Protection
by Robert Sheckley

Therell be an airplane crash in Burma next week, but it shouldn't affect me herein New Y ork. And the
feegs certainly can't harm me. Not with all my closet doors closed.

No, the big problem islesnerizing. | must not |esnerize. Absolutely not. Asyou can imagine, that ham
me.

Andtotopital, | think I'm catching aredly nasty cold.

The whole thing started on the evening of November seventh. | was walking down Broadway on my wa
Baker's Cafeteria. On my lipswas afaint smile, due to having passed a tough physics exam earlier in the d
my pocket, jingling faintly, were five coins, three keys, and a book of matches.

Just to complete the picture, let me add that the wind was from the northwest at five miles an hour, Ve
was in the ascendancy and the moon was decidedly gibbous. Y ou can draw your own conclusions from thi.

| reached the corner of 98th Street and began to cross. As| stepped off the curb, someone yelled at m
"The truck! Watch the truck!"

| jJumped back, looking around wildly. There was nothing in sight. Then, afull second later, atruck cut
around the corner on two wheels, ran through the red light and roared up Broadway. Without the warning,
would have been hit.

Y ou've heard stories like this, haven't you? About the strange voi ce that warned Aunt Minnie to stay out of
elevator, which then crashed to the basement. Or maybe it told Uncle Joe not to sail on the Titanic. That's
where the story usually ends.

| wish mine ended there.
"Thanks, friend," | said and looked around. There was no one there.
"Can you sill hear me?" the voice asked.

"Surel can." | turned a complete circle and stared suspicioudly at the closed apartment windows overhy
"But where in the blue blazes are you?"

"Gronish," the voice answered. "Isthat the referent? Refraction index. Creature of insubstantiality. The
Shadow knows. Did | pick theright one?!

"You'reinvighble?' | hazarded.

"That'sit!"



"But what are you?"
"A vdidusan derg."
"A what?'

"I am—open your larynx alittle wider please. Let me see now. | am the Spirit of Christmas Past. The
Creature from the Black Lagoon. The Bride of Frankenstein. The—"

"Hold on," | said. "What are you trying to tell me—that you're aghost or a creature from another plane
"Samething," the derg replied. "Obvioudy."

That madeisall perfectly clear. Any fool could see that the voice belonged to someone from another
planet. He was invisible on Earth, but his superior senses had spotted an approaching danger and warned n
it.

Just aplain, everyday supernormal incident.
| began to walk hurriedly down Broadway .
"What isthe matter?* the invisible derg asked.

"Not athing,” | answered, "except that | seem to be standing in the middle of the street talking to an
invisible alien from the farthest reaches of outer space. | suppose only | can hear you?"

"Wdll, naturally."
"Great! Y ou know where this sort of thing will land me?"
"The concept you are sub-vocalizing is not entirely clear.”

"Theloony bin. Nut house. Bug factory. Psychotic ward. That's where they put people who talk to invic
aliens. Thanks for the warning, buddy. Good night."

Feeling lightheaded, | turned east, hoping my invisible friend would continue down Broadway.
"Won't you talk with me?' the derg asked.
| shook my head, a harmless gesture they can't pick you up for, and kept on walking.

"But you must,” the derg said with a hint of desperation. "A rea sub-voca contact isvery rare and
astonishingly difficult. Sometimes | can get across awarning, just before a danger moment. But then the
connection fades."

So there was the explanation for Aunt Minni€'s premonition. But | still wasn't having any.
"Conditions might not be right again for a hundred years!" the derg mourned.

What conditions? Five coins and three keys jingling together when V enus was ascendant? | supposeit"



worthy of investigation—abut not by me. Y ou never can prove that supernormal stuff. There are enough pe
knitting slipcoversfor straitjackets without me swelling their ranks.

"Just leave me aone," | said. A cop gave me afunny look for that one. | grinned boyishly and hurried ol

"| appreciate your socia situation,” the derg urged, "but this contact isin your own best interests. | war
protect you from the myriad dangers of human existence.”

| didn't answer him.

"Well," the derg said, "'l can't force you. I'll just have to offer my services elsewhere. Goodbye, friend.’
| nodded pleasantly.

"Onelast thing," he said. "Stay off subways tomorrow between noon and one-fifteen P.M. Goodbye."
"Huh?Why?'

"Someone will be killed at Columbus Circle, pushed in front of atrain by shopping crowds. You, if yo
there. Goodbye."

"Someone will be killed there tomorrow?* | asked. "Y ou're sure?'
"Of course.”

"It'll be in the newspapers?’

"| should imagine s0."

"And you know al sorts of stuff like that?'

"I can perceive all dangers radiating toward you and extending into time. My one desire isto protect y
from them."

| had stopped. Two girlswere giggling at me talking to myself. Now | began walking again.
"Look," | whispered, "can you wait until tomorrow evening?'
"You will let me be your protector?’ the derg asked eagerly.
"I'll tell you tomorrow," | said. "After | read the |ate papers.”

Theitem wasthere, dl right. | read it in my furnished room on 113th Street. Man pushed by the crowd, |0

balance, fell in front of an oncoming train. This gave me alot to think about while waiting for my invisible
protector to show up.

| didn't know what to do. His desire to protect me seemed genuine enough. But | didn't know if | wante
When, an hour later, the derg contacted me, | liked the whole idea even less, and told him so.

"Don't you trust me?" he asked.



"I just want to lead anormdl life."

"If you lead any lifeat al," he reminded me. "That truck last night—"

"That was afreak, aonce-in-alifetime hazard."

"It only takesoncein alifetimeto die," the derg said solemnly. "There was the subway, too."
"That doesn't count. | hadn't planned on riding it today."

"But you had no reason not to ride it. That's the important thing. Just as you have no reason not to take
shower in the next hour."

"Why shouldn't 177"

"A MissFlynn," the derg said, "who lives down the hall, hasjust completed her shower and has left a b
melting pink soap on the pink tile in the bathroom on this floor. You would have dipped on it and sufferec
Sprained wrist."

"Not fatal, huh?'

"No. Hardly in the same class with, let us say, a heavy flower-pot pushed from arooftop by a certain
unstable old gentleman.”

"When isthat going to happen?' | asked.

"I thought you weren't interested.”

"I'm very interested. When? Where?"

"Will you let me continue to protect you?' he asked.
"Just tell me onething,” | said. "What'sin thisfor you?"'

"Satisfaction!" he said. "For avalidusian derg, the greatest thrill possible isto aid another creature eva
danger.”

"But isn't there something else you want out of it? Some trifle like my soul, or rulership of Earth?’

"Nothing! To accept payment for Protecting would ruin the emotional experience. All | want out of
life—all any derg wants—isto protect someone from the dangers he cannot see, but which we can see dll
well." The derg paused, then added softly, "We don't even expect gratitude.”

Wall, that clinched it. How could | guess the consequences? How could | know that his aid would lead
into asituation in which | must not lesnerize?

"What about that flowerpot?" | asked.

"It will be dropped on the corner of Tenth Street and McAdams Boulevard at eight-thirty tomorrow
morning."

"Tenth and McAdams? Where'sthat?
"In Jersey City," he answered promptly.
"But I've never been to Jersey City in my lifel Why warn me about that?"



"I don't know where you will or won't go," the derg said. "l merely perceive dangersto you wherever th
may occur."

"What should | do now?"
"Anything you wish," hetold me. "Just lead your normdl life."
Normal life. Hah!

It started out well enough. | attended classes at Columbia, did homework, saw movies, went on dates, play
table tennisand chess, all as before. At notimedid | let on that | was under the direct protection of avalic
derg.

Once or twice aday, the derg would come to me. He would say something like, "L oose grating on We
End Avenue between 66th and 67th Streets. Don't walk on it."

And of course | wouldn't. But someone else would. | often saw these items in the newspapers.

Oncel got used to it, it gave me quite afeeling of security. An alien was scurrying around twenty-four
hours aday and al he wanted out of life wasto protect me. A supernormal bodyguard! The thought gave i
enormous amount of confidence.

My socid life, during this period, couldn't have been improved upon.

But the derg soon became overzealousin my behalf. He began finding more and more dangers, most ¢
which had no red bearing on my lifein New Y ork—things | should avoid in Mexico City, Toronto, Omah:
Papeete.

| finally asked him if he was planning on reporting every potential danger on Earth.
"These are the few, the very few, that you are or may be affected by," he told me.
"In Mexico City? And Papeete? Why not confine yourself to the local picture? Greater New Y ork, say

"L ocale means nothing to me," the derg replied stubbornly. "My perceptions are temporal, not spatial.
must protect you from everything!"

It was rather touching, in away, and there was nothing | could do about it. | smply had to discard from
reports the various dangers in Hoboken, Thailand, Kansas City, Angkor Wat (collapsing statue), Paris, anc
Sarasota. Then | would reach the local stuff. | would ignore, for the most part, the dangers awaiting mein
Queens, the Bronx, Staten Idland, and Brooklyn, and concentrate on Manhattan.

These were often worth waiting for, however. The derg saved me from some pretty nasty experiences-
holdup on Cathedra Parkway, for example, ateen-age mugging, afire.



But he kept stepping up the pace. It had started as areport or two a day. Within amonth, he waswarning r
fiveor six timesaday. And at last hiswarnings, local, national, and international, flowed in a continual str

| was facing too many dangers, beyond al reasonable probability.
On atypicd day:

"Tainted food in Baker's Cafeteria. Don't eat there tonight.”
"Amsterdam Bus 312 has bad brakes. Don't ride it."

"Meéllen's Tallor Shop has aleaking gas line. Explosion due. Better have your clothes dry-cleaned
elsawhere.”

"Rabid mongrel on the prowl between Riverside Drive and Central Park West. Take ataxi.”

Soon | was spending most of my time not doing things, and avoiding places. Danger seemed to be lurk
behind every lamp post, waiting for me.

| suspected the derg of padding hisreport. It seemed the only possible explanation. After al, | had live
long before meeting him, with no supernormal assistance whatsoever, and had gotten by nicely. Why shol
the risks increase now?

| asked him that one evening.

"All my reports are perfectly genuine,”" he said, obvioudy alittle hurt. "If you don't believe me, try turr
on the lightsin your psychology class tomorrow."

I|WW?I
"Defective wiring."

"I don't doubt your warnings,”" | assured him. "I just know that life was never this dangerous before you
adong."

"Of course it wasn't. Surely you know that if you accept protection, you must accept the drawbacks of
protection as well."

"Drawbacks like what?"
The derg hesitated. " Protection begets the need of further protection. That isauniversal constant.”
"Comeagain?' | asked in bewilderment.

"Before you met me, you were like everyone e se and you ran such risks as your situation offered. But
my coming, your immediate environment has changed. And your position in it has changed, too."

"Changed? Why?

"Because it has me init. To some extent now, you partake of my environment, just as | partake of your
And, of coursg, it iswell known that the avoidance of one danger opens the path to others.”

"Areyou trying totell me," | said, very dowly, "that my risks have increased because of your help?’



"It was unavoidable," he Sghed.

| could have cheerfully strangled the derg at that moment, if he hadn't been invisible and impalpable. | had
angry feeling that | had been conned, taken by an extraterrestrial trickster.

"All right," | said, controlling myself. "Thanks for everything. See you on Mars or wherever you hang o
"Y ou don't want any further protection?’
"Y ou guessed it. Don't dam the door on your way out.”

"But what'swrong?' The derg seemed genuinely puzzled. "There areincreased risksin your life, true, k
what of it? It isaglory and an honor to face danger and emerge victorious. The greater the peril, the great
joy of evading it."

For thefirst time, | saw how alien thisaien was.
"Not for me" | sad. "Scram."

"Y our risks haveincreased," the derg argued, "but my capacity for detection is more than ample to cop
withit. | am happy to copewithit. So it still represents a net gain in protection for you."

| shook my head. "I know what happens next. My risks just keep on increasing, don't they?'
"Not at al. Asfar as accidents are concerned, you have reached the quantitative limit."
"What doesthat mean?'

"It means there will be no further increase in the number of accidents you must avoid.”
"Good. Now will you please get the hell out of here?”

"But | just explained—"

"Sure, no further increase, just more of the same. Look, if you leave me aone, my original environme
will return, won't it? And, with it, my origina risks?"

"Eventudly,” the derg agreed. "If you survive."

"I'll take that chance."

Thedergwas slent for atime. Finadly he said, "Y ou can't afford to send me away. Tomorrow—"
"Don't tell me. I'll avoid the accidents on my own."

"I wasn't thinking of accidents.”

"What then?'

"l hardly know how to tell you." He sounded embarrassed. "'l said there would be no further quantitative



change. But | didn't mention a qualitative change."

"What are you talking about?' | shouted at him.
"I'mtrying to say," the derg said, "that agamper is after you."
"A what? What kind of gag isthis?'

"A gamper isacreature from my environment. | suppose he was attracted by your increased potentiali
avoiding risk, due to my protection.”

"To hell with the gamper and to hell with you."
"If he comes, try driving him off with mistletoe. Iron is often effective, if bonded to copper. Also—"

| threw myself on the bed and buried my head under the pillow. The derg took the hint. In a moment, |
sense that he was gone.

What anidiot | had been! We denizens of Earth have acommon vice: we take what we're offered, whet
we need it or not.

Y ou can get into alot of trouble that way.

But the derg was gone and the worst of my troubles were over. I'd Sit tight for awhile, give things a chi
to work themselves out. In afew weeks, perhaps, I'd....

There seemed to be ahumming inthe air.

| sat upright on the bed. One corner of the room was curioudly dark and | could fedl acold breeze on n
face. The hum grew louder—not really a hum, but laughter, low and monotonous.

At that point, no one had to draw me a diagram.
"Derg!" | screamed. "Get me out of this!"
Hewasthere. "Mistletoe! Just wave it at the gamper.”
"Wherein blazeswould | get mistletoe?"

"Iron and copper then!"

| leaped to my desk, grabbed a copper paperweight and looked wildly for someiron to bond it to. The
paperweight was pulled out of my hand. | caught it beforeit fell. Then | saw my fountain pen and brought t

point against the paperweight.
The darkness vanished. The cold disappeared.
| guess| passed out.



The derg said triumphantly, an hour later, " ou see? Y ou need my protection.”
"l supposel do," | answered dully.
"Y ou will need somethings,”" the derg said. "Wolfsbane, amarinth, garlic, graveyard mold—"
"But the gamper isgone.”

"Y es. However, the grailers remain. And you need safeguards against the leeps, the feegs, and the
melgerizer.”

So | wrote down hislist of herbs, essences, and specifics. | didn't bother asking him about thislink bet
supernatural and supernormal. My comprehension was now full and complete.

Ghosts and spirits? Or extraterrestrials? All the same, he said, and | saw what he meant. They leave us
alone, for the most part. We are on different levels of perception, of existence, even. Until ahuman isfor
enough to attract attention to himself.

Now | wasin their game. Some wanted to kill me, some to protect me, but none care for me, not even
derg. They wereinterested solely in my value to the game, if that's what it was.

And the situation was my own fault. At the beginning, | had had the accumulated wisdom of the human
at my disposal, that tremendous racial hatred of witches and ghosts, the irrational fear of aien life. For m
adventure has been played out a thousand times and the story istold again and again—how aman dabblesi
strange arts and calls to himself a spirit. By so doing, he attracts attention to himself—the worst thing of

So | was welded inseparably to the derg and the derg to me. Until yesterday, that is. Now | am on my o
again.

Things had been quiet for afew weeks. | had held off the feegs by the smple expedient of keeping my
closet doors closed. The legps were more menacing, but the eye of atoad seemed to stop them. And the
melgerizer was dangerous only in the full of the Moon.

"You arein danger,”" the derg said yesterday.

"Agan?' | asked, yawning.

"It isthe thrang who pursues us."

"Us?"

"Yes, mysdf aswell asyou, for even aderg must run risk and danger.”
"Isthisthrang particularly dangerous?'

ey

"Well, what do | do? Snakeskin over the door? A pentagon?'



"None of those," the derg said. "The thrang must be dealt with negatively, by the avoidance of certain
actions.”

By now, there were so many restrictions on me, | didn't think another would matter. “What shouldn't | ¢
"Y ou must not lesnerize,” the derg said.

"Lesnerize?' | frowned. "What's that?"

"Surely you know. It isasimple, everyday human action.”

"I probably know it under adifferent name. Explain.”

"Very well. To lesnerizeisto—" He stopped abruptly.

mWhat?

"It ishere! Thethrang!"

| backed up against awall. | thought | could detect afaint stirring of dust, but that might have beenno r
than overwrought nerves.

"Derg!" | shouted. "Where are you? What should | do?"'

| heard a shriek and the unmistakable sound of jaws snapping.

Thederg cried, "It hasme!”

"What should | do?" | cried again.

There was a horrible noise of teeth grinding. Very faintly, | heard the derg say, "Don't lesnerize!”
And then there was silence,

So I'm gitting tight now. Ther€ll be an airplane crash in Burma next week, but it shouldn't affect me he
New Y ork. And the feegs certainly can't harm me. Not with al my closet doors closed.

No, the problem islesnerizing. | must not lesnerize. Absolutely not. If | can keep from lesnerizing,
everything will pass and the chase will move elsewhere. It must! All | have to do iswait them out.

Thetroubleis, | don't have any ideawhat lesnerizing might be. A common human action, the derg had
WEéll, for the time, I'm avoiding as many actions as possible.

I've caught up on some back deep and nothing happened, so that's not lesnerizing. | went out and bougt
food, paid for it, cooked it, ate it. That wasn't lesnerizing. | wrote this report. That wasn't lesnerizing.

I'll come out of thisyet.

I'm going to catch anap. | think | have acold coming on. Now | have to sneez
The End
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