyne of energy under his

direction.
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Edward Tolby emerged cautiously. His clothes were torn and ragged.
He had lost his pack, crawling through the brambles and vines. His
face and hands were bleeding. He was utterly exhausted.

Below him lay a valley. A vast bowl. Fields, houses, highways.
Factories. Equipment. Men.

He had been watching the men three hours. Endless streams of
them, pouring from the valley into the hills, along the roads and
paths. On foot, in trucks, in cars, armored tanks, weapons carriers.
Overhead, in fast little jetfighters and great lumbering bombers.
Gleaming ships that took up positions above the troops and prepared
for battle.

Battle in the grand style. The two-centuries-old full-scale war that
was supposed to have disappeared. But here it was, a vision from the
past. He had seen this in the old tapes and records, used in the camp
orientation courses. A ghost army resurrected to fight again. A vast
host of men and guns, prepared to fight and die.

Tolby climbed down cautiously. At the foot of a slope of boulders
a soldier had halted his motorcycle and was setting up a commu-
nications antenna and transmitter. Tolby circled, crouched, expertly
approached him. A blond-haired youth, fumbling nervously with the
wires and relays, licking his lips uneasily, glancing up and grabbing
for his rifle at every sound

Tolby took a deep breath. The youth had turned his back; he was
tracing a‘power circuit. It was now or never. With one stride Tolby
stepped out, raised his pistol and fired. The clump of equipment and
the soldier’s rifle vanished.

“Don’t make a sound,” Tolby said. He peered around. No one had

seen; the main line was half a mile to his right. The sun was setting.
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Great shadows were falling over the hills. The fields were rapidly
fading from brown-green to a deep violet. “Put your hands up over
your head, clasp them, and get down on your knees.”

The youth tumbled down in a frightened heap. “What are you
going to do?” He saw the ironite staff, and the color left his face.
“You're a League agent!”

“Shut up,” Tolby ordered. “First, outline your system of responsi-
bility. Who’s your superior?”

The youth stuttered forth what he knew. Tolby listened intently.
He was satisfied. The usual monolithic structure. Exactly what he
wanted.

“At the top,” he broke in. “At the top of the pillar. Who has ulti-
mate responsibility?”

“Bors.”

“Bors!” Tolby scowled. “That doesn’t sound like a name. Sounds
like—" He broke off, staggered. “We should have guessed! An old
government robot. Still functioning.”

The youth saw his chance. He leaped up and darted frantically
away.

Tolby shot him above the left ear. The youth pitched over on his face
and lay still. Tolby hurried to him and quickly pulled off his dark gray
uniform. It was too small for him of course. But the motorcycle was just
right. He’d seen tapes of them; he’d wanted one since he was a child. A
fast little motorcycle to propel his weight around. Now he had it.

Half an hour later he was roaring down a smooth, broad highway
toward the center of the valley and the buildings that rose against the
dark sky. His headlights cut into the blackness; he still wobbled from
side to side, but for all practical purposes he had the hang of it. He
increased speed; the road shot by, trees and fields, haystacks, stalled
farm equipment. All traffic was going against him, troops hurrying to
the front.

The front. Lemmings going out into the ocean to drown. A thou-
sand, ten thousand, metal-clad figures, armed and alert. Weighted
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down with guns and bombs and flame throwers and bacteria
pellets.

There was only one hitch. No army opposed them. A mistake had
been made. It took two sides to make a war, and only one had been
resurrected.

A mile outside the concentration of buildings he pulled his motor-
cycle off the road and carefully hid it in a haystack. For a moment he
considered leaving his ironite staff. Then he shrugged and grabbed it
up, along with his pistol. He always carried his staff, it was the League
symbol. It represented the walking Anarchists who patrolled the
world on foot, the world’s protection agency.

He loped through the darkness toward the outline ahead. There
were fewer men here. He saw no women or children. Ahead, charged
wire was set up. Troops crouched behind it, armed to the teeth. A
searchlight moved back and forth across the road. Behind it, radar
vanes loomed and behind them an ugly square of concrete. The great
offices from which the government was run.

For a time he watched the searchlight. Finally he had its motion
plotted. In its glare, the faces of the troops stood out, pale and drawn.
Youths. They had never fought. This was their first encounter. They
were terrified.

When the light was off him, he stood up and advanced toward
the wire. Automatically, a breach was slid back for him. Two guards
raised up and awkwardly crossed bayonets ahead of him.

“Show your papers!” one demanded. Young lieutenants. Boys,
white-lipped, nervous. Playing soldier.

Pity and contempt made Tolby laugh harshly and push forward.
“Get out of my way.”

One anxiously flashed a pocket light. “Halt! What’s the code-key
for this watch?” He blocked Tolby’s way with his bayonet, hands
twisting convulsively.

Tolby reached in his pocket, pulled out his pistol, and as the
searchlight started to swerve back, blasted the two guards. The
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bayonets clattered down and he dived forward. Yells and shapes
rose on all sides. Anguished, terrified shouts. Random firing. The
night was lit up, as he dashed and crouched, turned a corner past
a supply warehouse, raced up a flight of stairs and into the massive
building ahead.

He had to work fast. Gripping his ironite staff, he plunged down
a gloomy corridor. His boots echoed. Men poured into the building
behind him. Bolts of energy thundered past him; a whole section of
the ceiling burst into ash and collapsed behind him.

He reached stairs and climbed rapidly. He came to the next floor
and groped for the door handle. Something flickered behind him. He
half-turned, his gun quickly up—

A stunning blow sent him sprawling. He crashed against the wall;
his gun flew from his fingers. A shape bent over him, rifle gripped.
“Who are you? What are you doing here?”

Not a soldier. A stubble-chinned man in stained shirt and rumpled
trousers. Eyes pufty and red. A belt of tools, hammer, pliers, screw-
driver, a soldering iron, around his waist.

Tolby raised himself up painfully. “If you didn’t have that rifle—"

Fowler backed warily away. “Who are you? This floor is forbidden
to troops of the line. You know this—” Then he saw the ironite staff.
“By God,” he said softly. “You're the one they didn’t get.” He laughed
shakily. “You're the one who got away.”

Tolby’s fingers tightened around the staff, but Fowler reacted
instantly. The snout of the rifle jerked up, on a line with Tolby’s
face.

“Be careful,” Fowler warned. He turned slightly; soldiers were
hurrying up the stairs, boots drumming, echoing shouts ringing. For
a moment he hesitated, then waved his rifle toward the stairs ahead.
“Up. Get going.”

Toby blinked. “What—"

“Up!” The rifle snout jabbed into Tolby. “Hurry!”

Bewildered, Tolby hurried up the stairs, Fowler close behind him.
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At the third floor Fowler pushed him roughly through the doorway,
the snout of his rifle digging urgently into his back. He found himself
in a corridor of doors. Endless offices.

“Keep going,” Fowler snarled. “Down the hall. Hurry!”

Tolby hurried, his mind spinning. “What the hell are you—"

“I could never do it,” Fowler gasped, close to his ear. “Not in a
million years. But it’s got to be done.”

Tolby halted. “What is this?”

They faced each other defiantly, faces contorted, eyes blazing.
“He’s in there,” Fowler snapped, indicating a door with his rifle. “You
have one chance. Take it.”

For a fraction of a second Tolby hesitated. Then he broke away.
“Okay. I'll take it.”

Fowler followed after him. “Be careful. Watch your step. There’s
a series of check points. Keep going straight, in all the way. As far as
you can go. And for God’s sake, hurry!”

His voice faded, as Tolby gained speed. He reached the door and
tore it open.

Soldiers and officials ballooned. He threw himself against them;
they sprawled and scattered. He scrambled on, as they struggled up
and stupidly fumbled for their guns. Through another door, into an
inner office, past a desk where a frightened girl sat, eyes wide, mouth
open. Then a third door, into an alcove.

A wild-faced youth leaped up and snatched frantically for his
pistol. Tolby was unarmed, trapped in the alcove. Figures already
pushed against the door behind him. He gripped his ironite staff and
backed away as the blond-haired fanatic fired blindly. The bolt burst
a foot away; it flicked him with a tongue of heat.

“You dirty anarchist!” Green screamed. His face distorted, he fired
again and again. “You murdering anarchist spy!”

Tolby hurled his ironite staff. He put all his strength in it; the staff
leaped through the air in a whistling arc, straight at the youth’s head.
Green saw it coming and ducked. Agile and quick, he jumped away,
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grinning humorlessly. The staff crashed against the wall and rolled
clanging to the floor.

“Your walking staft!” Green gasped and fired.

The bolt missed him on purpose. Green was playing games with
him. Tolby bent down and groped frantically for the staff. He picked
it up. Green watched, face rigid, eyes glittering. “Throw it again!” he
snarled.

Tolby leaped. He took the youth by surprise. Green grunted,
stumbled back from the impact, then suddenly fought with maniacal
fury.

Tolby was heavier. But he was exhausted. He had crawled hours,
beat his way through the mountains, walked endlessly. He was at the
end of his strength. The car wreck, the days of walking. Green was in
perfect shape. His wiry, agile body twisted away. His hands came up.
Fingers dug into Tolby’s windpipe; he kicked the youth in the groin.
Green staggered back, convulsed and bent over with pain.

“All right,” Green gasped, face ugly and dark. His hand fumbled
with his pistol. The barrel came up.

Half of Green’s head dissolved. His hands opened and his gun fell
to the floor. His body stood for a moment, then settled down in a
heap, like an empty suit of clothes.

Tolby caught a glimpse of a rifle snout pushed past him—and the
man with the tool belt. The man waved him on frantically. “Hurry!”

Tolby raced down a carpeted hall, between two great flickering
yellow lamps. A crowd of officials and soldiers stumbled uncertainly
after him,.shouting and firing at random. He tore open a thick oak
door and halted.

He was in a luxurious chamber. Drapes, rich wallpaper. Lamps.
Bookcases. A glimpse of the finery of the past. The wealth of the old
days. Thick carpets. Warm radiant heat. A vidscreen. At the far end,
a huge mahogany desk.

At the desk a figure sat. Working on heaps of papers and reports,
piled masses of material. The figure contrasted starkly with the lush-
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ness of the furnishings. It was a great pitted, corroded tank of metal.
Bent and greenish, patched and repaired. An ancient machine.

“Is that you, Fowler?” the robot demanded.

Tolby advanced, his ironite staff gripped.

The robot turned angrily. “Who is it? Get Green and carry me
down into the shelter. One of the roadblocks has reported a League
agent already—" The robot broke off. Its cold, mechanical eye lens
bored up at the man. It clicked and whirred in uneasy astonishment.
“I don’t know you.”

It saw the ironite staff.

“League agent,” the robot said. “You're the one who got through.”
Comprehension came. “The third one. You came here. You didn’t go
back.” Its metal fingers fumbled clumsily at the objects on the desk,
then in the drawer. It found a gun and raised it awkwardly.

Tolby knocked the gun aways; it clattered to the floor. “Run!” he
shouted at the robot. “Start running!”

It remained. Tolby’s staff came down. The fragile, complex brain-
unit of the robot burst apart. Coils, wiring, relay fluid, spattered over
his arms and hands. The robot shuddered. Its machinery thrashed.
It half-rose from its chair, then swayed and toppled. It crashed full
length on the floor, parts and gears rolling in all directions.

“Good God,” Tolby said, suddenly seeing it for the first time.
Shakily, he bent over its remains. “It was crippled.”

Men were all around him. “He’s killed Bors!” Shocked, dazed
faces. “Bors is dead!”

Fowler came up slowly. “You got him, all right. There’s nothing
left now.”

Tolby stood holding his ironite staff in his hands. “The poor blasted
thing,” he said softly. “Completely helpless. Sitting there and I came
and killed him. He didn’t have a chance.”

Fo «Po o>
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The building was bedlam. Soldiers and officials scurried crazily about,
grief-stricken, hysterical. They bumped into each other, gathered in
knots, shouted and gave meaningless orders.

Tolby pushed past them; nobody paid any attention to him. Fowler
was gathering up the remains of the robot. Collecting the smashed
pieces and bits. Tolby stopped beside him. Like Humpty-Dumpty,
pulled down off his wall he’d never be back together, not now.

“Where’s the woman?” he asked Fowler. “The League agent they
brought in.”

Fowler straightened up slowly. “T'll take you.” He led Tolby down
the packed, surging hall, to the hospital wing of the building.

Silvia sat up apprehensively as the two men entered the room.
“What’s going on?” She recognized her father. “Dad! Thank God! It
was you who got out.”

Tolby slammed the door against the chaos of sound hammering
up and down the corridor. “How are you? How’s your leg?”

“Mending. What happened?”

“I got him. The robot. He’s dead.”

For a moment the three of them were silent. Outside, in the halls,
men ran frantically back and forth. Word had already leaked out.
Troops gathered in huddled knots outside the building. Lost men,
wandering away from their posts. Uncertain. Aimless.

“It’s over,” Fowler said.

Tolby nodded. “T know.”

“They’ll get tired of crouching in their foxholes,” Fowler said.
“They’ll come filtering back. As soon as the news reaches them, they’ll
desert and throw away their equipment.”

“Good,” Tolby grunted. “The sooner the better.” He touched
Fowler’s rifle. “You, too, I hope.”

Silvia hesitated. “Do you think—"

“Think what?”

“Did we make a mistake?”

Tolby grinned wearily. “Hell of a time to think about that.”
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“He was doing what he thought was right. They built up their
homes and factories. This whole area . . . They turn out a lot of goods.
I've been watching through the window. It’s made me think. They’ve
done so much. Made so much.”

“Made a lot of guns,” Tolby said.

“We have guns, too. We kill and destroy. We have all the disadvan-
tages and none of the advantages.”

“We don’t have war,” Tolby answered quietly. “To defend this neat
little organization there are ten thousand men up there in those hills.
All waiting to fight. Waiting to drop their bombs and bacteria pellets,
to keep this place running. But they won't. Pretty soon they’ll give up
and start to trickle back.”

“This whole system will decay rapidly,” Fowler said. “He was
already losing his control. He couldn’t keep the clock back much
longer.”

“Anyhow, it’s done,” Silvia murmured. “We did our job.” She
smiled a little. “Bors did his job and we did ours. But the times were
against him and with us.”

“That’s right,” Tolby agreed. “We did our job. And we’ll never be
sorry.”

Fowler said nothing. He stood with his hands in his pockets,
gazing silently out the window. His fingers were touching something.
Three undamaged synapsis-coils. Intact memory elements from the
dead robot, snatched from the scattered remains.

Just in case, he said to himself. Just in case the times change.



STRANGE EDEN

Captain Johnson was the first man out of the ship. He scanned the
planet’s great rolling forests, its miles of green that made your eyes
ache. The sky overhead that was pure blue. Off beyond the trees
lapped the edges of an ocean, about the same color as the sky, except
for a bubbling surface of incredibly bright seaweed that darkened the
blue almost to purple.

He had only four feet to go from the control board to the auto-
matic hatch, and from there down the ramp to the soft black soil dug
up by the jet blast and strewn everywhere, still steaming. He shaded
his eyes against the golden sun, and then, after a moment, removed
his glasses and polished them on his sleeve. He was a small man,
thin and sallow-faced. He blinked nervously without his glasses and
quickly fitted them back in place. He took a deep breath of the warm
air, held it in his lungs, let it roll through his system, then reluctantly
let it escape.

“Not bad,” Brent rumbled, from the open hatch.

“If this place were closer to Terra there’d be empty beer cans and
plastic plates strewn around. The trees would be gone. There’d be
old jet motors in the water. The beaches would stink to high heaven.
Terran Development would have a couple of million little plastic

houses set up everywhere.”



BREAKFAST AT TWILIGHT & OTHER STORIES 133

Brent grunted indifferently. He jumped down, a huge barrel-
chested man, sleeves rolled up, arms dark and hairy.

“What’s that over there? Some kind of trail?”

Captain Johnson uneasily got out a star chart and studied it. “No
ship ever reported this area, before us. According to this chart the
whole system’s uninhabited.”

Brent laughed. “Ever occur to you there might already be culture
here? Non-Terran?”

Captain Johnson fingered his gun. He had never used it; this was
the first time he had been assigned to an exploring survey outside the
patrolled area of the galaxy. “Maybe we ought to take off. Actually, we
don’t have to map this place. We’ve mapped the three bigger planets,
and this one isn’t really required.”

Brent strode across the damp ground, toward the trail. He squatted
down and ran his hands over the broken grass. “Something comes
along here. There’s a rut worn in the soil.” He gave a startled exclama-
tion. “Footprints!”

“People?”

“Looks like some kind of animal. Large—maybe a big cat.” Brent
straightened up, his heavy face thoughtful. “Maybe we could get
ourselves some fresh game. And if not, maybe a little sport.”

Captain Johnson fluttered nervously. “How do we know what
sort of defenses these animals have? Let’s play it safe and stay in the
ship. We can make the survey by air; the usual processes ought to
be enough for a little place like this. I hate to stick around here.” He
shivered. “It gives me the creeps.”

“The creeps?” Brent yawned and stretched, then started along
the trail, toward the rolling miles of green forest. “I like it. A regular
national ;;ark—complete with wildlife. You stay in the ship. I'll have
a little fun.”



134 PHILIP K. DICK

Brent moved cautiously through the dark woods, one hand on his
gun. He was an old-time surveyor; he had wandered around plenty
of remote places in his time, enough to know what he was doing. He
halted from time to time, examining the trail and feeling the soil. The
large prints continued and were joined by others. A whole group of
animals had come along this way, several species, all large. Probably
flocking to a water source. A stream or pool of some kind.

He climbed a rise—then abruptly crouched. Ahead of him an
animal was curled up on a flat stone, eyes shut, obviously sleeping.
Brent moved around in a wide circle, carefully keeping his face to the
animal. It was a cat, all right. But not the kind of cat he had ever seen
before. Something like a lion—but larger. As large as a Terran rhino.
Long tawny fur, great pads, a tail like a twisted spare-rope. A few
flies crawled over its flanks; muscles rippled and the flies darted off.
Its mouth was slightly open; he could see gleaming white fangs that
sparkled moistly in the sun. A vast pink tongue. It breathed heavily,
slowly, snoring in its slumber.

Brent toyed with his r-pistol. As a sportsman he couldn’t shoot it
sleeping: he’d have to chuck a rock at it and wake it up. But as a man
looking at a beast twice his weight, he was tempted to blast its heart
out and lug the remains back to the ship. The head would look fine;
the whole damn pelt would look fine. He could make up a nice story
to go along with it—the thing dropping on him from a branch, or
maybe springing out of a thicket, roaring and snarling.

He knelt down, rested his right elbow on his right knee, clasped
the butt of his pistol with his left hand, closed one eye, and carefully
aimed. He took a deep breath, steadied the gun, and released the
safety catch.

As he began squeezing the trigger, two more of the great cats saun-
tered past him along the trail, nosed briefly at their sleeping relation,
and continued on into the brush.

Feeling foolish, Brent lowered his gun. The two beasts had paid no
attention to him. One had glanced his way slightly, but neither had
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paused or taken any notice. He got unsteadily to his feet, cold sweat
breaking out on his forehead. Good God, if they had wanted they
could have torn him apart. Crouching there with his back turned—

He’d have to be more careful. Not stop and stay in one place. Keep
moving, or go back to the ship. No, he wouldn’t go back to the ship. He
still needed something to show pipsqueak Johnson. The little Captain
was probably sitting nervously at the controls, wondering what had
happened to him. Brent pushed carefully through the shrubs and
regained the trail on the far side of the sleeping cat. He’d explore
some more, find something worth bringing back, maybe camp the
night in a sheltered spot. He had a pack of hard rations, and in an
emergency he could raise Johnson with his throat transmitter.

He came out on a flat meadow. Flowers grew everywhere, yellow
and red and violet blossoms; he strode rapidly through them. The
planet was virgin—still in its primitive stage. No humans had come
here; as Johnson said, in a while there’d be plastic plates and beer cans
and rotting debris. Maybe he could take out a lease. Form a corpora-
tion and claim the whole damn thing. Then slowly subdivide, only to
the best people. Promise them no commercialization; only the most
exclusive homes. A garden retreat for wealthy Terrans who had plenty
of leisure. Fishing and hunting: all the game they wanted. Completely
tame, too. Unfamiliar with humans.

His scheme pleased him. As he came out of the meadow and
plunged into dense trees, he considered how he’d raise the initial
investment. He might have to cut others in on it; get somebody with
plenty of loot to back him. They’d need good promotion and adver-
tising; really push the thing good. Untouched planets were getting
scarce; this might well be the last. If he missed this, it might be a long
time before he had another chance to . . .

His thoughts died. His scheme collapsed. Dull resentment choked
him and he came to an abrupt halt.

Ahead the trail broadened. The trees were farther apart; bright
sunlight sifted down into the silent darkness of the ferns and bushes
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and flowers. On a little rise was a building. A stone house, with steps,
a front porch, solid white walls like marble. A garden grew around
it. Windows. A path. Smaller buildings in the back. All neat and
pretty—and extremely modern-looking. A small fountain sprinkled
blue water into a basin. A few birds moved around the gravel paths,
pecking and scratching.

The planet was inhabited.

Brent approached warily. A wisp of gray smoke trailed out of
the stone chimney. Behind the house were chicken pens, a cow-
like thing dozing in the shade by its water trough. Other animals,
some dog-like, and a group that might have been sheep. A regular
little farm—but not like any farm he had seen. The buildings
were of marble, or what looked like marble. And the animals were
penned in by some kind of force-field. Everything was clean; in
one corner a disposal tube sucked exhausted water and refuse into
a half-buried tank.

He came to steps leading up to a back porch and, after a moment
of thought, climbed them. He wasn’t especially frightened. There was
a serenity about the place, an orderly calm. It was hard to imagine
any harm coming from it. He reached the door, hesitated, and then
began looking for a knob.

There wasn’t any knob. At his touch the door swung open. Feeling
foolish, Brent entered. He found himself in a luxurious hall; recessed
lights flickered on at the pressure of his boots on the thick carpets.
Long glowing drapes hid the windows. Massive furniture—he peered
into a room. Strange machines and objects. Pictures on the walls.
Statues in the corners. He turned a corner and emerged into a large
foyer. And still no one.

A huge animal, as large as a pony, moved out of a doorway, sniffed
at him curiously, licked his wrist, and wandered off. He watched it go,
heart in his mouth.

Tame. All the animals were tame. What kind of people had built
this place? Panic stabbed at him. Maybe not people. Maybe some
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other race. Something alien, from beyond the galaxy. Maybe this was
the frontier of an alien empire, some kind of advanced station.

While he was thinking about it, wondering if he should try to get
out, run back to the ship, vid the cruiser station at Orion IX, there
was a faint rustle behind him. He turned quickly, hand on his gun.

“Who—" he gasped. And froze.

A girl stood there, face calm, eyes large and dark, a cloudy black.
She was tall, almost as tall as he, a little under six feet. Cascades of
black hair spilled down her shoulders, down to her waist. She wore a
glistening robe of some oddly-metallic material; countless facets glit-
tered and sparkled and reflected the overhead lights. Her lips were
deep red and full. Her arms were folded beneath her breasts; they
stirred faintly as she breathed. Beside her stood the pony-like animal
that had nosed him and gone on.

“Welcome, Mr. Brent,” the girl said. She smiled at him; he caught a
flash of her tiny white teeth. Her voice was gentle and lilting, remark-
ably pure. Abruptly she turned; her robe fluttered behind her as she
passed through the doorway and into the room beyond. “Come along.
I've been expecting you.”

Brent entered cautiously. A man stood at the end of the long table,
watching him with obvious dislike. He was huge, over six feet, broad
shoulders and arms that rippled as he buttoned his cloak and moved
toward the door. The table was covered with dishes and bowls of food;
robot servants were clearing away the things silently. Obviously, the
girl and man had been eating.

“This is my brother,” the girl said, indicating the dark-faced giant.
He bowed slightly to Brent, exchanged a few words with the girl in an
unfamiliar, liquid tongue, and then abruptly departed. His footsteps
died down the hall.

“I'm sorry,” Brent muttered. “I didn’t mean to bust in here and
break up anything.”

“Don’t worry. He was going. Actually, we don’t get along very
well.” The girl drew the drapes aside to reveal a wide window over-
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looking the forest. “You can watch him go. His ship is parked out
there. See it?”

It took a moment for Brent to make out the ship. It blended into
the scenery perfectly. Only when it abruptly shot upward at a ninety-
degree angle did he realize it had been there all the time. He had
walked within yards of it.

“He’s quite a person,” the girl said, letting the drapes fall back in
place. “Are you hungry? Here, sit down and eat with me. Now that
Aeetes is gone and I'm all alone.”

Brent sat down cautiously. The food looked good. The dishes were
some kind of semi-transparent metal. A robot set places in front of
him, knives, forks, spoons, then waited to be instructed. The girl gave
it orders in her strange liquid tongue. It promptly served Brent and
retired.

He and the girl were alone. Brent began to eat greedily; the food
was delicious. He tore the wings from a chicken-like fowl and gnawed
at it expertly. He gulped down a tumbler of dark red wine, wiped his
mouth on his sleeve, and attacked a bowl of ripe fruit. Vegetables,
spiced meats, seafood, warm bread—he gobbled down everything
with pleasure. The girl ate a few dainty bites; she watched him curi-
ously, until finally he was finished and had pushed his empty dishes
away.

“Where’s your Captain?” she asked. “Didn’t he come?”

“Johnson? He’s back at the ship.” Brent belched noisily. “How come
you speak Terran? It’s not your natural language. And how did you
know there’s somebody with me?”

The girl laughed, a tinkling musical peal. She wiped her slim hands
on a napkin and drank from a dark red glass. “We watched you on
the scanner. We were curious. This is the first time one of your ships
has penetrated this far. We wondered what your intentions were.”

“You didn’t learn Terran by watching our ship on a scanner.”

“No. I learned your language from people of your race. That was a
long time ago. I've spoken your language as long as I can remember.”



BREAKFAST AT TWILIGHT & OTHER STORIES 139

Brent was baffled. “But you said our ship was the first to come
here.”

The girl laughed. “True. But we’ve often visited your little world.
We know all about it. It’s a stop-over point when we travel in that
direction. I've been there many times—not for a while, but in the old
days when I traveled more.”

A strange chill settled over Brent. “Who are you people? Where
are you from?”

“I don’t know where we're from originally,” the girl answered.
“Our civilization is all over the universe, by now. It probably started
from one place, back in legendary times. By now it’s practically
everywhere.” :

“Why haven’t we run into your people before?”

The girl smiled and continued eating. “Didn’t you hear what I
said? You have met us. Often. We've even brought Terrans here. I
remember one time very clearly, a few thousand years ago—"

“How long are your years?” Brent demanded.

“We don’t have years.” The girl’s dark eyes bored into him, lumi-
nous with amusement. “I mean Terran years.”

It took a minute for the full impact to hit him. “Thousand years,”
he murmured. “You've been alive a thousand years?”

“Eleven thousand,” the girl answered simply. She nodded, and a
robot cleared away the dishes. She leaned back in her chair, yawned,
stretched like a small, lithe cat, then abruptly sprang to her feet.
“Come on. We've finished eating. I'll show you my house.”

Brent scrambled up and hurried after her, his confidence shat-
tered. “You're immortal, aren’t you?” He moved between her and the
door, breathing rapidly, heavy face flushed. “You don’t age.”

“Age? IiIo, of course not.”

Brent managed to find words. “You're gods.”

The girl smiled up at him, dark eyes flashing merrily. “Not really.
You have just about everything we have—almost as much knowledge,

science, culture. Eventually you’ll catch up with us. Were an old race.



140 PHILIP K. DICK

Millions of years ago our scientists succeeded in slowing down the
processes of decay; since then we’ve ceased to die.”

“Then your race stays constant. None die, none are born.”

The girl lﬁushed past him, through the doorway and down the hall.
“Oh, people are born all the time. Our race grows and expands.” She
halted at a doorway. “We haven’t given up any of our pleasures.” She
eyed Brent thoughtfully, his shoulders, arms, his dark hair, heavy
face. “We're about like you, except that we're eternal. You'll probably
solve that, too, sometime.”

“You've moved among us?” Brent demanded. He was beginning to
understand. “Then all those old religions and myths were true. Gods.
Miracles. You've had contact with us, given us things. Done things
for us.” He followed her wonderingly into the room.

“Yes. I suppose we’ve done things for you. As we pass through.”
The girl moved about the room, letting down massive drapes. Soft
darkness fell over the couches and bookcases and statues. “Do you
play chess?”

“Chess?”

“It’s our national game. We introduced it to some of your
Brahmin ancestors.” Disappointment showed on her sharp little
face. “You don’t play? Too bad. What do you do? What about your
companion? He looked as if his intellectual capacity was greater
than yours. Does he play chess? Maybe you ought to go back and
get him.”

“I don’t think so,” Brent said. He moved toward her. “As far as
I know he-doesn’t do anything” He reached out and caught her by
the arm. The girl pulled away, astonished. Brent gathered her up in
his big arms and drew her tight against him. “I don’t think we need
him,” he said.

He kissed her on the mouth. Her red lips were warm and sweet;
she gasped and fought wildly. He could feel her slim body struggling
against him. A cloud of fragrant scent billowed from her dark hair.
She tore at him with her sharp nails, breasts heaving violently. He let
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go and she slid away, wary and bright-eyed, breathing quickly, body
tense, drawing her luminous robe about her.

“I could kill you,” she whispered. She touched her jeweled belt.
“You don’t understand, do you?”

Brent came forward. “You probably can. But I bet you won't.”

She backed away from him. “Don’t be a fool.” Her red lips
twisted and a smile flickered briefly. “Youre brave. But not very
smart. Still, that’s not such a bad combination in a man. Stupid
and brave.” Agilely, she avoided his grasp and slipped out of his
reach. “You're in good physical shape, too. How do you manage it
aboard that little ship?”

“Quarterly fitness courses,” Brent answered. He moved between
her and the door. “You must get pretty damn bored here, all by your-
self. After the first few thousand years it must get trying.”

“I find things to do,” she said. “Don’t come any closer to me. As
much as I admire your daring, it’s only fair to warn you that—"

Brent grabbed her. She fought wildly; he pinned her hands
together behind her back with one paw, arched her body taut, and
kissed her half-parted lips. She sank her tiny white teeth into him;
he grunted and jerked away. She was laughing, black eyes dancing, as
she struggled. Her breath came rapidly, cheeks flushed, half-covered
breasts quivering, body twisting like a trapped animal. He caught her
around the waist and grabbed her up in his arms.

A wave of force hit him.

He dropped her; she landed easily on her feet and danced back.
Brent was doubled up, face gray with agony. Cold sweat stood out on
his neck and hands. He sank down on a couch and closed his eyes,
muscles knotted, body writhing with pain.

“Sorry:” the girl said. She moved around the room, ignoring him,
“It’s your own fault—I told you to be careful. Maybe you better get
out of here. Back to your little ship. I don’t want anything to happen
to you. It’s against our policy to kill Terrans.”

“What—was that?”
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“Nothing much. A form of repulsion, I suppose. This belt was
constructed on one of our industrial planets; it protects me but I don’t
know the operational principle.”

Brent manage to get to his feet. “Youre pretty tough for a little
girl”

“A little girl? I'm pretty old for a little girl. I was old before you
were born. I was old before your people had rocket ships. I was old
before you knew how to weave clothing and write your thoughts
down with symbols. I've watched your race advance and fall back
into barbarism and advance again. Endless nations and empires. I
was alive when the Egyptians first began spreading out into Asia
Minor. I saw the city builders of the Tigris Valley begin putting up
their brick houses. I saw the Assyrian war chariots roll out to fight. I
and my friends visited Greece and Rome and Minos and Lydia and
the great kingdoms of the red-skinned Indians. We were gods to the
ancients, saints to the Christians. We come and go. As your people
advanced we came less often. We have other way-stations; yours isn’t
the only stop-over point.”

Brent was silent. Color was beginning to come back to his face. The
girl had thrown herself down on one of the soft couches; she leaned
back against a pillow and gazed up at him calmly, one arm outstretched,
the other across her lap. Her long legs were tucked under her, tiny feet
pressed together. She looked like a small, contented kitten resting after
a game. It was hard for him to believe what she had told him. But his
body still ached; he had felt a minute portion of her power-field, and it
had almost killed him. That was something to think about.

“Well?” the girl asked, presently. “What are you going to do? It’s
getting late. I think you ought to go back to your ship. Your Captain
will be wondering what happened to you.”

Brent moved over to the window and drew aside the heavy drapes.
The sun had set. Darkness was settling over the forests outside. Stars
had already begun to come out, tiny dots of white in the thickening
violet. A distant line of hills jutted up black and ominous.
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“I can contact him,” Brent said. He tapped at his neck. “In case of
emergency. Tell him I'm all right.”

“Are you all right? You shouldn’t be here. You think you know what
youre doing? You think you can handle me.” She raised herself up
slightly and tossed her black hair back over her shoulders. “I can see
what’s going on in your mind. I'm so much like a girl you had an affair
with, a young brunette you used to wrap around your finger—and
boast about to your companijons.”

Brent flushed. “You're a telepath. You should have told me.”

“A partial telepath. All I need. Toss me your cigarettes. We don’t
have such things.”

Brent fumbled in his pocket, got his pack out and tossed it to
her. She lit up and inhaled gratefully. A cloud of gray smoke drifted
around her; it mixed with the darkening shadows of the room. The
corners dissolved into gloom. She became an indistinct shape, curled
up on the couch, the glowing cigarette between her dark red lips.

“I'm not afraid,” Brent said.

“No, you're not. Youre not a coward. If you were as smart as you
are brave—but then I guess you wouldn’t be brave. I admire your
bravery, stupid as it is. Man has a lot of courage. Even though it’s
based on ignorance, it’s impressive.” After a moment, she said, “Come

over here and sit with me.”

-

“What do I have to be worried about?” Brent asked after a while. “If
you don’t turn on that damn belt, I'll be all right.”

In the darkness, the girl stirred. “There’s more than that.” She
sat up a little, arranged her hair, pulled a pillow behind her head.
“You see, we're of totally different races. My race is millions of years
advanced over yours. Contact with us—close contact—is lethal. Not
to us, of course. To you. You can’t be with me and remain a human
being.”
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“What do you mean?”

“You’ll undergo changes. Evolutionary changes. There’s pull
which we exert. We’re fully charged; close contact with us will
exert influence on the cells of your body. Those animals outside.
They’ve evolved slightly; they’re no longer wild beasts. They’re
able to understand simple commands and follow basic routines.
As yet, they have no language. With such low animals it’s a long
process; and my contact with them hasn’t really been close. But
with you—"

“I see.”

“We're not supposed to let humans near us. Aeetes cleared out of
here. 'm too lazy to go—1I don’t especially care. 'm not mature and
responsible, I suppose.” She smiled slightly. “And my kind of close
contact is a little closer than most.”

Brent could barely make out her slim form in the darkness. She lay
back against the pillows, lips parted, arms folded beneath her breasts,
head tilted back. She was lovely. The most beautiful woman he had
ever seen. After a moment he leaned toward her. This time she didn’t
move away. He kissed her gently. Then he put his arms around her
slender body and drew her tight against him. Her robe rustled. Her
soft hair brushed against him, warm and fragrant.

“It’s worth it,” he said.

“You're sure? You can’t turn back, once it’s begun. Do you under-
stand? You won’t be human any more. You’ll have evolved. Along
lines your race will take millions of years from now. You'll be an
outcast, a forerunner of things to come. Without companions.”

“T'll stay.” He caressed her cheek, her hair, her neck. He could feel
the blood pulsing beneath the downy skin; a rapid pounding in the
hollow of her throat. She was breathing rapidly; her breasts rose and
fell against him. “If you’ll let me.”

“Yes,” she murmured. “I’ll let you. If it’s what you really want. But
don’t blame me.” A half-sad, half-mischievous smile flitted across
her sharp features; her dark eyes sparkled. “Promise you won’t blame
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me? It’s happened before—I hate people to reproach me. I always say
never again. No matter what.”

“Has it happened before?”

The girl laughed, softly and close to his ear. She kissed him warmly
and hugged him hard against her. “In eleven thousand years,” she
whispered, “it’s happened quite often.”

Captain Johnson had a bad night. He tried to raise Brent on the
emergency com, but there was no response. Only faint static and a
distant echo of a vid program from Orion X. Jazz music and sugary
commercials.

The sounds of civilization reminded him that they had to keep
moving. Twenty-four hours was all the time allotted to this planet,
smallest of its system.

“Damn,” he muttered. He fixed a pot of coffee and checked his
wristwatch. Then he got out of the ship and wandered around in the
early-morning sunlight. The sun was beginning to come up. The air
turned from dark violet to gray. It was cold as hell. He shivered and
stamped his feet and watched some small bird-like things fly down to
peck around the bushes.

He was just beginning to think of notifying Orion XI when he
saw her.

She walked quickly toward the ship. Tall and slim in a heavy fur
jacket, her arms buried in the deep pelt. Johnson stood rooted to the
spot, dumbfounded. He was too astonished even to touch his gun.
His mouth fell open as the girl halted a little way off, tossed her dark
hair back, blew a cloud of silvery breath at him and then said, “I'm
sorry you had a bad night. It’s my fault. I should have sent him right
back.”

Captain Johnson’s mouth opened and shut. “Who are you?” he
managed finally. Fear seized him. “Where’s Brent? What happened?”
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“He’ll be along.” She turned back toward the forest and made
a sign. “I think you’d better leave, now. He wants to stay here and
that is best—for he’s changed. He’ll be happy in my forest with the
other—men. It’s strange how all you humans come out exactly alike.
Your race is moving along an unusual path. It might be worth our
while to study you, sometime. It must have something to do with
your low esthetic plateau. You seem to have an innate vulgarity, which
eventually will dominate you.”

From out of the woods came a strange shape. For a moment,
Captain Johnson thought his eyes were playing tricks on him. He
blinked, squinted, then grunted in disbelief. Here, on this remote
planet—but there was no mistake. It was definitely an immense cat-
like beast that came slowly and miserably out of the woods after the
girl.

The girl moved away, then halted to wave to the beast, who whined
wretchedly around the ship.

Johnson stared at the animal and felt a sudden fear. Instinctively
he knew that Brent was not coming back to the ship. Something had
happened on this strange planet—that girl . . .

Johnson slammed the airlock shut and hurried to the control
panel. He had to get back to the nearest base and make a report. This
called for an elaborate investigation.

As the rockets blasted Johnson glanced through the viewplate.
He saw the animal shaking a huge paw futilely in the air after the
departing ship.

Johnson shuddered. That was too much like a man’s angry

gesture . ..



TONY AND THE BEETLES

Reddish-yellow sunlight filtered through the thick quartz windows
into the sleep-compartment. Tony Rossi yawned, stirred a little, then
opened his black eyes and sat up quickly. With one motion he tossed
the covers back and slid to the warm metal floor. He clicked off his
alarm clock and hurried to the closet.

It looked like a nice day. The landscape outside was motionless,
undisturbed by winds or dust-shift. The boy’s heart pounded excit-
edly. He pulled his trousers on, zipped up the reinforced mesh, strug-
gled into his heavy canvas shirt, and then sat down onto the edge of
the cot to tug on his boots. He closed the seams around their tops
and then did the same with his gloves. Next he adjusted the pressure
on his pump unit and strapped it between his shoulder blades. He
grabbed his helmet from the dresser, and he was ready for the day.

In the dining-compartment his mother and father had finished
breakfast. Their voices drifted to him as he clattered down the ramp.
A disturbed murmur; he paused to listen. What were they talking
about? Had he done something wrong, again?

And then he caught it. Behind their voices was another voice. Static
and crackling pops. The all-system audio signal from Rigel IV. They
had it turned up full blast; the dull thunder of the monitor’s voice
boomed loudly. The war. Always the war. He sighed, and stepped out
into the dining-compartment.
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“Morning,” his father muttered.

“Good morning, dear,” his mother said absently. She sat with her
head turned to one side, wrinkles of concentration webbing her fore-
head. Her thin lips were drawn together in a tight line of concern.
His father had pushed his dirty dishes back and was smoking, elbows
on the table, dark hairy arms bare and muscular. He was scowling,
intent on the jumbled roar from the speaker above the sink.

“How’s it going?” Tony asked. He slid into his chair and reached
automatically for the ersatz grapefruit. “Any news from Orion?”

Neither of them answered. They didn’t hear him. He began to eat
his grapefruit. Outside, beyond the little metal and plastic housing
unit, sounds of activity grew. Shouts and muffled crashes, as rural
merchants and their trucks rumbled along the highway toward
Karnet. The reddish daylight swelled; Betelgeuse was rising quietly
and majestically.

“Nice day,” Tony said. “No flux wind. I think I'll go down to the
n-quarter awhile. We'’re building a neat spaceport, a model, of course,
but we've been able to get enough materials to lay out strips for—"

With a savage snarl his father reached out and struck. The audio
roar immediately died. “I knew it!” He got up and moved angrily
away from the table. “I told them it would happen. They shouldn’t
have moved so soon. Should have built up Class A supply bases,
first.”

“Isn’t our main fleet moving in from Bellatrix?” Tony’s mother
fluttered anxiously. “According to last night’s summary the worse
that can happen is Orion IX and X will be dumped.”

Joseph Rossi laughed harshly. “The hell with last night’s summary.
They know as well as I do what’s happening.”

“What’s happening?” Tony echoed, as he pushed aside his grape-
fruit and began to ladle out dry cereal. “Are we losing the battle?”

“Yes!” His father’s lips twisted. “Earthmen, losing to—to beetles. I
told them. But they couldn’t wait. My God, there’s ten good years left
in this system. Why’d they have to push on? Everybody knew Orion
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would be tough. The whole damn beetle fleet’s strung out around
there. Waiting for us. And we have to barge right in.”

“But nobody ever thought beetles would fight,” Leah Rossi
protested mildly. “Everybody thought they’d just fire a few blasts and
then—"

“They have to fight! Orion’s the last jump-off. If they don’t fight
here, where the hell can they fight?” Rossi swore savagely. “Of course
they’re fighting. We have all their planets except the inner Orion
string—not that they’re worth much, but it’s the principle of the
thing. If we’d built up strong supply bases, we could have broken up
the beetle fleet and really clobbered it.”

“Don’t say ‘beetle’,” Tony murmured, as he finished his cereal.
“They’re Pas-udeti, same as here. The word ‘beetle’ comes from
Betelgeuse. An Arabian word we invented ourselves.”

Joe Rossi’s mouth opened and closed. “What are you, a goddamn
beetle-lover?”

“Joe,” Leah snapped. “For heaven’s sake.”

Rossi moved toward the door. “If I was ten years younger I'd be
out there. I'd really show those shiny-shelled insects what the hell
they’re up against. Them and their junky beat-up old hulks. Converted
freighters!” His eyes blazed. “When I think of them shooting down
Terran cruisers with our boys in them—"

“Orion’s their system,” Tony murmured.

“Their system! When the hell did you get to be an authority on
space law? Why, I ought to—” He broke off, choked with rage. “My
own kid,” he muttered. “One more crack out of you today and I'll
hang one on you you’ll feel the rest of the week.”

Tony pushed his chair back. “I won’t be around today. I'm going
into Karnet, with my EEP.”

“Yeah, to play with beetles!”

Tony said nothing. He was already sliding his helmet in place and
snapping the clamps tight. As he pushed through the back door, into
the lock membrane, he unscrewed his oxygen tap and set the tank
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filter into action. An automatic response, conditioned by a lifetime
spent on a colony planet in an alien system.

Po %o o2
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A faint flux wind caught at him and swept yellow-red dust around
his boots. Sunlight glittered from the metal roof of his family’s
housing unit, one of endless rows of squat boxes set in the sandy
slope, protected by the line of ore-refining installations against the
horizon. He made an impatient signal, and from the storage shed his
EEP came gliding out, catching the sunlight on its chrome trim.

“We're going down into Karnet,” Tony said, unconsciously slip-
ping into the Pas dialect. “Hurry up!”

- The EEP took up its position behind him, and he started briskly
down the slope, over the shifting sand, toward the road. There were
quite a few traders out, today. It was a good day for the market; only
a fourth of the year was fit for travel. Betelgeuse was an erratic and
undependable sun, not at all like Sol (according to the edutapes fed
to Tony four hours a day, six days a week—he had never seen Sol
himself).

He reached the noisy road. Pas-udeti were everywhere. Whole
groups of them, with their primitive combustion-driven trucks,
battered and filthy, motors grinding protestingly. He waved at the
trucks as they pushed past him. After a moment one slowed down.
It was piled with tis, bundled heaps of gray vegetables, dried and
prepared for the table. A staple of the Pas-udeti diet. Behind the wheel
lounged a dark-faced elderly Pas, one arm over the open window, a
rolled leaf between his lips. He was like all other Pas-udeti: lank and
hard-shelled, encased in a brittle sheath in which he lived and died.

“You want a ride?” the Pas murmured—required protocol when
an Earthman on foot was encountered.

“Is there room for my EEP?”

The Pas made a careless motion with his claw. “It can run behind.”
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Sardonic amusement touched his ugly old face. “If it gets to Karnet
we’ll sell it for scrap. We can use a few condensers and relay tubing.
We're short of electronic maintenance stuff.”

“I know,” Tony said solemnly, as he climbed into the cabin of the
truck. “It’s all been sent to the big repair base at Orion I. For your
warfleet.”

Amusement vanished from the leathery face. “Yes, the warfleet.”
He turned away and started up the truck again. In the back, Tony’s
EEP had scrambled up on the load of tis and was gripping precari-
ously with its magnetic lines.

Tony noticed the Pas-udeti’s sudden change of expression, and he
was puzzled. He started to speak to him—but now he noticed unusual
quietness among the other Pas, in the other trucks, behind and in
front of his own. The war, of course. It had swept through this system
a century ago; these people had been left behind. Now all eyes were
on Orion, on the battle between the Terran warfleet and the Pas-udeti
collection of armed freighters.

“Is it true,” Tony asked carefully, “that youre winning?”

The elderly Pas grunted. “We hear rumors.”

Tony considered. “My father says Terra went ahead too fast. He
says we should have consolidated. We didn’t assemble adequate
supply bases. He used to be an officer, when he was younger. He was
with the fleet for two years.”

The Pas was silent a moment. “It’s true,” he said at last, “that when
you're so far from home, supply is a great problem. We, on the other
hand, don’t have that. We have no distances to cover.”

“Do you know anybody fighting?”

“I have distant relatives.” The answer was vague; the Pas obviously
didn’t want to talk about it.

“Have you ever seen your warfleet?”

“Not as it exists now. When this system was defeated most of our
units were wiped out. Remnants limped to Orion and joined the

Orion fleet.”
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“Your relatives were with the remnants?”

“That’s right.”

“Then you were alive when this planet was taken?”

“Why do you ask?” The old Pas quivered violently. “What business
is it of yours?”

Tony leaned out and watched the walls and buildings of Karnet
grow ahead of them. Karnet was an old city. It had stood thousands
of years. The Pas-udeti civilization was stable; it had reached a certain
point of technocratic development and then leveled off. The Pas had
intersystem ships that had carried people and freight between planets
in the days before the Terran Confederation. They had combustion-
driven cars, audiophones, a power network of a magnetic type. Their
plumbing was satisfactory and their medicine was highly advanced.
They had art forms, emotional and exciting. They had a vague
religion.

“Who do you think will win the battle?” Tony asked.

“I don’t know.” With a sudden jerk the old Pas brought the truck
to a crashing halt. “This is as far as I go. Please get out and take your
EEP with you.”

Tony faltered in surprise. “But aren’t you going—?”

“No farther!”

Tony pushed the door open. He was vaguely uneasy; there was a
hard, fixed expression on the leathery face, and the old creature’s voice
had a sharp edge he had never heard before. “Thanks,” he murmured.
He hopped down into the red dust and signaled his EEP. It released it
magnetic lines, and instantly the truck started up with a roar, passing
on inside the city.

Tony watched it go, still dazed. The hot dust lapped at his ankles;
he automatically moved his feet and slapped at his trousers. A truck
honked, and his EEP quickly moved him from the road, up to the
level pedestrian ramp. Pas-udeti in swarms moved by, endless lines of
rural people hurrying into Karnet on their daily business. A massive
public bus had stopped by the gate and was letting off passengers.
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Male and female Pas. And children. They laughed and shouted; the
sounds of their voices blended with the low hum of the city.

“Going in?” a sharp Pas-udeti voice sounded close behind him.
“Keep moving—you're blocking the ramp.”

It was a young female, with a heavy armload clutched in her claws.
Tony felt embarrassed; female Pas had a certain telepathic ability, part
of their sexual makeup. It was effective on Earthmen at close range.

“Here,” she said. “Give me a hand.”

Tony nodded his head, and the EEP accepted the female’s heavy
armload. “I'm visiting the city,” Tony said, as they moved with the
crowd toward the gates. “I got a ride most of the way, but the driver
let me off out here.”

“You're from the settlement?”

“Yes.”

She eyed him critically. “You’ve always lived here, haven’t you?”

“I was born here. My family came here from Earth four years
before I was born. My father was an officer in the fleet. He earned an
Emigration Priority.”

“So you've never seen your own planet. How old are you?”

“Ten years. Terran.”

“You shouldn’t have asked the driver so many questions.”

They passed through the decontamination shield and into the
city. An information square loomed ahead; Pas men and women
were packed around it. Moving chutes and transport cars rumbled
everywhere. Buildings and ramps and open-air machinery; the city
was sealed in a protective dust-proof envelope. Tony unfastened his
helmet and clipped it to his belt. The air was stale-smelling, artificial,
but usable.

“Let me tell you something,” the young female said carefully, as
she strode along the foot-ramp beside Tony. “I wonder if this is a good
day for you to come to Karnet. I know you've been coming here regu-
larly to play with your friends. But perhaps today you ought to stay

home, in your settlement.”
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“Why?”

“Because today everybody is upset.”

“Iknow,” Tony said. “My mother and father were upset. They were
listening to the news from our base in the Rigel system.”

“I don’t mean your family. Other people are listening, too. These
people here. My race.”

“They’re upset, all right,” Tony admitted. “But I come here all the
time. There’s nobody to play with at the settlement, and anyhow we're
working on a project.”

“A model spaceport.”

“That’s right.” Tony was envious. “I sure wish I was a telepath. It
must be fun.”

The female Pas-udeti was silent. She was deep in thought. “What
would happen,” she asked, “if your family left here and returned to
Earth?”

“That couldn’t happen. There’s no room for us on Earth. C-bombs
destroyed most of Asia and North America back in the Twentieth
Century.”

“Suppose you had to go back?”

Tony did not understand. “But we can’t. Habitable portions of Earth
are overcrowded. Our main problem is finding places for Terrans to
live, in other systems.” He added, “And anyhow, I don't particularly
want to go to Terra. 'm used to it here. All my friends are here.”

“T'll take my packages,” the female said. “I go this other way, down
this third-level ramp.”

Tony nodded to his EEP and it lowered the bundles into the female’s
claws. She lingered a moment, trying to find the right words.

“Good luck,” she said.

“With what?”

She smiled faintly, ironically. “With your model spaceport. I hope
you and your friends get to finish it.”

“Of course we’ll finish it,” Tony said, surprised. “It’s almost done.”
What did she mean?
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The Pas-udeti woman hurried off before he could ask her. Tony
was troubled and uncertain; more doubts filled him. After a moment
he headed slowly into the lane that took him toward the residential
section of the city. Past the stores and factories, to the place where his
friends lived.

The group of Pas-udeti children eyed him silently as he approached.
They had been playing in the shade of an immense bengelo, whose
ancient branches drooped and swayed with the air currents pumped
through the city. Now they sat unmoving.

“I didn’t expect you today,” B'prith said, in an expressionless voice.

Tony halted awkwardly, and his EEP did the same. “How are
things?” he murmured.

*Fine.”

“I got a ride part way.”

“Fie

Tony squatted down in the shade. None of the Pas children stirred.
They were small, not as large as Terran children. Their shells had not
hardened, had not turned dark and opaque, like horn. It gave them
a soft, unformed appearance, but at the same time it lightened their
load. They moved more easily than their elders: they could hop and
skip around, still. But they were not skipping right now.

“What’s the matter?” Tony demanded. “What’s wrong with
everybody?”

No one answered.

“Where’s the model?” he asked. “Have you fellows been working
on it?”

After a moment Llyre nodded slightly.

Tony felt dull anger rise up inside him. “Say something! What's
the matter? What're you all mad about?”

“Mad?” B'prith echoed. “We’re not mad.”

Tony scratched aimlessly in the dust. He knew what it was. The
war, again. The battle going on near Orion. His anger burst up wildly.

“Forget the war. Everything was fine yesterday, before the battle.”
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“Sure,” Llyre said. “It was fine.”

Tony caught the edge to his voice. “It happened a hundred years
ago. It’s not my fault.”

“Sure,” Bprith said.

“This is my home. Isn’t it? Haven’t I got as much right here as
anybody else? I was born here.”

“Sure,” Llyre said, tonelessly.

Tony appealed to them helplessly. “Do you have to act this way?
You didn't act this way yesterday. I was here yesterday—all of us were
here yesterday. What’s happened since yesterday?”

“The battle,” B’prith said.

“What difference does that make? Why does that change every-
thing? There’s always war. There’ve been battles all the time, as long
as I can remember. What’s different about this?”

B’prith broke apart a clump of dirt with his strong claws. After a
moment he tossed it away and got slowly to his feet. “Well,” he said
thoughtfully, “according to our audio relay, it looks as if our fleet is
going to win, this time.”

“Yes,” Tony agreed, not understanding. “My father says we didn’t
build up adequate supply bases. We’ll probably have to fall back
to ...” And then the impact hit him. “You mean, for the first time in
a hundred years—"

“Yes,” Llyre said, also getting up. The others got up, too. They
moved away from Tony, toward the nearby house. “We’re winning.
The Terran flank was turned, half an hour ago. Your right wing has
folded completely.”

Tony was stunned. “And it matters. It matters to all of you.”

“Matters!” B’prith halted, suddenly blazing out in fury. “Sure it
matters! For the first time—in a century. The first time in our lives
we’re beating you. We have you on the run, you—" He choked out the
word, almost spat it out. “You white-grubs!”

They disappeared into the house. Tony sat gazing stupidly down
at the ground, his hands still moving aimlessly. He had heard the
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word before, seen it scrawled on walls and in the dust near the
settlement. White-grubs. The Pas term of derision for Terrans.
Because of their softness, their whiteness. Lack of hard shells. Pulpy,
doughy skin. But they had never dared say it out loud, before. To an
Earthman’s face.

Beside him, his EEP stirred restlessly. Its intricate radio mecha-
nism sensed the hostile atmosphere. Automatic relays were sliding
into place; circuits were opening and closing.

“It’s all right,” Tony murmured, getting slowly up. “Maybe we’d
better go back.”

He moved unsteadily toward the ramp, completely shaken. The
EEP walked calmly ahead, its metal face blank and confident, feeling
nothing, saying nothing. Tony’s thoughts were a wild turmoil; he
shook his head, but the crazy spinning kept up. He couldn’t make his
mind slow down, lock in place.

“Wait a minute,” a voice said. B’prith’s voice, from the open
doorway. Cold and withdrawn, almost unfamiliar.

“What do you want?”

B'prith came toward him, claws behind his back in the formal
Pas-udeti posture, used between total strangers. “You shouldn’t have
come here, today.”

“I know,” Tony said.

B’prith got out a bit of tis stalk and began to roll it into a tube. He
pretended to concentrate on it. “Look,” he said. “You said you have a
right here. But you don’t.”

“I—" Tony murmured.

“Do you understand why not? You said it isn’t your fault. I guess
not. But it’s not my fault, either. Maybe it’s nobody’s fault. I've known
you a long’time.”

“Five years. Terran.”

B’prith twisted the stalk up and tossed it away. “Yesterday we
played together. We worked on the spaceport. But we can’t play today.
My family said to tell you not to come here any more.” He hesitated,
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and did not look Tony in the face. “I was going to tell you, anyhow.
Before they said anything.”

“Oh,” Tony said.

“Everything that’s happened today—the battle, our fleet’s stand. We
didn’t know. We didn’t dare hope. You see? A century of running. First
this system. Then the Rigel system, all the planets. Then the other Orion
stars. We fought here and there—scattered fights. Those that got away
joined up. We supplied the base at Orion—you people didn’t know. But
there was no hope; at least, nobody thought there was.” He was silent a
moment. “Funny,” he said, “what happens when your back’s to the wall,
and there isn’t any further place to go. Then you have to fight.”

“If our supply bases—” Tony began thickly, but B’prith cut him off
savagely.

“Your supply bases! Don’t you understand? We're beating you!
Now you’ll have to get out! All you white-grubs. Out of our system!”

Tony’s EEP moved forward ominously. B’prith saw it. He bent
down, snatched up a rock, and hurled to straight at the EEP. The
rock clanged off the metal hull and bounced harmlessly away. B’prith
snatched up another rock. Llyre and the others came quickly out of
the house. An adult Pas loomed up behind them. Everything was
happening too fast. More rocks crashed against the EEP. One struck
Tony on the arm.

“Get out!” B’prith screamed. “Don’t come back! This is our planet!”
His claws snatched at Tony. “We’ll tear you to pieces if you—"

Tony smashed him in the chest. The soft shell gave like rubber,
and the Pas stumbled back. He wobbled and fell over, gasping and
screeching.

“Beetle,” Tony breathed hoarsely. Suddenly he was terrified. A
crowd of Pas-udeti was forming rapidly. They surged on all sides,
hostile faces, dark and angry, a rising thunder of rage.

More stones showered. Some struck the EEP, others fell around
Tony, near his boots. One whizzed past his face. Quickly he slid his
helmet in place. He was scared. He knew his EEP’s E-signal had
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already gone out, but it would be minutes before a ship could come.
Besides, there were other Earthmen in the city to be taken care of;
there were Earthmen all over the planet. In all the cities. On all the
twenty-three Betelgeuse planets. On the fourteen Rigel planets. On
the other Orion planets.

“We have to get out of here,” he muttered to the EEP. “Do
something!”

A stone hit him on the helmet. The plastic cracked; air leaked out,
and then the autoseal filmed over. More stones were falling. The Pas
swarmed close, a yelling, seething mass of black-sheathed creatures.
He could smell them, the acrid body-odor of insects, hear their claws
snap, feel their weight.

The EEP threw its heat beam on. The beam shifted in a wide
band toward the crowd of Pas-udeti. Crude hand weapons appeared.
A clatter of bullets burst around Tony; they were firing at the EEP.
He was dimly aware of the metal body beside him. A shuddering
crash—the EEP was toppled over. The crowd poured over it; the metal
hull was lost from sight.

Like a demented animal, the crowd tore at the struggling EEP. A
few of them smashed in its head; others tore off struts and shiny arm-
sections. The EEP ceased struggling. The crowd moved away, panting
and clutching jagged remains. They saw Tony.

As the first line of them reached for him, the protective envelope
high above them shattered. A Terran scout ship thundered down,
heat beam screaming. The crowd scattered in confusion, some firing,
some throwing stones, others leaping for safety.

Tony picked himself up and made his way unsteadily toward the

spot where the scout was landing.
L

“I'm sorry,” Joe Rossi said gently. He touched his son on the shoulder.
“I shouldn’t have let you go down there today. I should have known.”
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Tony sat hunched over in the big plastic easychair. He rocked back
and forth, face pale with shock. The scout ship which had rescued
him had immediately headed back toward Karnet; there were other
Earthmen to bring out, besides this first load. The boy said nothing.
His mind was blank. He still heard the roar of the crowd, felt its
hate—a century of pent-up fury and resentment. The memory drove
out everything else; it was all around him, even now. And the sight of
the floundering EEP, the metallic ripping sound, as its arms and legs
were torn off and carried away.

His mother dabbed at his cuts and scratches with antiseptic. Joe
Rossi shakily lit a cigarette and said, “If your EEP hadn’t been along
they’d have killed you. Beetles.” He shuddered. “I never should have
let you go down there. All this time . . . They might have done it any
time, any day. Knifed you. Cut you open with their filthy goddamn
claws.”

Below the settlement the reddish-yellow sunlight glinted on
gunbarrels. Already, dull booms echoed against the crumbling
hills. The defense ring was going into action. Black shapes darted
and scurried up the side of the slope. Black patches moved out from
Karnet, toward the Terran settlement, across the dividing line the
Confederation surveyors had set up a century ago. Karnet was
a bubbling pot of activity. The whole city rumbled with feverish
excitement.

Tony raised his head. “They—they turned our flank.”

“Yeah.” Joe Rossi stubbed out his cigarette. “They sure did. That
was at one o’clock. At two they drove a wedge right through the center
of our line. Split the fleet in half. Broke it up—sent it running. Picked
us off one by one as we fell back. Christ, they’re like maniacs. Now
that they’ve got the scent, the taste of our blood.”

“But it’s getting better,” Leah fluttered. “Our main fleet units are
beginning to appear.”

“We’ll get them,” Joe muttered. “It’l] take a while. But by God we’ll
wipe them out. Every last one of them. If it takes a thousand years.
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We'll follow every last ship down—we’ll get them all.” His voice rose
in frenzy. “Beetles! Goddamn insects! When I think of them, trying
to hurt my kid, with their filthy black claws—"

“If you were younger, you’d be in the line,” Leah said. “It’s not your
fault you're too old. The heart strain’s too great. You did your job.
They can’t let an older person take chances. It’s not your fault.”

Joe clenched his fists. “I feel so—futile. If there was only some-
thing I could do.”

“The fleet will take care of them,” Leah said soothingly. “You said
so yourself. They’ll hunt every one of them down. Destroy them all.
There’s nothing to worry about.”

Joe sagged miserably. “It’s no use. Let’s cut it out. Let’s stop kidding
ourselves.”

“What do you mean?”

“Face it! We're not going to win, not this time. We went too far.
Our time’s come.”

There was silence.

Tony sat up a little. “When did you know?”

“I've known a long time.”

“I found out today. I didn’t understand, at first. This is—stolen
ground. I was born here, but it’s stolen ground.”

“Yes. It’s stolen. It doesn’t belong to us.”

“We're here because we're stronger. But now we’re not stronger.
We're being beaten.”

“They know Terrans can be licked. Like anybody else.” Joe Rossi’s
face was gray and flabby. “We took their planets away from them.
Now they’re taking them back. It’ll be a while, of course. We’ll retreat
slowly. It'll be another five centuries going back. Therere a lot of
systems between here and Sol.”

Tony shook his head, still uncomprehending. “Even Llyre and
B'prith. All of them. Waiting for their time to come. For us to lose
and go away again. Where we came from.”

Joe Rossi paced back and forth. “Yeah, we’ll be retreating from






EXHIBIT PIECE

“That’s a strange suit you have on,” the robot pubtrans driver observed.
It slid back its door and came to rest at the curb. “What are the little
round things?”

“Those are buttons,” George Miller explained. “They are partly
functional, partly ornamental. This is an archaic suit of the twentieth
century. I wear it because of the nature of my employment.”

He paid the robot, grabbed up his briefcase, and hurried along the
ramp to the History Agency. The main building was already open for
the day; robed men and women wandered everywhere. Miller entered
a PRIVATE lift, squeezed between two immense controllers from the
pre-Christian division, and in a moment was on his way to his own
level, the Middle Twentieth Century.

“Gorning,” he murmured, as Controller Fleming met him at the
atomic engine exhibit.

“Gorning,” Fleming responded brusquely. “Look here, Miller. Let’s
have this out once and for all. What if everyone dressed like you? The
Government sets up strict rules for dress. Can’t you forget your damn
anachronisms once in a while? What in God’s name is that thing in
your hand? It looks like a squashed Jurassic lizard.”

“This is an alligator-hide briefcase,” Miller explained. “I carry
my study spools in it. The briefcase was an authority symbol of the

managerial class of the later twentieth century.” He unzipped the
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briefcase. “Try to understand, Fleming. By accustoming myself to
everyday objects of my research period I transform my relation from
mere intellectual curiosity to genuine empathy. You have frequently
noticed I pronounce certain words oddly. The accent is that of an
American businessman of the Eisenhower administration. Dig me?”

“Eh?” Fleming muttered.

“Dig me was a twentieth-century expression.” Miller laid out his
study spools on his desk. “Was there anything you wanted? If not I'll
begin today’s work. I've uncovered fascinating evidence to indicate
that although twentieth-century Americans laid their own floor tiles,
they did not weave their own clothing. I wish to alter my exhibits on
this matter.”

“There’s no fanatic like an academician,” Fleming grated. “You're
two hundred years behind times. Immersed in your relics and arti-
facts. Your damn authentic replicas of discarded trivia.”

“I love my work,” Miller answered mildly.

“Nobody complains about your work. But there are other things
than work. You're a political-social unit here in this society. Take
warning, Miller! The Board has reports on your eccentricities. They
approve devotion to work . . . ” His eyes narrowed significantly. “But
you go too far.”

“My first loyalty is to my art,” Miller said.

“Your what? What does that mean?”

“A twentieth-century term.” There was undisguised superiority
on Miller’s face. “You're nothing but a minor bureaucrat in a vast
machine..You're a function of an impersonal cultural totality. You
have no standards of your own. In the twentieth century men had
personal standards of workmanship. Artistic craft. Pride of accom-
plishment. These words mean nothing to you. You have no soul—
another concept from the golden days of the twentieth century when
men were free and could speak their minds.”

“Beware, Miller!” Fleming blanched nervously and lowered his
voice. “You damn scholars. Come up out of your tapes and face reality.
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You'll get us all in trouble, talking this way. Idolize the past, if you
want. But remember—it’s gone and buried. Times change. Society
progresses.” He gestured impatiently at the exhibits that occupied the
level. “That’s only an imperfect replica.”

“You impugn my research?” Miller was seething. “This exhibit is
absolutely accurate! I correct it to all new data. There isn’t anything I
don’t know about the twentieth century.”

Fleming shook his head. “It’s no use.” He turned and stalked
wearily off the level, onto the descent ramp.

Miller straightened his collar and bright hand-painted necktie. He
smoothed down his blue pin stripe coat, expertly lit a pipeful of two-
century-old tobacco, and returned to his spools.

Why didn’t Fleming leave him alone? Fleming, the officious repre-
sentative of the great hierarchy that spread like a sticky gray web over
the whole planet. Into each industrial, professional, and residential
unit. Ah, the freedom of the twentieth century! He slowed his tape
scanner a moment, and a dreamy look slid over his features. The
exciting age of virility and individuality, when men were men . ..

It was just about then, just as he was settling deep in the beauty of
his research, that he heard the inexplicable sounds. They came from
the center of his exhibit, from within the intricate, carefully regulated
interior.

Somebody was in his exhibit.

He could hear them back there, back in the depths. Somebody or
something had gone past the safety barrier set up to keep the public
out. Miller snapped oft his tape scanner and got slowly to his feet. He
was shaking all over as he moved cautiously toward the exhibit. He
killed the barrier and climbed the railing on to a concrete pavement.
A few curious visitors blinked, as the small, oddly dressed man crept
among the authentic replicas of the twentieth century that made up
the exhibit and disappeared within.

Breathing hard, Miller advanced up the pavement and on to a
carefully tended gravel path. Maybe it was one of the other theo-
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rists, a minion of the Board, snooping around looking for some-
thing with which to discredit him. An inaccuracy here—a trifling
error of no consequence there. Sweat came out of his forehead; anger
became terror. To his right was a flower bed. Paul Scarlet roses and
low-growing pansies. Then the moist green lawn. The gleaming white
garage, with its door half up. The sleek rear of a 1954 Buick—and then
the house itself.

He’d have to be careful. If is was somebody from the Board he’d be
up against official hierarchy. Maybe it was somebody big. Maybe even
Edwin Carnap, President of the Board, the highest ranking official in
the N’York branch of the World Directorate. Shakily, Miller climbed
the three cement steps. Now he was on the porch of the twentieth-
century house that made up the center of the exhibit.

It was a nice little house; if he had lived back in those days he
would have wanted one of his own. Three bedrooms, a ranch style
California bungalow. He pushed open the front door and entered
the living room. Fireplace at one end. Dark wine-colored carpets.
Modern couch and easy chair. Low hardwood glass-topped coffee
table. Copper ashtrays. A cigarette lighter and a stack of magazines.
Sleek plastic and steel floor lamps. A bookcase. Television set. Picture
window overlooking the front garden. He crossed the room to the
hall.

The house was amazingly complete. Below his feet the floor
furnace radiated a faint aura of warmth. He peered into the first
bedroom. A woman’s boudoir. Silk bedcover. White starched sheets.
Heavy drapes. A vanity table. Bottles and jars. Huge round mirror.
Clothes visible within the closet. A dressing gown thrown over the
back of a chair. Slippers. Nylon hose carefully placed at the foot of
the bed.

Miller moved down the hall and peered into the next room.
Brightly painted wallpaper: clowns and elephants and tight-rope
walkers. The children’s room. Two little beds for the two boys. Model
airplanes. A dresser with a radio on it, pair of combs, school books,
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pennants, a No Parking sign, snapshots stuck in the mirror. A postage
stamp album.

Nobody there, either.

Miller peered in the modern bathroom, even in the yellow-tiled
shower. He passed through the dining room, glanced down the
basement stairs where the washing machine and dryer were. Then
he opened the back door and examined the back yard. A lawn, and
the incinerator. A couple of small trees and then the three-dimen-
sional projected backdrop of other houses receding off into incredibly
convincing blue hills. And still no one. The yard was empty—de-
serted. He closed the door and started back.

From the kitchen came laughter.

A woman’s laugh. The clink of spoons and dishes. And smells. It
took him a moment to identify them, scholar that he was. Bacon and
coffee. And hot cakes. Somebody was eating breakfast. A twentieth-
century breakfast.

He made his way down the hall, past a man’s bedroom, shoes and
clothing strewn about, to the entrance of the kitchen.

A handsome late-thirtyish woman and two teenage boys were
sitting around the little chrome and plastic breakfast table. They had
finished eating; the two boys were fidgeting impatiently. Sunlight
filtered through the window over the sink. The electric clock read half
past eight. The radio was chirping merrily in the corner. A big pot of
black coffee rested in the center of the table, surrounded by empty
plates and milk glasses and silverware.

The woman had on a white blouse and checkered tweed skirt.
Both boys wore faded blue jeans, sweatshirts, and tennis shoes. As yet
they hadn’t noticed him. Miller stood frozen at the doorway, while
laughter and small talk bubbled around him.

“You’ll have to ask your father,” the woman was saying, with mock
sternness. “Wait until he comes back.”

“He already said we could,” one of the boys protested.

“Well, ask him again.”
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“He’s always grouchy in the morning.”

“Not today. He had a good night’s sleep. His hay fever didn’t bother
him. The new anti-hist the doctor gave him.” She glanced up at the
clock. “Go see what’s keeping him, Don. He’ll be late for work.”

“He was looking for the newspaper.” One of the boys pushed
back his chair and got up. “It missed the porch again and fell in the
flowers.” He turned towards the door, and Miller found himself
confronting him face to face. Briefly, the observation flashed through
his mind that the boy looked familiar. Damn familiar—like some-
body he knew, only younger. He tensed himself for the impact, as the
boy abruptly halted.

“Gee,” the boy said. “You scared me.”

The woman glanced quickly up at Miller. “What are you doing out
there, George?” she demanded. “Come on back in here and finish you
coffee.”

Miller came slowly into the kitchen. The woman was finishing her
coffee; both boys were on their feet and beginning to press around
him.

“Didn’t you tell me I could go camping over the weekend up at
Russian River with the group from school?” Don demanded. “You
said I could borrow a sleeping bag from the gym because the one I
had you gave to the Salvation Army because you were allergic to the
kapok in it.”

“Yeah,” Miller muttered uncertainly. Don. That was the boy’s
name. And his brother, Ted. But how did he know that? At the table
the woman had got up and was collecting the dirty dishes to carry
over to the sink. “They said you already promised them,” she said
over her shoulder. The dishes clattered into the sink and she began
sprinkling soap flakes over them. “But you remember that time they
wanted to drive the car and the way they said it, you’d think they had
got your okay. And they hadn’t, of course.”

Miller sank weakly down at the table. Aimlessly, he fooled with
his pipe. He set it down in the copper ashtray and examined the cuff
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of his coat. What was happening? His head spun. He got up abruptly
and hurried to the window, over the sink.

Houses, streets. The distant hills beyond the town. The sights and
sounds of people. The three dimensional projected backdrop was
utterly convincing; or was it the projected backdrop? How could he
be sure. What was happening?

“George, what’s the matter?” Marjorie asked, as she tied a pink
plastic apron around her waist and began running hot water in the
sink. “You better get the car out and get started to work. Weren’t you
saying last night old man Davidson was shouting about employees
being late for work and standing around the water cooler talking and
having a good time on company time?”

Davidson. The word stuck in Miller’s mind. He knew it, of course.
A clear picture leaped up; a tall, white-haired old man, thin and
stern. Vest and pocket watch. And the whole office, United Electronic
Supply. The twelve-story building in downtown San Francisco. The
newspaper and cigar stand in the lobby. The honking cars. Jammed
parking lots. The elevator, packed with bright-eyed secretaries, tight
sweaters and perfume.

He wandered out of the kitchen, through the hall, past his own
bedroom, his wife’s, and into the living room. The front door was
open and he stepped out on to the porch.

The air was cool and sweet. It was a bright April morning. The
lawns were still wet. Cars moved down Virginia Street, towards
Shattuck Avenue. Early morning commuting traffic, businessmen on
their way to work. Across the street Earl Kelly cheerfully waved his
Oakland Tribune as he hurried down the pavement towards the bus
stop. ¢

A long' way off Miller could see the Bay Bridge, Yerba Buena
Island, and Treasure Island. Beyond that was San Francisco itself. In
a few minutes he’d be shooting across the bridge in his Buick, on his
way to the office. Along with thousands of other businessmen in blue

pinstripe suits.
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Ted pushed past him and out on the porch. “Then it’s okay? You
don't care if we go camping?”

Miller licked his dry lips. “Ted, listen to me. There’s something
strange.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know.” Miller wandered nervously around on the porch.
“This is Friday, isn’t it?”

“Sure.”

“I thought it was.” But how did he know it was Friday? How did he
know anything? But of course it was Friday. A long hard week—old
man Davidson breathing down his neck. Wednesday, especially, when
the General Electric order was slowed down because of a strike.

“Let me ask you something,” Miller said to his son. “This morn-
ing—TI left the kitchen to get the newspaper.”

Ted nodded. “Yeah. So?”

“I got up and went out of the room. How long was I gone? Not long,
was [?” He searched for words, but his mind was a maze of disjointed
thoughts. “I was sitting at the breakfast table with you all, and then I
got up and went to look for the paper. Right? And then I came back in.
Right?” His voice rose desperately. “I got up and shaved and dressed
this morning. I ate breakfast. Hot cakes and coffee. Bacon. Right?”

“Right,” Ted agreed. “So?”

“Like I always do.”

“We only have hot cakes on Friday.”

Miller nodded slowly. “That’s right. Hot cakes on Friday. Because
your uncle Frank eats with us Saturday and Sunday and he can’t
stand hot cakes, so we stopped having them on weekends. Frank is
Marjorie’s brother. He was in the Marines in the First World War. He
was a corporal.”

“Good-bye,” Ted said, as Don came out to join him. “We’ll see you
this evening.”

School books clutched, the boys sauntered off towards the big
modern high school in the center of Berkeley.
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Miller re-entered the house and automatically began searching
the closet for his briefcase. Where was it? Damn it, he needed it. The
whole Throckmorton account was in it; Davidson would be yelling
his head off if he left it anywhere, like in the True Blue Cafeteria that
time they were all celebrating the Yankees’ winning the series. Where
the hell was it?

He straightened up slowly, as memory came. Of course. He had
left it by his work desk, where he had tossed it after taking out the
research tapes. While Fleming was talking to him. Back at the History
Agency.

Hejoined his wifein the kitchen. “Look,” he said huskily. “Marjorie,
I think maybe I won’t go down to the office this morning.”

Marjorie spun in alarm. “George, is anything wrong?”

“I'm—-completely confused.”

“Your hay fever again?”

“No. My mind. What’s the name of that psychiatrist the PTA
recommended when Mrs. Bentley’s kid had that fit?” He searched
his disorganized brain. “Grunberg, I think. In the Medical-Dental
building.” He moved towards the door. “I'll drop by and see him.
Something’s wrong—really wrong. And I don’t know what it is.”

Fo oo o
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Adam Grunberg was a large heavy-set man in his late forties, with
curly brown hair and horn-rimmed glasses. After Miller had finished,
Grunberg cleared his throat, brushed at the sleeve of his Brooks Bros.
suit, and asked thoughtfully, “Did anything happen while you were
out looking for the newspaper? Any sort of accident? You might try
going over that part in detail. You got up from the breakfast table,
went out on the porch, and started looking around in the bushes.
And then what?”

Miller rubbed his forehead vaguely. “I don’t know. It’s all confused.
I don’t remember looking for any newspaper. I remember coming
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back in the house. Then it gets clear. But before that it’s all tied up
with the History Agency and my quarrel with Fleming.”

“What was that again about your briefcase? Go over that.”

“Fleming said it looked like a squashed Jurassic lizard. And I
said—”

“No. I mean, about looking for it in the closet and not finding it.”

“Ilooked in the closet and it wasn’t there, of course. It’s sitting beside
my desk at the History Agency. On the Twentieth Century level. By
my exhibits.” A strange expression crossed Miller’s face. “Good God,
Grunberg. You realize this may be nothing but an exhibit? You and
everybody else—maybe you're not real. Just pieces of this exhibit.”

“That wouldn’t be very pleasant for us, would it?” Grunberg said,
with a faint smile.

“People in dreams are always secure until the dreamer wakes up,”
Miller retorted.

“So you're dreaming me,” Grunberg laughed tolerantly. “I suppose
I should thank you.”

“I'm not here because I especially like you. I'm here because I can’t
stand Fleming and the whole History Agency.”

Grunberg protested. “This Fleming. Are you aware of thinking
about him before you went out looking for the newspaper?”

Miller got to his feet and paced around the luxurious office,
between the leather-covered chairs and the huge mahogany desk. “I
want to face this thing. I'm an exhibit. An artificial replica of the past.
Fleming said something like this would happen to me.”

“Sit down, Mr. Miller,” Grunberg said, in a gentle but commanding
voice. When Miller had taken his chair again, Grunberg continued,
“I understand what you say. You have a general feeling that every-
thing around you is unreal. A sort of stage.”

“An exhibit.”

“Yes, an exhibit in a museum.”

“In the N’York History Agency. Level R, the Twentieth Century

level.”
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“And in addition to this general feeling of—insubstantiality,
there are specific projected memories of persons and places beyond
this world. Another realm in which this one is contained. Perhaps
I should say, the reality within which this is only a sort of shadow
world.”

“This world doesn’t look shadowy to me.” Miller struck the leather
arm of the chair savagely. “This world is completely real. That’s what’s
wrong. I came in to investigate the noises and now I can’t get back
out. Good God, do I have to wander around this replica the rest of
my life?”

“You know, of course, that your feeling is common to most of
mankind. Especially during periods of great tension. Where—by the
way—was the newspaper? Did you find it?”

“As far as 'm concerned—"

“Is that a source of irritation with you? I see you react strongly to
a mention of the newspaper.”

Miller shook his head wearily. “Forget it.”

“Yes, a trifle. The paperboy carelessly throws the newspaper in the
bushes, not on the porch. It makes you angry. It happens again and
again. Early in the day, just as you're starting to work. It seems to
symbolize in a small way the whole petty frustrations and defeats of
your job. Your whole life.”

“Personally, I don’t give a damn about the newspaper.” Miller
examined his wristwatch. “I'm going—it’s almost noon. Old man
Davidson will be yelling his head oft if I'm not at the office by—” He
broke off. “There it is again.”

“There what is?”

“All this!” Miller gestured impatiently out the window. “This
whole place. This damn world. This exhibition.”

“I have a thought,” Doctor Grunberg said slowly. “I’ll put it to
you for what it’s worth. Feel free to reject it if it doesn’t fit.” He
raised his shrewd, professional eyes. “Ever see kids playing with
rocket ships?”
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“Lord,” Miller said wretchedly. “I've seen commercial rocket
freighters hauling cargo between Earth and Jupiter, landing at La
Guardia Spaceport.”

Grunberg smiled slightly. “Follow me through on this. A question.
Is it job tension?”

“What do you mean?”

“It would be nice,” Grunberg said blandly, “to live in the world of
tomorrow. With robots and rocket ships to do all the work. You could
just sit back and take it easy. No worries, no cares. No frustrations.”

“My position in the History Agency has plenty of cares and frus-
trations.” Miller rose abruptly. “Look, Grunberg. Either this is an
exhibit on R level of the History Agency, or I'm a middle-class busi-
nessman with an escape fantasy. Right now I can’t decide which. One
minute I think this is real, and the next minute—"

“We can decide easily,” Grunberg said.

“How?”

“You were looking for the newspaper. Down the path, on to the
lawn. Where did it happen? Was it on the path? On the porch? Try to
remember.”

“I don’t have to try. I was still on the pavement. I had just jumped
over the rail past the safety screens.”

“On the pavement. Then go back there. Find the exact place.”

“Why?”

“So you can prove to yourself there’s nothing on the other side.”

Miller took a deep slow breath. “Suppose there is?”

“There can’t be. You said yourself: only one of the worlds can be
real. This world is real—” Grunberg thumped his massive mahogany
desk. “Ergo, you won't find anything on the other side.”

“Yes,” Miller said, after a moment’s silence. A peculiar expression
cut across his face and stayed there. “You've found the mistake.”

“What mistake?” Grunberg was puzzled. “What—"

Miller moved towards the door of the office. “I'm beginning to get
it. I've been putting up a false question. Trying to decide which world
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is real.” He grinned humorlessly back at Doctor Grunberg. “Theyre
both real, of course.”

He grabbed a taxi and headed back to the house. No one was home.
The boys were in school and Marjorie had gone downtown to shop.
He waited indoors until he was sure nobody was watching along the
street, and then started down the path to the pavement.

He found the spot without any trouble. There was a faint shimmer
in the air, a weak place just at the edge of the parking strip. Through
it he could see faint shapes.

He was right. There it was—complete and real. As real as the pave-
ment under him.

A long metallic bar was cut off by the edges of the circle. He recog-
nized it; the safety railing he had leaped over to enter the exhibit.
Beyond it was the safety screen system. Turned off, of course. And
beyond that, the rest of the level and the far walls of the History
building.

He took a cautious step into the weak haze. It shimmered around
him, misty and oblique. The shapes beyond became clearer. A
moving figure in a dark blue robe. Some curious person examining
the exhibits. The figure moved on and was lost. He could see his own
work desk now. His tape scanner and heaps of study spools. Beside
the desk was his briefcase, exactly where he had expected it.

While he was considering stepping over the railing to get the brief-
case, Fleming appeared.

Some inner instinct made Miller step back through the weak spot,
as Fleming approached. Maybe it was the expression on Fleming’s
face. In any case, Miller was back and standing firmly on the concrete
pavement, when Fleming halted just beyond the juncture, face red,
lips twisted with indignation.

“Miller,” he said thickly. “Come out of there.”

Miller laughed. “Be a good fellow, Fleming. Toss me my brief-
case. It’s that strange looking thing over by the desk. I showed it to
you—remember?”
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“Stop playing games and listen to me!” Fleming snapped. “This is
serious. Carnap knows. I had to inform him.”

“Good for you. The loyal bureaucrat.”

Miller bent over to light his pipe. He inhaled and puffed a great
cloud of gray tobacco smoke through the weak spot, out into the R
level. Fleming coughed and retreated.

“What’s that stuff?” he demanded.

“Tobacco. One of the things they have around here. Very common
substance in the twentieth century. You wouldn’t know about that—
your period is the second century, B.C. The Hellenistic world. I don’t
know how well you'd like that. They didn’t have very good plumbing
back there. Life expectancy was damn short.”

“What are you talking about?”

“In comparison, the life expectancy of my research period is quite
high. And you should see the bathroom I've got. Yellow tile. And
a shower. We don’t have anything like that at the Agency leisure-
quarters.”

Fleming grunted sourly. “In other words, you're going to stay in
there.”

“It’s a pleasant place,” Miller said easily. “Of course, my position
is better than average. Let me describe it for you. I have an attrac-
tive wife: marriage is permitted, even sanctioned in this era. I have
two fine kids—both boys—who are going up to the Russian River
this weekend. They live with me and my wife—we have complete
custody of them. The State has no power of that, yet. I have a brand
new Buick—"

“Illusions,” Fleming spat. “Psychotic delusions.”

“Are you sure?”

“You damn fool! I always knew you were too ego-recessive to face
reality. You and your anachronistic retreats. Sometimes I'm ashamed
I’'m a theoretician. I wish I had gone into engineering.” Fleming’s lips
twitched. “You're insane, you know. You're standing in the middle of
an artificial exhibit, which is owned by the History Agency, a bundle
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of plastic and wire and struts. A replica of a past age. An imitation.
And you’d rather be there than in the real world.”

“Strange,” Miller said thoughtfully. “Seems to me I've heard the
same thing very recently. You don’t know a Doctor Grunberg, do
you? A psychiatrist.”

Without formality, Director Carnap arrived with his company
of assistants and experts. Fleming quickly retreated. Miller found
himself facing one of the most powerful figures of the twenty-second
century. He grinned and held out his hand.

“You insane imbecile,” Carnap rumbled. “Get out of there before
we drag you out. If we have to do that, youre through. You know
what they do with advanced psychotics. It’ll be euthanasia for you.
I’ll give you one last chance to come out of that fake exhibit—”

“Sorry,” Miller said. “It’s not an exhibit.”

Carnap’s heavy face registered sudden surprise. For a brief instant
his massive pose vanished. “You still try to maintain—"

“This is a time gate,” Miller said quietly. “You can’t get me out,
Carnap. You can’t reach me. I'm in the past, two hundred years back.
I've crossed back to a previous existence-coordinate. I found a bridge
and escaped from your continuum to this. And there’s nothing you
can do about it.”

Carnap and his experts huddled together in a quick technical
conference. Miller waited patiently. He had plenty of time; he had
decided not to show up at the office until Monday.

After a while Carnap approached the juncture again, being careful
not to step over the safety rail. “An interesting theory, Miller. That’s
the strange part about psychotics. They rationalize their delusions
into a logical system. A priori, your concept stands up well. It’s inter-
nally consistent. Only—~

“Only what?”

“Only it doesn’t happen to be true.” Carnap had regained his confi-
dence; he seemed to be enjoying the interchange. “You think you're

really back in the past. Yes, this exhibit is extremely accurate. Your
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work has always been good. The authenticity of detail is unequalled
by any of the other exhibits.”

“I tried to do my work well,” Miller murmured.

“You wore archaic clothing and affected archaic speech manner-
isms. You did everything possible to throw yourself back. You devoted
yourself to your work.” Carnap tapped the safety railing with his
fingernail. “It would be a shame, Miller. A terrible shame to demolish
such an authentic replica.”

“I see your point,” Miller said, after a time. “I agree with you,
certainly. I've been very proud of my work—I’d hate to see it all torn
down. But that really won’t do you any good. All you'll succeed in
doing is closing the time gate.”

“You're sure?”

“Of course. The exhibit is only a bridge, a link with the past. I
passed through the exhibit, but I'm not there now. I'm beyond the
exhibit.” He grinned tightly. “Your demolition can’t reach me. But
seal me off, if you want. I don’t think I’ll be wanting to come back. I
wish you could see this side, Carnap. It’s a nice place here. Freedom,
opportunity. Limited government, responsible to the people. If you
don’t like a job here you quit. There’s no euthanasia, here. Come on
over. I'll introduce you to my wife.”

“We’ll get you,” Carnap said. “And all your psychotic figments
along with you.”

“I doubt if any of my ‘psychotic figments” are worried. Grunberg
wasn’t. I don’t think Marjorie is—”

“We've_already begun demolition preparations,” Carnap said
calmly. “We’ll do it piece by piece, not all at once. So you may have
the opportunity to appreciate the scientific and—artistic way we take
your imaginary world apart.”

“You're wasting your time,” Miller said. He turned and walked off,
down the pavement, to the gravel path and up on to the front porch
of the house.

In the living room he threw himself down in the easy chair and






THE CRAWLERS

He built, and the more he built the more he enjoyed building. Hot
sunlight filtered down; summer breezes stirred around him as he toiled
joyfully. When he ran out of material he paused awhile and rested. His
edifice wasn't large; it was more a practice model than the real thing.
One part of his brain told him that, and another part thrilled with
excitement and pride. It was at least large enough to enter. He crawled
down the entrance tunnel and curled up inside in a contented heap.

Through a rent in the roof a few bits of dirt rained down. He oozed
binder fluid and reinforced the weak place. In his edifice the air was
clean and cool, almost dust-free. He crawled over the inner walls
one last time, leaving a quick-drying coat of binder over everything.
What else was needed? He was beginning to feel drowsy; in a moment
he’d be asleep.

He thought about it, and then he extended a part of himself up
through the still-open entrance. That part watched and listened
warily, as the rest of him dozed off in a grateful slumber. He was
peaceful and content, conscious that from a distance all that was
visible was a light mound of dark clay. No one would notice it: no one
would guess what lay beneath.

And if they did notice, he had methods of taking care of them.
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The farmer halted his ancient Ford truck with a grinding shriek of
brakes. He cursed and backed up a few yards. “There’s one. Hop down
and take a look at it. Watch the cars—they go pretty fast along here.”

Ernest Gretry pushed the cabin door open and stepped down
gingerly onto the hot mid-morning pavement. The air smelled of
sun and drying grass. Insects buzzed around him as he advanced
cautiously up the highway, hands in his trouser pockets, lean body
bent forward. He stopped and peered down.

The thing was well mashed. Wheel marks crossed it in four places
and its internal organs had ruptured and burst through. The whole
thing was snaillike, a gummy elongated tube with sense organs at one
end and a confusing mass of protoplasmic extensions at the other.

What got him most was the face. For a time he couldn’t look
directly at it: he had to contemplate the road, the hills, the big cedar
trees, anything else. There was something in the little dead eyes, a
glint that was rapidly fading. They weren’t the lusterless eyes of a fish,
stupid and vacant. The life he had seen haunted him, and he had got
only a brief glimpse, as the truck bore down on it and crushed it flat.

“They crawl across here every once in a while,” the farmer said
quietly. “Sometimes they get as far as town. The first one I saw was
heading down the middle of Grant Street, about fifty yards an hour.
They go pretty slow. Some of the teenage kids like to run them down.
Personally I avoid them, if I see them.”

Gretry kicked aimlessly at the thing. He wondered vaguely how
many more there were in the bushes and hills. He could see farm-
houses set back from the road, white gleaming squares in the hot
Tennessee sun. Horses and sleeping cattle. Dirty chickens scratching.
A sleepy, peaceful countryside, basking in the late-summer sun.

“Where’s the radiation lab from here?” he asked.

The farmer indicated. “Over there, on the other side of those
hills. You want to collect the remains? They have one down at the
Standard Oil Station in a big tank. Dead, of course. They filled the

tank with kerosene to try to preserve it. That one’s in pretty good
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shape, compared to this. Joe Jackson cracked its head with a two-by-
four. He found it crawling across his property one night.”

Gretry got shakily back into the truck. His stomach turned over
and he had to take some long deep breaths. “I didn’t realize there
were so many. When they sent me out from Washington they just
said a few had been seen.”

“There’s been quite alot.” The farmer started up the truck and care-
fully skirted the remains on the pavement. “We’re trying to get used
to them, but we can’t. It’s not nice stuff. A lot of people are moving
away. You can feel it in the air, a sort of heaviness. We've got this
problem and we have to meet it.” He increased speed, leathery hands
tight around the wheel. “It seems like there’s more of them born all
the time, and almost no normal children.”
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Back in town, Gretry called Freeman long distance from the booth
in the shabby hotel lobby. “We’ll have to do something. They're all
around here. ’'m going out at three to see a colony of them. The fellow
who runs the taxi stand knows where they are. He says there must be
eleven or twelve of them together.”

“How do the people around there feel?”

“How the hell do you expect? They think it’s God’s Judgment.
Maybe they’re right.”

“We should have made them move earlier. We should have cleaned
out the whole area for miles around. Then we wouldn’t have this
problem.” Freeman paused. “What do you suggest?”

“That island we took over for the H-bomb tests.”

“It’s a damn big island. There was a whole group of natives we
moved off and resettled.” Freeman choked. “Good God, are there that
many of them?”

“The staunch citizens exaggerate, of course. But I get the impres-
sion there must be at least a hundred.”
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Freeman was silent a long time. “T didn’t realize,” he said finally.
“I'll have to put it through channels, of course. We were going to
make further tests on that island. But I see your point.”

“I’d like it,” Gretry said. “This is a bad business. We can’t have
things like this. People can’t live with this sort of thing. You ought to
drop out here and take a look. It’s something to remember.”

“T'll—see what I can do. I'll talk to Gordon. Give me a ring
tomorrow.”

Gretry hung up and wandered out of the drab, dirty lobby onto
the blazing sidewalk. Dingy stores and parked cars. A few old men
hunched over on steps and sagging cane-bottom chairs. He lit a ciga-
rette and shakily examined his watch. It was almost three. He moved
slowly toward the taxi stand.

The town was dead. Nothing stirred. Only the motionless old men in
their chairs and the out-of-town cars zipping along the highway. Dust
and silence lay over everything. Age, like a gray spider web, covered all
the houses and stores. No laughter. No sounds of any kind.

No children playing games.

A dirty blue taxicab pulled up silently beside him. “Okay, mister,”
the driver said, a rat-faced man in his thirties, toothpick hanging
between his crooked teeth. He kicked the bent door open. “Here we

»

go.
“How far is it?” Gretry asked, as he climbed in.

“Just outside town.” The cab picked up speed and hurtled noisily
along, bouncing and bucking. “You from the FBI?”

“No.”

“I thought from your suit and hat you was.” The driver eyed him
curiously. “How’d you hear about the crawlers?”

“From the radiation lab.”

“Yeah, it’s that hot stuff they got there.” The driver turned off the
highway and onto a dirt side-road. “It’s up here on the Higgins farm.
The crazy damn things picked the bottom of old lady Higgins’ place
to build their houses.”
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“Houses?”

“They’ve got some sort of city, down under the ground. You'll see
it—the entrances, at least. They work together, building and fussing.”
He twisted the cab off the dirt road, between two huge cedars, over a
bumpy field, and finally brought it to rest at the edge of a rocky gully.
“This is it.”

It was the first time Gretry had seen one alive.

He got out of the cab awkwardly, his legs numb and unresponding.
The things were moving slowly between the woods and the entrance
tunnels in the center of the clearing. They were bringing building
material, clay and weeds. Smearing it with some kind of ooze and
plastering it in rough forms which were carefully carried beneath the
ground. The crawlers were two or three feet long; some were older
than others, darker and heavier. All of them moved with agonizing
slowness, a silent flowing motion across the sun-baked ground. They
were soft, shell-less, and looked harmless.

Again, he was fascinated and hypnotized by their faces. The weird
parody of human faces. Wizened little baby features, tiny shoebutton
eyes, slit of a mouth, twisted ears, and a few wisps of damp hair. What
should have been arms were elongated pseudopods that grew and
receded like soft dough. The crawlers seemed incredibly flexible; they
extended themselves, then snapped their bodies back, as their feelers
made contact with obstructions. They paid no attention to the two
men; they didn’t even seem to be aware of them.

“How dangerous are they?” Gretry asked finally.

“Well, they have some sort of stinger. They stung a dog, I know.
Stung him pretty hard. He swelled up and his tongue turned black.
He had fits and got hard. He died.” The driver added half-apologeti-
cally, “He was nosing around. Interrupting their building. They work
all the time. Keep busy.”

“Is this most of them?”

“I guess so. They sort of congregate here. I see them crawling this
way.” The driver gestured. “See, they’re born in different places. One
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or two at each farmhouse, near the radiation lab.”

“Which way is Mrs. Higgins’ farmhouse?” Gretry asked.

“Up there. See it through the trees? You want to—"

“T'll be right back,” Gretry said, and started abruptly off. “Wait
here.”
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The old woman was watering the dark red geraniums that grew
around her front porch, when Gretry approached. She looked up
quickly, her ancient wrinkled face shrewd and suspicious, the sprin-
kling can poised like a blunt instrument.

“Afternoon,” Gretry said. He tipped his hat and showed her his
credentials. “I'm investigating the—crawlers. At the edge of your
land.”

“Why?” Her voice was empty, bleak, cold. Like her withered face
and body.

“We're trying to find a solution.” Gretry felt awkward and uncer-
tain. “It’s been suggested we transport them away from here, out to
an island in the Gulf of Mexico. They shouldn’t be here. It’s too hard
on people. It isn’t right,” he finished lamely.

“No. It isn’t right.”

“And we’ve already begun moving everybody away from the radi-
ation lab. I guess we should have done that a long time ago.”

The old woman’s eyes flashed. “You people and your machines. See
what you've done!” She jabbed a bony finger at him excitedly. “Now
you have to fix it. You have to do something.”

“We're taking them away to an island as soon as possible. But
there’s one problem. We have to be sure about the parents. They have
complete custody of them. We can’t just—” He broke off futilely.
“How do they feel? Would they let us cart up their—children, and
haul them away?”

Mrs. Higgins turned and headed into the house. Uncertainly,
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Gretry followed her through the dim, dusty interior rooms. Musty
chambers full of oil lamps and faded pictures, ancient sofas and
tables She led him through a great kitchen of immense cast iron pots
and pans down a flight of wooden stairs to a painted white door. She
knocked sharply.

Flurry and movement on the other side. The sound of people whis-
pering and moving things hurriedly.

“Open the door,” Mrs. Higgins commanded. After an agonized
pause the door opened slowly. Mrs. Higgins pushed it wide and
motioned Gretry to follow her.

In the room stood a young man and woman. They backed away as
Gretry came in. The woman hugged a long pasteboard carton which
the man had suddenly passed to her.

“Who are you?” the man demanded. He abruptly grabbed the
carton back; his wife’s small hands were trembling under the shifting
weight.

Gretry was seeing the parents of one of them. The young woman,
brown-haired, not more than nineteen. Slender and small in a cheap
green dress, a full-breasted girl with dark frightened eyes. The man
was bigger and stronger, a handsome dark youth with massive arms
and competent hands gripping the pasteboard carton tight.

Gretry couldn’t stop looking at the carton. Holes had been punched
in the top; the carton moved slightly in the man’s arms, and there was
a faint shudder that rocked it back and forth.

“This man,” Mrs. Higgins said to the husband, “has come to take
it away.” .

The couple accepted the information in silence. The husband made
no move except to get a better grip on the box.

“He’s going to take all of them to an island,” Mrs. Higgins said.
“It’s all arranged. Nobody’ll harm them. They’ll be safe and they can
do what they want. Build and crawl around where nobody has to look
at them.”

The young woman nodded blankly.
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“Give it to him,” Mrs. Higgins ordered impatiently. “Give him the
box and let’s get it over with once and for all.”

After a moment the husband carried the box over to a table and
put it down. “You know anything about them?” he demanded. “You
know what they eat?”

“We—" Gretry began helplessly.

“They eat leaves. Nothing but leaves and grass. We’ve been bringing
in the smallest leaves we could find.”

“It’s only a month old,” the young woman said huskily. “It already
wants to go down with the others, but we keep it here. We don’t want
it to go down here. Not yet. Later, maybe, we thought. We didn’t know
what to do. We weren’t sure.” Her large dark eyes flashed briefly in
mute appeal, then faded out again. “It’s a hard thing to know.”

The husband untied the heavy brown twine and took the lid from
the carton. “Here. You can see it.”

It was the smallest Gretry had seen. Pale and soft, less than a foot
long. It had crawled in a corner of the box and was curled up in a
messy web of chewed leaves and some kind of wax. A translucent
covering spun clumsily around it, behind which it lay asleep. It paid
no attention to them; they were out of its scope. Gretry felt a strange
helpless horror rise up in him. He moved away, and the young man
replaced the lid.

“We knew what it was,” he said hoarsely. “Right away, as soon as
it was born. Up the road, there was one we saw. One of the first. Bob
Douglas made us come over and look at it. It was his and Julie’s. That
was before they started coming down and collecting together by the
gully.”

“Tell him what happened,” Mrs. Higgins said.

“Douglas mashed its head with a rock. Then he poured gasoline on
it and burned it up. Last week he and Julie packed and left.”
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“Have many of them been destroyed?” Gretry managed to ask.

“A few. A lot of men, they see something like that and they go sort
of wild. You can’t blame them.” The man’s dark eyes darted hope-
lessly. “I guess I almost <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>