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 INTRODUCTION

				 

				In this collection of stories, we get a glimpse of early Ray Bradbury, a first look at the great writer he was to become. These 14 pieces shows his versatility and willingness to experiment with several genres, from horror and psychological suspense, to fantasy, and of course, science fiction. 

				Bradbury published his first stories when he was just 18. He started publishing his work—some were even self-published—in amateur fan magazines. “Hollerbochen’s Dilemma” and “Pendulum” were among those early pieces that were printed and promptly forgotten. At that time, he was writing horror and fantasy stories which he could not sell. He got his first break—his first professional sale—with a story that he had asked a more established writer to co-write with him. “Pendulum” was expanded by Bradbury and Henry Hasse and eventually published in a pulp magazine. Bradbury didn’t stop writing and publishing since then.

				Most of these stories have been reprinted in rare British anthologies and other obscure collections. However, there are some which have not seen print since they were published. Among those which had never been reprinted nor included in any story collection were “Lazarus Come Forth,” “Jonah of the Jove-Run,” and “Final Victim,” all of which were set in space.

				Included in this anthology as well are four Martian tales which had somehow missed being chronicled. “Defense Mech,” “Holiday,” “I, Mars,” and “The One Who Waits” are all set in Mars. All of these, with the exception of “Defense Mech,” have been anthologized, though never before included in any collection of Bradbury’s Martian stories. Even in these early works, Bradbury’s signature voice—the one which made The Martian Chronicles a classic—could clearly be heard. 

				 

				

 HOLLERBOCHEN’S DILEMMA

				 

				This was Ray Bradbury’s first published story, coming out when he was just 18 years old in the January 1938 issue of the amateur fan magazine Imagination! It was later reprinted in Burroughsian (1957) and anthologized in the British anthology, Horrors Unseen (1974). In November of the same year (1938), Bradbury sold another story featuring the same character, “Hollerbochen Comes Back.” 

				* * * *

				Hollerbochen faced a crisis. He could tell what would happen in the future. He could see when he would die—and it was very distressing, as you well may imagine. Every branch of his life lay before him. He knew he would die the next day. He saw himself being blown to bits by a tremendous explosion.

				Hollerbochen had another marvelous feature about his person: He had the unique power to be able to stand still in time for a few minutes. But only for a pitifully short few minutes.

				He faced death and was terribly afraid.

				“The Day” dawned and Hollerbochen looked into the future with his magic mind. He wished he never had found the fateful power he possessed so strongly. He knew he could pursue thousands of paths into the future that day. But each one culminated in a horrible death for his person. Which one to choose was up to Hollerbochen entirely.

				He left his apartment and walked toward the elevator that would take him down twelve stories to the hotel lobby. Somehow he had a premonition of impending doom. On the way he decided to stand still in time to see what would happen if he did so. The cables of the elevator broke a second later as a vision of Hollerbochen entered the car. It landed loudly on the hard cement stories below. Hollerbochen drew back aghast at what he had witnessed. He supposedly had viewed himself enter the vehicle and be killed by its crash! He pinched himself to see if he were alive. But he knew he was because he was standing still in time at the moment.

				Shaken, he returned to his room and tried to think clearly.

				He knew he dared not leave the hotel by the elevator—else be killed. So he left his room and started down the stairway.

				On the third floor a man accosted the clairvoyant with a gun and demanded his money. Hollerbochen quickly stood still in time and as the revolver went off he was not affected by the bullet though he saw a phantom figure of himself fall dead on the carpet.

				Hollerbochen retraced his steps very discouragedly. He didn’t want to die but it seemed inevitable. For the next hour he tried going out time after time but always as he would approach the elevator it would crash in exactly the same way. He wondered absentmindedly if the people in the plunging prison were getting tired of being killed so many times. So far they’d fallen fifteen within an hour. Also, every time he’d start down the stairs the same robber would appear and take a shot at him. It was becoming monotonous. He wished the robber would run out of imagination.

				Hollerbochen wanted to save the lives of the people in the elevator. So he decided he never would leave the hotel at all. He had only two ways to exit and they both were blocked by death.

				The passengers in the elevator “3” had had a most unpleasant experience. In a brief second they had felt they were falling. They felt themselves hit the floor many times. Then the machine ceased its crazy antics and stopped at the main floor. They walked out, wondering at their odd dream—for obviously it really couldn’t have happened.

				Spike Malone stuck his gat in a fat man’s rib. Impulsively he fired when the victim refused to hand over his money. At that the man disappeared! This incredible action occurred many times. Finally it stopped and Spike murmured something about going to get a good strong drink as he fled the fantastic hold-up failure spot.

				Hollerbochen stood still in time and waited. He had determined he’d stay in the hotel forever.

				He wondered about the inexplicable explosion he’d seen in his foresights of the future, where recurrently he was blown skyward by an unknown force.

				He suddenly realized he had been standing still in time for quite a while. His head was beginning to ache terribly. A queer noise was ringing in his ears. It grew in intensity by the second. His head felt fearfully large, his body Brobdingnagian.

				The noise rose to a deafening crescendo. A dull rumbling preceded a loud explosion as Hollerbochen, hotel and city were blown into minute atoms.

				A tremendous amount of energy had been generated by Hollerbochen’s standing stationary in time. He never realized this and he never would. When he stopped in time it in turn had flown around him for a short space. But he had waited too long and a giant spacewarp of stupendous force bad been straining for release. It had found that release, but in doing so taken Hollerbochen, the hotel, and the city, with it out into space.

				Thus Hollerbochen had brought about his own death, the death he had predicted and seen but didn’t quite understand. 

				Hollerbochen had solved his own dilemma.

				

 THE PENDULUM

				 

				There are actually two versions of this story. This one was written by Bradbury when he was just 19. When he failed to sell it, he published it anonymously in his fan magazine Futuria Fantasia in the Fall of 1939. Bradbury later on managed to convince Henry Hasse, an established science fiction writer at that time, to help him rewrite the story. It ended up four times longer, although the title remained the same, Pendulum. They had a hard time finding a publisher, but it was eventually accepted in the November 1941 issue of Super Science Stories. He and Hasse went on to collaborate on other work.

				* * * *

				Up and down, back and forth, up and down. First the quick flight skyward, gradually slowing, reaching the pinnacle of the curve, poising a moment, then flashing earthward again, faster and faster at a nauseating speed, reaching the bottom and hurtling aloft on the opposite side. Up and down. Back and forth. Up and down.

				How long it had continued this way Layeville didn’t know. It might have been millions of years he’d spent sitting here in the massive glass pendulum watching the world tip one way and another, up and down, dizzily before his eyes until they ached. Since first they had locked him in the pendulum’s round glass head and set it swinging it had never stopped or changed. Continuous, monotonous movements over and above the ground. So huge was this pendulum it shadowed one hundred feet or more with every majestic sweep of its gleaming shape, dangling from the metal intestines of the shining machine overhead. It took three or four seconds for it to traverse the one hundred feet one way, three or four seconds to come back.

				The Prisoner of Time! That’s what they called him now! Fettered to the very machine he had planned and constructed. A pris-on-er—of——time! A—pris-on-er—of——time! With every swing of the pendulum it echoed in his thoughts.

				Forever like this until he went insane. He tried to focus his eyes on the arching hotness of the earth as it swept past beneath him.

				They had laughed at him a few days before. Or was it a week? A month? A year? He didn’t know. This ceaseless pitching had filled him with an aching confusion. They had laughed at him when he said, some time before all this, he could bridge time gaps and travel into futurity. He had designed a huge machine to warp spaces, invited thirty of the world’s most gifted scientists to help him finish his colossal attempt to scratch the future wall of time.

				The hour of the accident spun back to him now through misted memory. The display of the time machine to the public. The exact moment when he stood on the platform with the thirty scientists and pulled the main switch! The scientists, all of them, blasted into ashes from wild electrical flames! Before the eyes of two million witnesses who had come to the laboratory or were tuned in by television at home! He had slain the world’s greatest scientists!

				He recalled the moment of shocked horror that followed. Something radically wrong had happened to the machine. He, Layeville, the inventor of the machine, had staggered backward, his clothes flaming and eating up about him. No time for explanations. Then he had collapsed in the blackness of pain and numbing defeat.

				Swept to a hasty trial, Layeville faced jeering throngs calling out for his death. “Destroy the Time Machine!” they cried. “And destroy this murderer with it!”

				Murderer! And he had tried to help humanity. This was his reward.

				One man had leaped onto the tribunal platform of the trial, crying, “No! Don’t destroy the machine! I have a better plan! A revenge for this—this man!” His finger pointed at Layeville where the inventor sat unshaven and haggard, his eyes failure-glazed. “We shall rebuild his machine, take his precious metals, and put up a monument to his slaughtering! We’ll put him on exhibition for life within his executioning device!” The crowd roared approval like thunder shaking the tribunal hall.

				Then, pushing hands, days in prison, months. Finally, led forth into the hot sunshine, he was carried in a small rocket car to the center of the city. The shock of what he saw brought him back to reality. THEY had rebuilt his machine into a towering timepiece with a pendulum. He stumbled forward, urged on by thrusting hands, listening to the roar of thousands of voices damning him. Into the transparent pendulum head they pushed him and clamped it tight with weldings.

				Then they set the pendulum swinging and stood back. Slowly, very slowly, it rocked back and forth, increasing in speed. Layeville pounded futilely at the glass, screaming. The faces became blurred, were only tearing pink blobs before him.

				On and on like this—for how long?

				He hadn’t minded it so much at first, that first night. He couldn’t sleep, but it was not uncomfortable. The lights of the city were comets with tails that pelted from right to left like foaming fireworks. But as the night wore on, he felt a gnawing in his stomach, that grew worse. He got very sick and vomited. The next day he couldn’t eat anything.

				They never stopped the pendulum, not once. Instead of letting him eat quietly, they slid the food down the stem of the pendulum in a special tube, in little round parcels that plunked at his feet. The first time he attempted eating he was unsuccessful, it wouldn’t stay down. In desperation, he hammered against the cold glass with his fists until they bled, crying hoarsely, but he heard nothing but his own weak, fear-wracked words muffled in his ears.

				After some time had elapsed he got so that he could eat, even sleep while traveling back and forth this way. They allowed him small glass loops on the floor and leather thongs with which he tied himself down at night and slept a soundless slumber without sliding.

				People came to look at him. He accustomed his eyes to the swift flight and followed their curiosity-etched faces, first close by in the middle, then far away to the right, middle again, and to the left.

				He saw the faces gaping, speaking soundless words, laughing and pointing at the prisoner of time traveling forever nowhere. But after awhile the town people vanished and it was only tourists who came and read the sign that said: THIS IS THE PRISONER OF TIME—JOHN LAYEVILLE—WHO KILLED THIRTY OF THE WORLD’S FINEST SCIENTISTS! The school children, on the electrical moving sidewalk, stopped to stare in childish awe. THE PRISONER OF TIME!

				Often he thought of that title. God, but it was ironic, that he should invent a time machine and have it converted into a clock, and that he, in its pendulum, would mete out the years—traveling with time.

				He couldn’t remember how long it had been. The days and nights ran together in his memory. His unshaven cheeks had developed a short beard and then ceased growing. How long a time? How long?

				Once a day they sent down a tube after he ate and vacuumed up the cell, disposing of any wastes. Once in a great while they sent him a book, but that was all.

				* * * *

				The robots took care of him now. Evidently the humans thought it a waste of time to bother over their prisoner. The robots brought the food, cleaned the pendulum cell, oiled the machinery, worked tirelessly from dawn until the sun crimsoned westward. At this rate it could keep on for centuries.

				But one day as Layeville stared at the city and its people in the blur of ascent and descent, he perceived a swarming darkness that expanded in the heavens. The city rocket ships that crossed the sky on pillars of scarlet flame darted helplessly, frightenedly for shelter. The people ran like water splashed on tiles, screaming soundlessly. Alien creatures fluttered down, great gelatinous masses of black that sucked out the life of all. They clustered thickly over everything, glistening momentarily upon the pendulum and its body above, over the whirling wheels and roaring bowels of the metal creature once a Time Machine. An hour later they dwindled away over the horizon and never came back. The city was dead.

				Up and down, Layeville went on his journey to nowhere, in his prison, a strange smile etched his lips. In a week or more, he knew, he would be the only man alive on earth.

				Elation flamed within him. This was his victory! Where the other men had planned the pendulum as a prison it had been an asylum against annihilation now!

				Day after day the robots still came, worked, unabated by the visitation of the black horde. They came every week, brought food, tinkered, checked, oiled, cleaned. Up and down, back and forth—THE PENDULUM!…a thousand years must have passed before the sky again showed life over the dead earth. A silvery bullet of space dropped from the clouds, steaming, and hovered over the dead city where now only a few solitary robots performed their tasks. In the gathering dusk the lights of the metropolis glimmered on. Other automations appeared on the rampways like spiders on twisting webs, scurrying about, checking, piling, working in their crisp mechanical manner.

				And the creatures in the alien projectile found the time mechanism, the pendulum swinging up and down, back and forth, up and down. The robots still cared for it, oiled it, tinkering.

				A thousand years this pendulum had swung. Made of glass the round disc at the bottom was, but now when food was lowered by the robots through the tube it lay untouched. Later, when the vacuum tube came down and cleaned out the cell it took that very food with it.

				Back and forth—up and down.

				The visitors saw something inside the pendulum. Pressed closely to the glass side of the cell was the face of a whitened skull—a skeleton visage that stared out over the city with empty sockets and an enigmatic smile wreathing its lipless teeth.

				Back and forth—up and down.

				The strangers from the void stopped the pendulum in its course, ceased its swinging and cracked open the glass cell, exposing the skeleton to view. And in the gleaming light of the stars, the skull face continued its weird grinning as if it knew that it had conquered something. Had conquered time.

				The Prisoner of Time, Layeville, had indeed traveled along the centuries.

				And the journey was at an end.

				 

				

 LUANA THE LIVING

				 

				“Luana the Living” was first published in 1940 in Polaris, a piece that editors identified as one of the few serious fantasies that Bradbury published before he came to discover his own writing style. It was later on included in the 1973 British anthology of Horrors in Hiding.

				* * * *

				Before I conclude this mundane existence, bid the terrors of the alien farewell, and take my leave of all things light and dark, I must tell to someone the reason for my suicide. A horror clings malignantly to my brain, and far back in the recesses of the subconscious it burns like the pale flame of a candle in the tombs of the dead. It steals my strength and leaves me weak and trembling like a child. Try as I will, I can not rid myself of it, for the night of the full Moon forces its return.

				I am seated here in the dark, silent room waiting. A few feet distant stands the huge grandfather clock that has been in the family for generations, its gaunt face glowing faintly in the blackness, striking out the hours with a low and gentle tone. The ancient timepiece shall accomplish the action I dare not trust to my shaking hand, for at the last stroke of midnight, fifteen minutes hence, a lever shall press the trigger of the revolver bolted to its side, and send a bullet crashing through my heart. While I wait I shall—I must—unburden myself of my tale.

				I am an adventurer, my life not one of common experience. But now, at one score and ten, I am an old man, with silver hair and trembling fingers. Fear has chiseled its effects in my face through sunken eye and wrinkles like those in the skin of a mummy. I am a spent and tired ancient, ready to close my coffin lid down and rest for eternity.

				Let me go back a year. Let me seek out the days that have passed, so short a time away, yet so hellishly removed by the constant torture that has made twelve months seem like a century.

				In India, back along the mountainous spine of the Himalayas, in a dark region where tigers prowled, I had been deserted by my natives who had babbled of some superstitious legend about “Luana.” As I broke my way through a thick wall of brambles, I came across a hirsute individual who squatted cross-legged beneath a tree, puffing gently on his opium pipe. Hoping to gain a guide, I accosted him, but received no answer.

				I looked into his eyes, small almond holes in the midst of converging wrinkles, and saw no iris or pupil, just a small expanse of leaden flesh as if the eyeballs had been rolled back in hypnotic sleep by the opium. And he said no word, but swung gently from side to side like a sapling in the summer wind, spurts of smoke blowing from his lips. In a rage at his silence, I shook him until the pipe fell from his mouth. His jaw sprang down and his lips curled back revealing a row of sharp, yellow teeth. My stomach revolted at what I saw. He could not talk, this stranger, for his tongue was blue and shriveled like a dried fig which someone had slit open, its blood withdrawn. A dreamlike gibberish issued from far in his throat and I let him loose. Immediately the hands fumbled about on the ground, recovered the pipe, and replaced it in the mouth. He continued his tranquil puffing, blind and speechless, and I withdrew from the vicinity in haste.

				For the remainder of the day I cut my way through jungle never explored by white man. Perishing from thirst and hunger, I tried unsuccessfully to follow barely discernible animal paths to a water hole. When I tried to return to the point where I had hacked my way through the bramble barrier, both my path and the strange blind man had vanished. It was almost as if the brambles had grown together in the few scant hours. And when I saw the cut I had made in a tree earlier, I realized the brambles had grown, for the cut had moved upward visibly. This was a land of insanely growing jungle, where plants sprouted, grew, and died in a week or two. The carpet of vegetation was feet thick and strangely resilient, and the unpleasant jungle was hot and broad and quiet. Not even the bestial cry of a tiger broke the oppressive silence, which pressed its fingers in upon me until I shouted to please my ears, to shock myself back into sanity. When I could no longer stand the strange lack of noise, I would run through brush and mire, slipping and falling and sliding until I was bathed in perspiration, then I would sit and rest and watch the mud on my shoes dry and form into crooked cakes.

				And still no sound. There was some grim thing that fettered this tree-bounded terrain in soundless monotony.

				As the sun floated briefly on the ocean of leaves and branches and vanished in the West, I realized that this was a place apart, undisturbed by the outer world which it repulsed by its wall of thorns. There were few water holes and animals in the land of silence, and the natives were furtive and rarely seen. I dimly recalled strange tales of them and this region, about practices that took place in the light of the full Moon.

				As twilight came the cavern of space sprouted points of light that were the stars. Hours passed and the hushed night became sprinkled with more and more of the silver points until a veritable blanket of light diffused the dome of heaven. As I sat and gazed upward through the trees toward them, I sensed a movement about me. It seemed that the whole forest was stirring to life. Little leaves slithered under foot, slender saplings wavered and shook, and the mighty jungle giants themselves bestirred and fluttered their leaves to the ground. In the dark it seemed that things grew threefold the speed of daylight, shot up and bloomed by some mysterious means. The trees broke the silence with a faint rustling and the underbrush writhed with evil life. I arose and moved on as through a bog, the rot under foot hindering me until I fell forward and sprawled with my face in the soil.

				Suddenly as I lay there, it seemed that tendrils swept up and clung to me, caressed my neck in an unrelenting grip until I strangled and gasped for air. Knotted vines wrapped swiftly on my forehead and pressed my temples until a stabbing pain flickered through me. I tore at my throat, freeing it with feeble gestures of the clutching things, and staggered to my feet. Desperately I stumbled on, until my foot struck water unexpectedly, and I ventured forward until the chill liquid reached my knees.

				My terrors was forgotten as I dropped to my knees in the scummy water and brushed aside the web-like debris. Ripples quivered under hand, and as I bent I saw the stars reflected in its surface like dancing fireflies. I gulped in huge mouthfuls and wetted my forehead and my temples to ease the heated pain that dwelt there. Then I lay back and floated in the pool, watching the water caress my tattered boots and puttees.

				How long I lay and relaxed I know not. When I emerged, dripping, I had found a new strength that grew by the minute. I stripped the torn shirt from me and soaked it in the water, then twisted it and tied it about my head so that its moisture would keep me comfortable for a while. The water clung to my skin, shimmering like a grayish slime.

				Intrigued by the dark now, my terror vanished, and I moved forward among the leaping tendrils. Tiny rustlings, the secretive murmuring of water and soil, the high-pitched crackle of branches sounded and the jungle was a living, breathing creature that I walked upon. Then before me I could see a clearing where dark shapes poised in a circle in its gloomy depth.

				I stopped suddenly, as if frozen by a sudden blast of wintry wind. I squinted at the shapes crouching on the ground in the clearing. It seemed that I saw a double score of stone statues imbedded in the soil, squatting and waiting, malignant. In the center crouched another presence, alone on the sodden surface.

				A light flecked the tree tops a moment later. As the seconds passed by the full sphere of the Moon ascended the star-sprinkled vault inch by inch. It saturated the clearing with silver and brought forth the crouching shapes like silhouettes on the jungle floor.

				Something moved. A figure shifted, and realization of what I saw came to me. These were men! Men, waking as if from sleep, one by one. A soft soughing sound as of wind stirring through myriads of leaves arose as the Moon ascended. I advanced slowly, quietly, toward the clearing. The creatures on the ground stretched long, thin limbs, and knelt upon their knees, all bowing toward the Moon in the crystal-clear sky, all with their emaciated backs toward me.

				They seemed creatures of some hypnotic spell, their movements drug-like, as they raised their fingers and gesticulated toward the lunar world that swung from the trees, a disc of blinding white. It was a scene painted in platinum. The Moon dominated the sky and the stars paled to insignificance in its white fire. Now the members of the cult arose and swayed from side to side, swinging their hands and lamenting with deep-chested sounds.

				They swung about swiftly, undulated and leaped and danced, the ground throbbing under their bare feet. In a circle they moved, hurtling up and slapping their palms together and weeping. They chanted and screamed and beat their bodies and swept by me without seeing. Like gnarled trees sprung to life they moved, naked and brown. But it was their eyes that caused me to fear. For they were leaden and white without pupils, as if burned to that sickly colour by exposure to some changing light, as if dyed by the light of the Moon!

				One man, standing in the center of the racing throng, stood and motioned to the Moon, and I recognized him as the stranger I had accosted that morn, the man with the shrunken tongue and blind eyes! He was gibbering and urging his comrades on, and strangely his words became gradually understandable in the tongue of the ancient Hindus.

				“Great living Luana! Give us strength, Protect us! Keep from us the unholy spirit of the white man! Destroy the ulcer of the earth, all mankind, those who poison the true faith with their ignorance!”

				Overcome with anger, I foolishly stepped into their midst with my revolver in my hand, and commanded them to stop their ritual. They stopped as if struck by lightning! But only for a moment. Then with cries of bestial rage they advanced toward me, imploring the Moon as it hung full suspended above the trees.

				“Destroy this invader! Annihilate the ignoble savage who has seen the ritual of Luana!” they pleaded. “Luana lives and breathes! Luana, take revenge for us who are blind yet see your light.” I leveled my revolver, praying that the water had not wetted the powder, and fired point blank into one savage heart. With a curse on his lips the man stumbled and fell, throwing me to the ground. From where I lay I saw the others scatter wildly, weaving and vanishing into the jungle. I fired and kept firing until the hammer of my gun clicked harmlessly. Then I glared about and saw the last native kneeling on the ground and praying.

				“I curse this man in the name of living Luana,” he sighed. Without another word he sank upon the sward and lay deathly still.

				If I had but known the consequences of my action! A fountain of light spurted down as I let my weapon drop, and I looked full into the face of the Moon and gasped. It seemed that it filled the sky with its bulk, flamed with a radiance brighter than the sun, battered me and burned my eyes with its intensity. A wrathful, malignant sphere wavered over me as an evil god, and it seemed that the Moon lived and breathed as did the jungle. It was as though this jungle were the Moon’s abode, these natives its disciples in some weird cult.

				I remember screaming once, a half-hearted scream of unbelief, and then I ran! Tearing away branches and slogging through marshy ground, I reached the bramble barrier and raised my knife to hack away the thorns. A sudden dizziness whirled over me and I sank down into oblivion. The last thing I viewed was the pulsating pockmarked face of Luana glimmering hot on my eyes.

				The next morning I found myself outside the bramble wall on a familiar trail. My gun was gone and my knife had vanished also, but my mind made itself believe that all had been a nightmare. God, if only it had been!

				I returned to civilization immediately, and, chartering a special plane, reached America within the next twenty days. At home, here in the country, overlooking the California coast and the Pacific Ocean, I rested for a few days. But on the night of the next full Moon—

				I could no longer sit upon my veranda. A vague warning issued from the vaults of the cratered Moon itself, and squat alien figures seemed to crouch in the shade of the myriad trees. A sibilant and throbbing song like gushing blood echoed and pounded in my ears. My friends left me alone to my musings because of the fear I displayed and an almost fanatical haste to escape the light of the Moon as it dangled, a crescent of unfilled light, in the heavens. The world had left me to my dreaming, my dreadful nightmares, and the errors that assail me.

				Of nights I sat bolt upright and quaked to see the moon in all its odious whiteness cling upon the curtain of night to bathe my chamber in platinum. So frightened I became that I summoned a maker of tapestries and instructed him to hang upon the windows curtains of ebon color to shut out forever that pale and sickly-hued torrent of luminescence.

				But even though the shades were drawn and the curtains clamped tight, I heard the mourning of wind about the trees like the high-pitched mourning of those devil savages, stirring shadow creatures to life under the spell of earth’s satellite. And, growing from full Moon to full Moon, I have heard other sounds, sounds of bestial activity springing up among the shrubs, as if those growths had been stung to live and they cracked and shook with warning. Leaves crunched brittlely on the trees and tore away to flutter impatiently on the sill of my retreat. Noises—noises that confounded and worried me—that urged me to desperation until clammy sweat broke out upon my brow.

				And then, twelve moons from that night in the jungle, I lay in the humid room in the dark, bathed in moisture, waiting for some cool breeze to bring me the sleep that I prayed for. A solid wave of heat crawled over me until all rational thought had fled and I was crazed for a breath of fresh air. I staggered to the curtains, shut my eyes tightly so as not to perceive the Moon in all its somberness. I swept aside the shrouds and threw open the tall window, sucking in my breath, waiting to quaff the chilly night. Instead, a river of noise and a wind born of fire struck me fearfully. The wind harked louder and tore my remaining garments from me as I stood in its beating flames, swept around and burnt as if by some equatorial daylight.

				I clutched at the windows, seeking to shut them again, seeking to close off the chatter of leaves and wind and shadows, leaping with evil life. A noise like laughter descended from above, a song of hate from blasphemed Nature; chant of sea and aria of birds, trilling of zephyrs and thunder of tornado, mingled in a rising clangor which hammered at me. Fire burned through me, scorched open my eyes and made me lift my lids to view the Moon where it lay in rafters of clouds. Like some god, titanic and wrathful, silver, its surface boiling like a cauldron, it drowned the sky in bulk and stabbed its colorless disc into my brain. The tempest was a continuous straining to break my ear drums.

				Somehow I closed the window, shut out the noise, pulled the curtains tight, and no longer saw the light.

				I remember moving dazedly back to my dressing table and standing before my mirror as I switched on the light.

				That was a fortnight ago.

				The time draws near for the clock to strike twelve, as I sit and write these last few words. In one minute, as the clock strikes out the last note, I shall die.

				For a fortnight I have been in this room, never venturing out though I am parched with thirst and hollow with hunger. I have not dared to venture forth.

				I am committing suicide because—

				Ah, the clock strikes twelve. One! Two! Three!…

				I am killing myself because when I turned on the light in my room and looked at myself in the mirror, I saw—Through a grey film that clouded my eyes I saw a gaping idiot, eyes leaden and white without pupils, face dead and thin, mouth dropped open, and my tongue—was a shriveled black mass lolling between my teeth like a twisted rag.

				I bid you farewell! The clock tolls twelve!

				 

				

 THE CANDLE

				 

				“The Candle” was Bradbury’s first horror story. Originally published in the November 1942 issue of Weird Tales, it was reprinted in Weird Tales (Canada) a year later, and anthologized in the British collection, The First Book of Unknown Tales of Horror in 1976. Bradbury reportedly said that the ending, the last 300 words of the story, was written by Henry Kuttner, a master of horror, fantasy, and science fiction whom Bradbury greatly admired. 

				* * * *

				Under other circumstances it might have been idle curiosity that caused Jules Marcott to pause before the little hardware store window; but tonight it was a cold lump of hopelessness and anger knotted in his heart.

				Now there was nothing to be done but stare at hard, glittering objects, metal objects with triggers and barrels, wondering whether bullets and steel really ended all worry.

				“Which they do not,” muttered Jules to the bearded, tousle-haired reflection of himself in the glass.

				A cold winter wind was busy in the street and busier in Jules Marcott’s mind. His thin lips pursed against the bladed chill, blue and quivering.

				In the shop window a clutter of bric-a-brac, knickknacks, metal ornaments and artillery had been heaped haphazardly, catching the uneasy, snow-white glare of the street lamp.

				Grimly Jules thought of the display as a symbol of his own life; heaped, jumbled, rusted, forgotten, useless. No point.

				He stared into the jumble of metal; antique guns, matchlocks, blunderbusses, Lugers, sawed-off shotguns, miniature garter-pistols and a million and one other rusted weapons idling there.

				“A good gun,” mused Marcott, squinting dark eyes, hunching lean shoulders in his overcoat. “A good aim—a good shot.” But he shook his head. “And the rest of my life in prison. That wouldn’t do. That’s not solving it, but working myself deeper—”

				He cursed, was about to turn away, when something oddly out of place caught his eye. His black brows arched up on his slender pale face.

				In the very centre of the window, in the midst of the cluttered metal, rose a blue-pastel candle, slim and tall and worked in the figure of a young, long-haired maid, naked and fine-limbed.

				It was such a strange candle and it occupied such a unique position that Jules Marcott momentarily forgot his marital problem to centre his nervous attentions upon it.

				Jules admired it for a number of seconds, casting about for the reasons why the proprietor of this untidy hardware shop should place such an incongruously ethereal figure in the tangled whirlpool of penny-nails and pistols.

				The candle held centre stage, misting the weapons into the background. It pervaded all, seemed, rather, to be already aflame and spilling a steady, pure glow over all the window; and out, touching Jules’ face with a soft finger of pastel light.

				But it was not lighted. And yet it emanated light, it was luminescent.

				* * * *

				There was something infinitely peaceful about this candle. The figure was postured erect, but it seemed relaxed, contented. The face had the unrippled, dreamlike contour of the Lotus Buddha. It promised many things with its serenity.

				It offered surcease from worry and—something else. Something ominously fleeting. Other lights flickered within the candle torso, things uninterpretable. Jules considered the guns again, and then the candle, and, once more, the guns.

				And even in these hours of many emotions, predominant in Jules was curiosity. Curiosity and appreciation of beauty.

				So it was that Jules’ thin hand was upon the knob of the shop-door before he realized it. The door sagged in on hoarse hinges, shut behind him, complaining.

				Momentarily, Marcott had forgotten his wife, Helen. Now he had seen something intangible and wished to touch it, perhaps even buy it.

				A candle so unusual that it offered to fill the vacant portions of his soul. A candle that offered—what?—better things than guns to solve his problem.

				Out of the cool cavern of the shop, from a gloomy alcove behind a counter, appeared the proprietor. He was a contrast to Jules.

				Where Marcott was tall, pale, jet-haired and thin, this proprietor was short, round, apple-cheeked. A toothless, big-nosed ancient with a shock of winter-snow hair tangling about full ears.

				The proprietor moved quietly, smacking his lips, wiping hands on a dirty smock that covered his bulging stomach, wagging his head. He was a little too cheerful amidst the dust and rusted metal and shadows.

				“What, sir?” he said, cheerfully. “There’s no doubt but you’ll have either a pistol or the candle!”

				He sized Marcott up with two quick thrusts of his eyes, which, though blue, did not offer the friendliness displayed by the body. They were strangely alert and not warm.

				Jules felt a distinct dislike for the man, for the man’s abrupt attitude. It was a little too sudden and strange.

				Marcott did not speak immediately. He could give no reason for entering the shop; could find no explanation for his curious action. He was bewildered.

				“No. No,” he said suddenly, awkwardly. “I—I don’t want a pistol!”

				“Of course you don’t.”

				The proprietor blinked rapidly, shaking a finger. “Of course you don’t. Pistols are much too messy.” The fat body waddled between cluttered counters thick with nails, knobs and other glittering objects. Reaching the window he bent, breathing asthmatically, and with gentle, chubby hands picked up a pale-blue candle. His face creased into a toothless grin as he returned to Marcott.

				“And if you do not wish a pistol, then you want the candle. Everyone who comes to my shop buys either a gun or this taper.” He shook his head. “The fools use the guns in their desperation.”

				He offered the unlighted taper to Jules. “And the wise man lights a taper. Here.”

				The candle was bedded in a small heavy circlet of bronze, exquisitely carved with puckish elfin heads and an inscription in some ancient scrawl.

				As Jules clasped it he felt a quick warm snake of confidence strike him and crawl twining up his arms into his being. It was like dawn after a thunderstorm.

				The proprietor gestured to the window. “I do a great business,” he declared, heartily. “Not in hardware, and not to the ordinary person. I sell to fools and wise men. Mostly fools.” The red lips smacked moistly. “The world is full of them. Now—this candle—”

				He paused, and his eyes became slits, his voice dropped. “This candle, when lighted of an evening, will perform many tasks in many ways. Both pleasant and unpleasant.”

				He tapped the bronze candle base.

				“The inscription—”

				Marcott could not readily translate it. Its foreign scrabble gave no message to his dark eyes. He shook his head.

				The proprietor translated:

				* * * *

				“The man who will in trouble be,

				Soon surely sees the light in me.”

				* * * *

				Marcott stared unblinkingly at the blue tallow, his fingers tight upon the base.

				“How do you know I am in trouble?” he asked.

				A streak of white moved across the dim shop floor. A milk-furred kitten ceased running and stopped to play tag with Marcott’s overcoat. Jules ignored it as the proprietor gave answer.

				“All who come here bear one form of trouble or other. None enter here for nails and hammers. I have seen to that. And you, like the others, are tormented. I know not what shape or form this torment may assume, but now it darkens your existence and you wish to forget it. And forgetting can only be accomplished, at times, by destroying something. What do you wish to destroy?”

				Marcott did not trust the proprietor. He did not speak aloud. But in his brain six words materialized instantly, vividly:

				“I wish to kill a man!”

				The shadows in the hardware shop wavered a fraction closer. The blue candle, though flameless, glowed, and the milk-white kitten who gambolled at Marcott’s feet paused and cocked its head up, staring at him with large green eyes, as if it knew his every thought.

				Marcott wet his lips thoughtfully, feeling that he should say something. So, he said, “This candle isn’t a weapon,” rather matter-of-factly.

				“The kiss of a woman,” replied the proprietor, “is the most lethal of all weapons. Yet, who looks on it as such? Judge a thing not by its looks, but by its deeds.”

				Jules doubted.

				“This candle will destroy,” said the proprietor. 

				“How?”

				Jules thought angrily of Eldridge, the man he hated, the man he wished to kill. And he thought of Helen.

				The proprietor answered. His voice was cheerless.

				“You light the candle in the evening hours. You wait until it has flamed steadily for a number of minutes. Then, three times, you breathe the name of the person you wish to destroy.

				“This done, the designated individual will conclude his existence immediately.”

				Marcott was wary. The passing minutes had given him opportunity to collect his wits. It sounded too utterly simple to be accepted in the sunlight of reason, to stand the probing of the scalpel of intellect.

				But Marcott’s problem demanded a solution. This trouble with Helen, his wife, and Eldridge, her lawyer friend, was not an easy one.

				Marcott held the candle close, forming words.

				“How do I know that this candle works?” he said. “What sort of witchcraft is this?”

				“You do not believe?”

				“No. I do not.”

				“Then—I will show you.”

				The proprietor struck a match. The flame glittered in his deep blue eyes, and on the snowy hair and ruddy face.

				He lit the candle. He waited a few moments.

				Previously, without flame, the candle had filled the room with soft, wondrous light from its phosphorescent body. Now, flamed, it shot out torrents of soul-filling brilliance that was like the illuminating of a great full moon.

				Marcott sensed something moving softly against his legs. He looked down. It was the furry white cat with the huge green eyes still staring up at him, mewing, clawing at his coat-tail, exposing a red tongue.

				Marcott heard the proprietor murmuring three times. Three times the old man spoke, and his breath made the candle flame lean to one side, quivering.

				The candle flickered….

				And the cat, one moment playfully alert at Jules’ feet, the next crying out in animal pain, leaped as if kicked, clawed the air, rolling and writhing and spitting.

				For a moment it recovered. It leaped up, gained a hold upon the counter next to Jules and tumbled over into a nest of metal. Then it spat froth and blood, snarling. Its little, milk-coloured head twisted as if an invisible hand were wringing it. The green eyes bulged nightmarishly. The little red tongue was caught between clamped teeth. It gave one last convulsive shudder, jerked, and fell silent, its tail twitching.

				* * * *

				It was dead.

				Jules sickened suddenly. His face paled, his thin lips were dry and he swayed unsteadily. He turned away from the kitten and looked at the candle with the oddly peaceful feminine figure, the contented face.

				The proprietor blew the flame out. “You see—it works?”

				Jules nodded.

				The proprietor handed the candle back to Marcott. “I cannot sell you the candle,” he said, softly. “But I can rent it to you for a short period of time. You pay half when you rent, half when you accomplish your work and return. Fair?”

				A throng of thoughts crowded Jules’ mind. He had little money saved. And he had proof, horrible proof, that the candle worked. Here in the shadows he could not doubt. Rationality had fled. But he didn’t want to spend too much money. A bullet might be cheaper—maybe—

				He feared to ask the price.

				“Three thousand dollars….” came the answer to the unworded question.

				THREE THOUSAND DOLLARS!

				As well demand a ton of soil from the planet Mars! Jules Marcott’s bank account advanced to three pitiful figures.

				But with the unreasoning blindness of a potential killer, Marcott would not, could not give up this candle and its alleged powers.

				He whirled and started for the door.

				“I have no money,” he said. “Let me use the candle and pay later!”

				“Money!” The proprietor poked out a red fist. “Or return the candle, quickly! I hold no commerce with the poor!”

				“I’ll pay you when I get the money! I—”

				“Wait, then!”

				The proprietor lunged at Marcott with open hands.

				Jules wheeled to one side, snatched up the first fistful of metal touching his hands, a cumbersome blunderbuss, and struck with it, clumsily.

				The weapon hit. The proprietor shrieked with pain, fell flat, unconscious. Not dead.

				Hastily, hiding the blue candle figurine in his overcoat, Jules departed the shop of cluttered shadows. He hurried into the marrow-biting chill and strode down the street. Through his mind slipped the vision of the kitten dying, the translation of the ancient inscription on the bronze candle-base:

				* * * *

				“He who will in trouble be,

				Will quickly see the light in me!”

				* * * *

				And now—to mete out vengeance on the head of the man who loved and took Helen away. And simultaneously to teach Helen a lesson she would never forget.

				Her divorce from Jules would be of no avail now. Eldridge, her lover, would die.

				Marcott walked swiftly, confidently.

				* * * *

				Jules Marcott fitted the red ribbon bow to the package with trembling fingers. Then he penned a carefully worded note to his wife, slipped it into an envelope and attached it to the box containing the blue candle.

				It was much better this way. To send the package, the candle and the curse directly to Helen, let her follow slightly altered directions. Let hers be the lips to pronounce the doom and death of Eldridge, hers the white fingers to light the taper, bringing destruction.

				Better this way. More ironic. More searing, more unbearable for her. He wanted to hurt her intensely. For now, with all the power of a blighted existence, he hated Helen.

				Jules thought, was it not Oscar Wilde who wrote: “Each man kills the thing he loves?”

				So let Helen kill John Eldridge.

				Jules checked the package very carefully. He picked it up, handed it to the waiting Western Union messenger.

				“Deliver this immediately—to Helen Marcott, 413 Grant Street.”

				The messenger left.

				Marcott broke seal on a new packet of cigarettes. He noted the time. Eight o’clock. A night wind mourned outside.

				It would take the messenger twenty minutes to deliver the candle. And Helen scheduled her leave for Reno in the morning, to divorce Jules and marry Eldridge.

				Twenty minutes for the package to be delivered. Five minutes for her to open it, read the enclosed note.

				And then—how long?

				How many minutes before Eldridge died? An hour, two hours, and, if Helen were rushed, perhaps not tonight, but surely tomorrow night. Helen was sentimental. Jules counted on that quality. She would follow directions implicitly.

				Marcott lit his third cigarette.

				When he finished his tenth cigarette it was nine-fifteen. The package had been delivered. Now, all he had to do was wait. Go to bed and restlessly count the hours? No. Better to get out and walk in the park, breathe the night air. He’d know soon enough about Eldridge.

				Marcott chuckled. What if Eldridge fell dead right in front of Helen? Lord, would that be revenge!

				Jules laughingly ground out his cigarette and left his small, transient apartment.

				So Helen was going to get a divorce. She disapproved of Jules and his meddling with psychology and mental diseases. She didn’t like this and she didn’t like that. So she was skipping off to Reno like a confused little animal.

				Marcott smiled as he locked the door and pocketed the key. What was it she had said only three weeks ago? Something about Svengali, meaning Jules, and herself as Trilby? That was funny.

				Strange that a woman could run off because of one quarrel. But Helen was a changeable woman. Anyway—         

				Tomorrow morning—obituary column—the name Eldridge—

				* * * *

				Busy with his thoughts, Jules scarce noticed the direction in which he wandered until it was too late. He strode in a mist of hopes and desires, until his ears, coming out of the fog of thought, heard brisk scuffling heels catching up with him. The sound of asthmatic breathing filled the night air.

				A fat hand clutched Marcott’s coat, twisted him about. A red, chubby face, toothless and angry, was thrust close. “Where is the candlestick?”

				The hardware store proprietor!

				Marcott expressed no immediate excitement. After all, Helen had the candle. Even now the final curtain in John Eldridge’s life was being rung down.

				Jules quietly lit another cigarette before he answered the shopkeeper. Then:

				“I don’t know your name, but you’re definitely impolite. I assure you that if I did know your name I would promptly light the candle and put an end to you.”

				The shopkeeper clenched thick fists in rage. “I’ll call the police!”

				“Come now.” Jules laughed softly. “Being in your sort of business, such an action wouldn’t pay, would it?” He flicked his cigarette ashes disdainfully. “I’ll return your candlestick when it has done its work.”

				“I demand it now!”

				“I don’t have it.”

				“Who—”

				“I sent it to my wife.”

				“What’s your name?”

				The dark smile did not leave Jules’ face. “If you knew my name and retrieved the candle, then I’d be in a pretty fix, wouldn’t I?” He shook his head. “You won’t know it. Because if you did, then I’d take measures to insure your never finding your precious candle again.”

				The fat shopkeeper stopped breathing as hastily. He waited a moment, licking fat cherry-red lips, fingers shaking, the fat body swaying. Finally: “You—you will—you promise to return the candlestick?” There was a flicker of pleading in the voice.

				“Was that your only wonder-working device?” laughed Marcott. “How inefficient! Yes, I’ll return it as soon as possible, granting of course that you never know my name. You should be thankful I didn’t look you up in the phone book to give your life to the flame.”

				“You should not have let it get out of your hands,” muttered the old man. “What if it is lost?”

				“It will not be lost. I sent it to my wife, enclosing a note, telling her it was—well, it was a clever idea of mine, all around. She’s divorcing me, plans on marrying a man named Eldridge. They plane to Reno in the morning. But I thought of a rather interesting and different way of utilizing the candle to get rid of Eldridge. I’ll let Helen—”

				A brisk wind came up, drowning out Jules’ voice, so that he had to speak louder, but speak he did. The little shopkeeper listened, nodding, approving in spite of himself, almost smiling.

				The wind blew wilder and the stars were very clear. Jules thought, it is a glorious night. But—

				One more question.

				“The victim of the candle,” asked Jules. “When the spell is cast, what happens? Is it very bad?”

				The shopkeeper nodded ominously.

				“You saw what happened to the cat? Well—”

				* * * *

				Helen Marcott jerked back as the hand cracked across her cheek for the second time. Tears started to her full brown eyes and the marks of John Eldridge’s fingers scarred her face.

				Eldridge stood over her. Then he whirled and went to the door. He turned, his face ugly and suffused. His eyes cut first at Helen Marcott and then at the freshly opened box, the box in which reclined the feminine blue-pastel candle.

				“Gifts from your husband! Behind my back!” he grated. “What am I supposed to think? After all we supposedly meant to each other! Well, if you want me, you’ll find me at—”       

				The door slammed, slicing off Eldridge’s voice.

				Helen Marcott heard his footsteps drumming down the hall out of her life. And tears streaked down her cheeks over the fresh red marks left by Eldridge’s hand when he had slapped her.

				He had slapped her!

				All over a gift from Jules. All over a blue candle. Helen Marcott tried to think clearly. She was seeing Eldridge concisely for the first time.

				She was still crying, thinking about her disillusionment in Eldridge, when she struck a match. Carefully she set the candle on the table next to herself and lit it.

				She paused. The candle looked so peaceful and contented.

				Helen Marcott picked up the letter Jules had thoughtfully enclosed. How gentle, how nice of him.

				She read the letter over again, taking in every word.

				* * * *

				“Darling Helen: A little remembrance to show that there are no hard feelings. This is a prayer candle. To bring good fortune and happiness to the one you love, light the candle in the evening and, three times, repeat the name of your beloved.

				With fond memories,

				Jules.”

				Helen Marcott brushed away the tears. She turned to the flaming candlestick. Her gentle breath touched the flame, three times, quietly, fervently, longingly, as she said: “Jules—Jules—Jules—”

				The candle flame flickered.

				 

				

 THE DUCKER

				 

				This was first published in the winter 1943 issue of Weird Tales, and reprinted the next year Weird Tales (Canada). “The Ducker” was also anthologized in the British anthology, Weird Legacies (1977), and became the forerunner for “Bang! You’re Dead!,” another short story featuring protagonist Johnny Choir which came out in 1944. 

				 

				* * * *

				 

				The transport was loaded, ready to leave at midnight. Feet shuffled up long wooden gangplanks. A lot of songs were being sung. A lot of silent goodbyes were being said to New York Harbour. Military insignia flashed in the loading lights….

				Johnny Choir wasn’t afraid. His khaki-clad arms trembled with excitement and uncertainty, but he wasn’t afraid. He held onto the railing and thought. The thinking came down over him like a bright shell, cutting out the soldiers, the transport, the noise. He thought about the days that had slipped by him.

				A few years before—

				Days in the green park, down by the creek, under the shady oaks and elms, near the grey-planked benches and the bright flowers. The kids, he among them, came like an adolescent avalanche down the tall hillsides, yelling, laughing, tumbling.

				Sometimes they’d have carven hunks of wood with clothes-pins from the wash-line for triggers; rubber bands, snapped and flicked through the summer air, for ammunition. Sometimes they’d have cap-guns, exploding pointedly at one another. And most of the time when they couldn’t afford powder-caps, they just pointed their dime revolvers at one another and shouted:

				“Bang! You’re dead.”

				“Bang-bang—I gotcha!”

				It wasn’t simple as all that, though. Arguments rose, quick, hot, short, and over in a minute.

				“Bang, I gotcha!”

				“Aw, you missed me a mile! Boom! There, I got you!”

				“Oh, no you didn’t either! How could you get me? You were shot. You were dead. You couldn’t shoot me.”

				“I already said you missed me. I ducked.”

				“Aw, you can’t duck a bullet. I pointed right at you.”

				“I still ducked.”

				“Nuts. You always say that, Johnny. You don’t play right. You’re shot. You gotta lay down!”

				“But I’m the sergeant—I can’t die.”

				“Well, I’m better than a sergeant. I’m a captain.” 

				“If you are a captain, then I’m a general!”

				“I’m a major-general!”

				“I quit. You don’t play fair.”

				The eternal wrangling for position, the bloody noses and hoarse name-calling, the promised retribution of “I’ll tell my Dad on you”. All of it a part and parcel of being a wild horseling of eleven, with the bit out of your bucked-toothed mouth all during June and July and August.

				* * * *

				And only in autumn did the parents ride out after you and the other fiery colts, to rope you and brand you behind the ears with soap and water and chuck you off to that corral with the red-brick walls and the rusty bell in the tower….

				That wasn’t so long ago. Just—seven years.

				He was still a kid inside. His body had grown, stretched, towered, tanned its skin, hardened its muscle, darkened its tawny shock of long hair, tightened its lines around jaw and eyes, thickened fingers and knuckles, but the brain didn’t feel as if it had grown in sympathy with the rest. It was still green; full of tall lush oaks and elms in summer; a creek ran through it, and the kids climbed around on its convolutions shouting, “This way, gang—we’ll take a short-cut and head them off at Dead Man’s Gulch!”

				Boat whistles blew their tops. Manhattan’s metal buildings tossed back an echo of them. Gangplanks clattered up and away. Men’s voices shouted.

				Johnny Choir was aware of it, suddenly. His wild, quick thoughts were stampeded by the reality of the ship nosing out into the harbour. He felt his hands trembling on the cold iron rail. Some of the boys sang “It’s a Long Way to Tipperary.” They made a lot of warm noise.

				“Come out of it, Choir,” someone said. Eddie Smith came and brushed Johnny Choir’s elbow. “Penny for your thoughts.”

				Johnny looked at all that dark, glittering water. “Why ain’t I in 4-F?” he said simply.

				Eddie Smith looked at the water, too, and laughed. “Why?”

				Johnny Choir said, “I’m only a kid. I’m ten years old. I like ice-cream cones and candy bars and roller skates. I want my mama.”

				Smith rubbed his small white chin.

				“You got the most distorted sense of humour, Choir. So help me. You say all you got to say with the perfect dead-pan expression. Someone else might think you were serious….”

				Johnny spit slowly over the side, experimentally, to see how long it would take the spit to reach the water. Not long. Then he tried to watch where it landed to see how long he could still see it. Not long, either.

				Smith said, “Here we go. Don’t know where, but we’re going. Maybe England, maybe Africa, maybe Who Knows?”

				“Do—do those other guys play fair, Private Smith?”

				“Huh?”

				Johnny Choir gestured. “If you shoot those other guys over there, then they got to fall down, don’t they?”

				“Hell, yes. But, why—”

				“And they can’t shoot back if they get shot first.”

				“That’s a basic fact of war. You shoot the other guy first, he’s out of the fight. Now, why are you—”

				“That’s all right then,” said Johnny Choir. His stomach eased down soft and nice inside him. Resting light and smooth, his hands didn’t twitch on the rail any more.

				“As long as that is a basic rule, Private Smith, then I got nothing to be afraid of. I’ll play. I’ll play war good.”

				Smith stared at Johnny.

				“If you play war like you talk war, it’s gonna be a funny kind of war, I’ll say so.”

				The sound of the boat whistle hit against the clouds. The ship cut out of New York Harbour under the stars.

				And Johnny Choir slept like a teddy-bear all that night….

				* * * *

				The African landing was warm, fast, simple, uneventful. Johnny lugged his equipment in his big easy-swinging hands, found his assigned company truck and the long hot delivery inland from Casablanca began. He sat tallest in his row, facing another row of friends in the rear of the truck. They bounced, jiggled, laughed, smoked, joked all along the way, and it was quite a bit of fun.

				One thing Johnny Choir noticed was how nice the officers were to one another. None of the officers stomped their feet and cried, “I want to be general or I won’t play!,” “I want to be captain or I won’t play!” They took orders, gave orders, rescinded orders and asked for orders in a crisp military fashion that seemed, to Johnny, to be the finest bit of play acting ever. It seemed a hard thing to act that way all the time, but they did. Johnny admired them for it and never questioned their right to give him orders. Whenever he didn’t know what to do, they told him. They were helpful. Heck. They were okay. Not like in the old days when everybody argued about who was going to be general or sergeant or corporal.

				Johnny said nothing of his thoughts to anyone. Whenever he had time he just kept them and mulled them over. It was so bewildering. This was the biggest game he had ever played—uniforms, bigger guns and everything and—

				The long dusty trip inland over jolting roads and glorified cowpaths was little more than bumps, shouts and sweat to Johnny Choir. This didn’t smell like Africa. It smelled like sun, wind, rain, mud, heat, sweat, cigarettes, trucks, oil, gasoline. Universal odours that denied all the Dark menace of the old geography book Africa. He looked hard but he didn’t see any coloured men with juju paint on their black faces. The rest of the time he was too engrossed spooning food into his mouth, and coming down the hash-line for second helpings.

				It was one hot noon one hundred miles from the Tunisian border, with Johnny just finishing his lunch, when a German Stuka fell out of the sun, coming right for Johnny. It spit bullets.

				Johnny stood there and watched it. Tin plates, eating utensils, helmets clattered, shining, on the hard-packed sand as the other company members scattered, yelling, and dug their noses into ditches and behind boulders, behind trucks and jeeps.

				Johnny stood there grinning the kind of grin you always use when you look straight at the sun. Someone yelled, “Choir, duck!”

				The dive bomber strafed, slugging, punching. Johnny stood straight up with his spoon raised to his mouth. Little pocks exploded dust into a showered line a few feet to one side of him. He watched the line tiptoe instantly by him and go spattering on a few yards before the Stuka lifted gilded wings and went away.

				Johnny watched it out of sight.

				Eddie Smith peered over the edge of a jeep. “Choir, you nut. Why didn’t you get behind the truck?”

				Johnny ate again. “That guy couldn’t hit the side of a barn-door with a bucket of paint.”

				Smith looked at him as if he were a Saint in a niche in a church. “You’re either the bravest guy I know or the dumbest.”

				“I guess maybe I’m brave,” said Johnny though his voice sounded a bit uncertain, as if he couldn’t make up his mind yet.

				Smith snorted. “Hell. The way you talk.”

				* * * *

				The inland movement continued. Rommel was entrenched at Mareth and the British 8th was drawing up, readying its heavy artillery for a barrage that, rumour had it, would start in approximately five days. The long queue of trucks reached the Tunisian border, ground over and up into hill country….

				The Afrika Korps had stormed through Kasserine Pass almost to the border of Tunisia, and now they were retreating back toward Gafsa.

				“That’s swell,” was all Johnny Choir would say. “That’s the way it should be.”

				Choir’s infantry moved up at long last for their first engagement. Their first look at the way the enemy ran, fell down, got up or stayed down for a longer interval, flew, shot, yelled or just plain vanished in a cumulus of dust.

				A certain laughing tenseness went through the members of his unit. Johnny felt it and couldn’t figure it out. But he pretended to be tense, too, once in a while. It was fun. He didn’t smoke the cigarettes offered him.

				“They make me choke,” he explained.

				Now the orders were given. American units, coming down onto Tunisian plain, would drive toward Gafsa. Johnny Choir was going with them in his role as buck private.

				Instructions were barked out, maps were supplied to company commanders, tank groups, anti-tank half-tracks, artillery, infantry.

				The air arm swung, shining hard, overhead. Johnny thought they looked mighty pretty.

				Things started exploding. The hot plainland was running over with a lethal tide of snipers’ shots, machine-gun fire, artillery blasts. And Johnny Choir ran along behind a screen of advancing tanks with Eddie Smith about ten yards ahead of him.

				“Keep your head down, Johnny. Don’t stand so straight!” 

				“I’ll be all right,” Johnny panted. “You get on. I’m fine.” 

				“Just keep that big head of yours low, that’s all!”

				They ran. Johnny sucked breath out and in. It felt like a fire-eater must feel when he takes a mouth of flame. The African air was burning like alcohol gas fumes. It seared your throat and your lungs.

				They ran. Stumbling over lakes of pebbles and up sudden hillocks. They hadn’t caught up with the contact fighting in full yet. Men were running everywhere, khaki ants scuttling over hot burned grass. Running everywhere. Johnny saw a couple of them fall down and stay down.

				“Oh, they don’t know how,” was his comment to himself.

				The stones, skittering underfoot, were just like that scatter of bright pebbles in the old dry creek at Fox River, Illinois. That sky was the Illinois sky, burned blue-back and shimmering. He thrust his wet body forward with big leaps. Green, high, broad, strangely verdant in the midst of this swelter, a hill came into his vision. Any minute now the “kids” would come yelling down the side of that hill….

				Gun fire broke out from that hill like the rash of some flaming disease. Artillery cut loose, from behind the hill. Shells curved down in an arced wail. Where they struck they lifted the earth and gave it the bumps, the bumps, the bumps! Johnny laughed.

				The thrill of it got inside Johnny Choir. His feet pounding, his ear-drums pressured by the gonging of his blood in his head, his long arms swinging easy, holding his automatic rifle—

				A shell came down out of the hot sky, buried its nose thirty feet from Johnny Choir and blew outward with fire, rock, shrapnel, force.

				Johnny leaped wide.

				“Missed me! Missed me!”

				He jumped forward, one foot pounding right after the other.

				“Keep your head down, Johnny! Drop, Johnny!” Smith yelled.

				Another shell. Another explosion. More shrapnel.

				Only twenty-five feet away this time. Johnny felt the mighty force, wind, thrust and power of it. He shouted, “Missed again! I fooled ya! Missed again!” and ran on.

				Thirty seconds later he realized he was alone. The other men had flopped on their faces to dig in, because the tanks that had protected them had to swerve and go around the hill. It was too steep for climbing with a tank. And without tank protection the men dug in. The shells were singing all around.

				* * * *

				Johnny Choir was alone and he liked it. By Gosh, he’d capture that whole darned hill himself. If the others wanted to tag behind, then he’d have all the fun himself.

				Two hundred yards ahead of him a machine-gun was nested and chattering. Noise and fire came out like the stream from a powerful garden hose. It whipped and sprayed. Ricochets filled the warm, shivering air of the slope.

				Choir ran. He ran, laughing. Opening his big mouth, showing his teeth, he jerked to a stop, aimed, fired, laughed, and ran on again.

				Machine-guns talked. A bullet line knitted the earth together in an idiot’s crochet all around Johnny.

				He danced and zigzagged and ran and danced and zigzagged again. Every few seconds he’d yell, “You missed me!” or “I ducked that one!” and then he’d pound like some special kind of new tank up the slope, swinging his gun.

				He stopped. He aimed. He fired.

				“Bang! I gotcha!” he cried.

				A German fell down in the gun nest.

				He ran again. Bullets swept down in a solid, withering wall. Johnny slipped through it, like an actor slipping through grey curtains, quiet, easy, calm.

				“Missed me! Missed me, missed me! I ducked, I ducked!”

				He was so far ahead of the others now that he could barely see them. Stumbling further, he fired three shots. “Gotcha! And you, and you! All three of you!”

				Three Germans fell. Johnny cried out delightedly. Sweat glossed his cheeks, his blue eyes were bright, hot as the sky.

				Bullets cascaded. Bullets flowed, slithered, ripped the stones over, around, about, under, behind him. He danced. He zigzagged. He laughed.

				He ducked.

				The first German gun nest was silent. Johnny started for the second one. Way off somewhere he heard a hoarse voice shouting, “Come back, Johnny, you damn fool! Come back!” Eddie Smith’s voice.

				But there was so much noise he couldn’t be sure.

				He saw the expression on the faces of the four Germans who operated the machine-gun farther up the hill. Their faces were pale under their desert tan, drawn tight and wild, their mouths open, their eyes wide.

				They pointed their gun straight at him and cut loose. 

				“Missed me!”

				An artillery shell from over the hill whistled down and landed thirty feet away.

				Johnny catapulted himself. “Close! But not close enough!”

				Two of the Germans broke, ran from the nest, yelling crazy words. The other two clung to the gun, white faced, pouring lead at Johnny.

				Johnny shot them.

				He let the other two go. He didn’t want to shoot them in the back. He sat down and rested in the machine-gun nest and waited for the rest of his unit to catch up to him.

				He watched the Americans pop up like jack-in-the-boxes all along the base of the hill and come running.

				* * * *

				In about three minutes Eddie Smith came stumbling into the nest. His face was full of the same look that the Germans had had on their faces. He yelled at Johnny. He grabbed him and pawed him and looked him over.

				“Johnny!” he cried. “Johnny, you’re all right, you’re not hit!”

				Johnny thought that was a funny thing to say. “Heck no,” replied, Johnny, “I told you I’d be all right.”

				Smith’s jaw dropped. “But I saw artillery shells drop near you, and that machine-gun fire—”

				Johnny scowled. “Hey, Private Smith, look at your hand.”

				Ed’s hand was red. Shrapnel, lodged in the wrist, had drawn a quick flow of blood.

				“You should have ducked, Private Smith. Darn, I keep telling you, but you never believe me.”

				Eddie Smith gave him one of those looks. “You can’t duck bullets, Johnny.”

				Johnny laughed. It was the sound of a kid laughing. The sound of a kid who knows very well the routine of war, and how it comes and goes. Johnny laughed.

				“They didn’t argue with me, Private Smith,” he said, quietly. “None of them argued. That was funny. All the other kids used to argue about it.”

				“What other kids, Johnny?”

				“Oh, you know. The other kids. At the creek, back home. We’d always argue as to who was shot and as to who was dead. But just now, when I said Bang, you’re dead, these guys played the game right along. Not one of them argued. They didn’t any of them say, “Bang, I got you first. You’re dead!” No. They let me be the winner all the time. In the old days they used to argue so much—”

				“Did they?”

				“Sure.”

				“What was it, now, that you said to them, Johnny. Did you actually say, ‘BANG, you’re dead’?”

				“Sure.”

				“And they didn’t argue?”

				“No. Isn’t that swell of them. Next time I think it’s only fair I play dead.”

				“No,” snapped Smith. He swallowed and wiped sweat off his face. “No, don’t do that, Johnny. You—you just go on like you been going.” He swallowed again. “Now, about this business of your ducking those bullets, about them missing you….”

				“Sure they did. Sure I did.”

				* * * *

				Smith’s hands trembled.

				Johnny Choir looked at him. “What’s wrong, Private?” 

				“Nothing. Just—excitement. And I was just wondering.”

				“What?”

				“Just wondering how old you are, Johnny.”

				“Me. I’m ten, going on eleven.” Johnny stopped and flushed guiltily. “No. What’s wrong with me? I’m eighteen, going on nineteen.”

				Johnny looked at the bodies of the German soldiers. 

				“Tell them to get up now, Private Smith.”

				“Huh?”

				“Tell them to get up. They can get up now if they want to.”

				“Yeah, well—you see, Johnny. That is. Uh. Look, Johnny, they’ll get up after we leave. Yeah, that’s it. After we leave. It’s against the—rules—for them to get up now. They want to rest awhile. Yeah—rest.”

				“Oh.”

				“See here, Johnny. I wanna tell you something right now!” 

				“What?”

				Smith licked his lips and moved his feet and swallowed and cursed softly. “Oh, nothing. Nothing at all. Damn. Except that I’m envious of you. I—I wish I hadn’t grown up so hard and so fast. See, Johnny, you’re going to come out of this war. Don’t ask me how, I just feel you are. That’s the way the Book reads. Maybe I won’t come out. Maybe I’m not a kid. And not being a kid maybe I won’t have the protection that God gives a kid just because he is a kid. Maybe I grew up believing in the wrong things—believing in reality and things like death and bullets. Maybe I’m nuts for imagining things about you. Sure I am. Just my imagination for thinking that you’re—aw. Whatever happens, Johnny remember this, I’m going to stick by you.”

				“Sure you are. That’s the only way I’ll play,” said Johnny. 

				“And if anybody so much as tries to tell you you can’t duck bullets, you know what I’m going to do?”

				“What?”

				“I’m going to kick them square in the teeth!”

				Eddie got, jerking nervous, a funny smile on his lips. 

				“Now, come on, Johnny, let’s move and move fast. There’s another-game—playing over this hill.”

				Johnny got excited. “Is there?”

				“Yeah,” said Smith. “Come on.”

				They went over the hill together. Johnny Choir dancing and zigzagging and laughing, and Eddie Smith following close behind, watching him with a white face and wide, envious eyes….
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				Logan’s way of laughing was bad. “There’s a new body up in the airlock, Brandon. Climb the rungs and have a look.”

				Logan’s eyes had a green shine to them, eager and intent. They were ugly, obscene.

				Brandon swore under his breath. This room of the Morgue Ship was crowded with their two personalities. Besides that, there were scores of cold shelves of bodies freezing quietly, and the insistent vibration of the coroner tables, machinery spinning under them. And Logan was like a little machine that never stopped talking.

				“Leave me alone.” Brandon rose up, tall and thinned by the years, looking as old as a pocked meteor. “Just keep quiet.”

				Logan sucked his cigarette. “Scared to go upstairs? Scared it might be your son we just picked up?”

				Brandon reached Logan in about one stride, and while the Morgue Ship slipped on through space, he clenched the coroner’s blue uniform with the small bones inside it and hung it up against the wall, pressing inward until Logan couldn’t breathe. Logan blew air, his eyes looked helpless. He tried to speak and could only grunt like a stuck pig. He waved his short arms, flapping.

				Brandon kept him there, crucified on a fist.

				“I told you. Let me search for my own son’s body in my own way. I don’t need your tongue.”

				Logan’s eyes were losing their shine, were getting blind and glazed. Brandon stepped back, releasing the little assistant. Logan bumped softly against metal flooring, his mouth hungry for air, his nostrils flaring for breath. Brandon watched the little face of Logan over the crouched, gasping body, with red color and anger shooting up into it with every passing second.

				“Coward!” he threw it out of himself, Logan did. “Got yellow—neon-tubing—for your spine. Coward. Never went to war. Never did anything for Earth against Mars.”

				Brandon said the words in slow motion. “Shut up.”

				“Why?” Logan crept back, inching up the metal hull. The blood pumps under the skirts of the tables pulsed across the warm silence. “Does it hurt, the truth? Your son’d be proud of you, okay. Ha!” He coughed and spat. “He was so damn ashamed of you he went and signed up for space combat. So he got lost from his ship during a battle.” Logan licked his lips very carefully. “So, to make up for it, you signed on a Morgue Ship. Try to find his body. Try to make amends. I know you. You wouldn’t join the Space Warriors to fight. No guts for that. Had to get a nice easy job on a morgue ship—”

				Lines appeared in Brandon’s gaunt cheeks, his eyes were closed, the lids pale. He said, and tried to believe it himself, “Someone has to pick up the bodies after the battle. They can’t go flying on forever in their own orbits. They deserve burial.”

				The bitterness of Logan struck even deeper. “Who are you tryin’ to convince?” He was on his feet now. “Me, it’s different. I got a right to running this ship. I was in the other war.”

				“You’re a liar,” Brandon retorted. “You hunted radium in the asteroids with a mineral tug. You took this Morgue Ship job so you could go right on hunting radium, picking up bodies on the side.”

				Logan laughed softly, but not humorously. “So what? Least I’m no coward. I’ll burn anybody gets in my way.” He thought it over. “Unless,” he added, “they give me a little money.”

				Brandon turned away, feeling ill. He forced himself to climb up the rungs toward that air-lock, where that fresh body lay, newly still-born from space by the retrieving-claw. His palms left wet shining prints on the rungs. His climbing feet made a soft noise in the cold metal silence.

				The body lay in the cold air-lock’s center, as thousands had lain before. Its posture was one of easy slumber, relaxed and not speaking ever again.

				* * * *

				Brandon took in his breath. Numbly he realized it was not his son. Every time a new body was found he feared and yet hoped it would be Richard. Richard of the easy laughter and good smile and dark curly hair. Richard who was now floating off somewhere toward some far eternity.

				Brandon’s eyes dilated. He went to his knees and with efficient darts of his eyes, he covered the vital points of this strange uniform with the young body inside it. His heart pounded briefly, and when he got up again he acted like he had been struck in the face. He walked unsteadily to the rungs.

				“Logan,” he called down the hole in a numbed voice. “Logan, come up here. Quick.”

				Logan climbed lazily up, emitting grunts and smoke.

				“Look here,” said Brandon, kneeling again by the body.

				Logan looked and didn’t believe it. “Where in hell’d you get that?”

				Lying there, the face of the body was like snow framed by the ebon-black of the hair. The eyes were blue jewels caught in the snow. There were slender fingers reclining against the hips. But, most important of all, was the cut of the silver metal uniform, the grey leather belt and the bronze triangle over the silent heart with the numerals 51 on it.

				Logan held onto the rungs. “Three hundred years old,” he whispered it. “Three hundred years old,” he said.

				“Yes.” The Numerals 51 were enough for Brandon. “After all these centuries, and in perfect condition. Look how calm he is. Most corpse faces aren’t—pretty. Something happened, three hundred years ago, and he’s been drifting, alone, ever since. I—” Brandon caught his breath.

				“What’s wrong?” snapped Logan.

				“This man,” said Brandon, wonderingly, “committed suicide.”

				“How do you figure?”

				“There’s not a mark of decompression, centrifugal force, disintegrator or ray-burn on him. He simply stepped out of a ship. Why should a Scientist of the 51 Circle commit suicide?”

				“They had wars back there, too,” said Logan. “But this is the first time I ever seen a stiff from one of them. It can’t happen. He shoulda been messed up by meteors.”

				A strange prickling crept over Brandon. “When I was a kid, I remember thumbing through history books, reading about those famous 51 Scientists of the Circle who were doing experimental work on Pluto back in the year 2100. I memorized their uniforms, and this bronze badge. I couldn’t mistake it. There was a rumor that they were experimenting with some new universal power weapon.”

				“A myth,” said Logan.

				“Who knows? Maybe. Maybe not. But before that super weapon was completed, Earth fell beneath Mar’s assault. The 51-scientists destroyed themselves and their Base when the Martians came. The—myth—says that if the Martians had been only a month later—the weapon would have been out of blueprint and into metal.”

				Brandon stopped talking and looked at the long-boned, easily slumbering Scientist.

				“And now he shows up. One of the original 51. I wonder what happened? Maybe he tried to reach Earth and had to leap into space to escape the Martians. Logan, we’ve got history with us, pulled in out of space, cold and stark under our hands.”

				Logan laughed uneasily. “Yeah. Now, if we only had that weapon. Baby, that’d be something to sing about, by God.”

				Brandon jerked.

				Logan looked at him. “What’s eating you?”

				Brandon laid his fingers on the dead Scientist’s skull.

				“Maybe—just maybe—we have got the weapon,” he said.

				His hand trembled.

				* * * *

				The coroner pumps throbbed warmly under the table, while manipulating tendrils darted swiftly, effectively over the dead Scientist’s body. Brandon moved, too, like a machine. In a regular fury he had forced Logan to hurry the body down into the preparations room, inject adrenalin, thermal units, apply the blood pump and accomplish a thousand other demanding and instantaneous tasks.

				“Now, out of the way, Logan. You’re more trouble than help!”

				Logan stumbled back. “Okay, okay. Don’t get snotty. It won’t work. I keep telling you. All these years.”

				Brandon could see nothing. Logan’s voice was muffled, far away. There was only the surge of pumps, the sweating heat of the little cubicle, and niche number 12 waiting to receive this body if he failed. Brandon swallowed, tightly. Niche number 12 waiting, cold, ready, waiting for a body to fill it. He’d have to fight to keep it empty.

				He began to sing-song words over and over as he injected stimulants into the body. He didn’t know where the words came from, from childhood, maybe, from his old religious memories:

				“Lazarus come forth,” Brandon said softly, bending close, adjusting the manipulatory tendrils. “Lazarus, come forth.”

				Logan snorted. “Lazarus! Will you can that!”

				Brandon had to talk to himself. “Inside his brain he’s got that energy weapon that Earth can use to end the war. It’s been frozen in there three hundred years. If we can thaw it out—”

				“Who ever heard of reviving a body after that long?”

				“He’s perfectly preserved. Perfectly frozen. Oh, God, this is Fate. I know it. I feel it. Came to find Richard and I found something bigger! Lazarus! Lazarus, come forth from the tomb!”

				The machines thrummed louder, beating into his ears. Brandon listened, watched for just one pulse, just one beat, one word, one moment of life.

				“Air for the lungs,” and Brandon attached oxygen cones over the fine nose and relaxed lips. “Pressure on the ribs.” Metal plates pressuring the rib case slowly out and in. “Circulation.” Brandon touched the control at the foot of the table and the whole table tilted back and forth in a whining teeter-tauter.

				A report clipped through on the audio:

				“Morgue Ship. Battle Unit 766 calling Morgue Ship. Off orbit of Pluto 234CC, point zero-two, off 32, one by seven, follow up. Battle just terminated. Six Martian ships destroyed. One Earth ship blasted apart and bodies thrown into space. Please recover. 79 men. Bodies in orbit heading toward sun at 23456 an hour. Check.”

				Logan flipped his cigarette away. “That’s us. We got work to do. Come on. Let that stiff cool. He’ll be here when we come back.”

				“No!” Brandon fairly shouted it, eyes wild. “He’s more important than all those men out there. We can help them later. He can help us now!”

				The table came to a halt, bringing absolute silence.

				Brandon bent forward to press his ear against the warmed rib-casing.

				“Wait.”

				There it was. Unbelievably, there it was. A tiny pulse stirring like a termite down under, softly and sluggishly moving through the body, jabbing the heart and—NOW! Brandon cried out. He was shaking all over. He was setting the machine in operation again, and talking and laughing and going crazy with it.

				“He’s alive! He’s alive! Lazarus has come from the tomb! Lazarus reborn again! Notify Earth immediately!”

				* * * *

				At the end of an hour, the pulse was timing normal, the temperature was lowering down from a fever, and Brandon moved about the preparations’ room watching every quiver of the body’s internal organs through the tubular-fluoroscope.

				He exulted. This was having Richard alive again. It was compensation. You roared into space looking somewhere for your lost self-respect, your pride, looking for your son who is shooting on some soundless orbit into nothing, and now the biggest child of Fate is deposited in your arms to warm and bring to life. It was impossible. It was good. Brandon almost laughed. He almost forgot he had ever known fear of death. This was conquering it. This was like bringing Richard back to life, but even more. It meant things to earth and humanity; things about weapons and power and peace.

				Logan interrupted Brandon’s exultant thinking by blowing smoke in his face. “You know something, Brandy? This is damn good! You done something, Mister. Yeah.”

				“I thought I told you to notify Earth.”

				“Ah, I been watching you. Like a mama hen and her chick. I been thinking, too. Yeah.” Logan shook ashes off his smoke. “Ever since you pulled in this prize fish, I been turning it over in my mind.”

				“Go up to the radio room and call Earth. We’ve got to rush the Scientist to Moon Base immediately. We can talk later.”

				There was that hard green shine to Logan’s narrow eyes again. He poked a finger at Brandon. “Here’s the way I get it. Do we get rewarded for finding this guy? Hell, no. It’s our routine work. We’re supposed to pick up bodies. Here we got a guy who’s the key to the whole damn war.”

				Brandon’s lips hardly moved. “Call Earth.”

				“Now, hold on a moment, Brandy. Let me finish this. I been thinking, maybe the Martians’d like to own him, too. Maybe they’d like to be around when he starts talking.”

				Brandon made a fist. “You heard what I said.”

				Logan put his hand behind him. “I just want to talk peaceable with you, Brandy. I don’t want trouble. But all we’ll get for finding this stiff is a kiss on the cheek and a medal on the chest. Hell!”

				Brandon was going to hit him hard, before he saw the gun in Logan’s fingers, whipped out and pointing.

				“Take a look at this, Brandy, and don’t lose your supper.”

				In spite of himself, Brandon quailed. It was almost an involuntary action. His whole body plunged back, aching, pulling with it.

				“Now, let’s march up to the radio room. I got a little calling to do. Get on with you. Hup!”

				In the radio-room, Logan touched studs, raised a mike to his lips and said:

				“Beam to Mars. Beam to Mars. Morgue Ship of Earth calling. Mars Beam answer.”

				After an interval, Mars gave answer. Logan said:

				“I’ve just picked up the body of a 51 Circle Scientist. He’s been resuscitated. Give me your fleet commander. I got things to talk over with him.” Logan smiled. “Oh, hello, commander!”

				* * * *

				Half an hour later, the discussions were over, the plans made. Logan hung up, satisfied. Brandon looked at him as if he couldn’t believe he was serious.

				Back down in the control room, Logan set a course, and then forced Brandon to get the body ready. He bragged about the deal. “A half ton of radium, Brandy. Not bad, eh? Good pay. More than Earth’d ever give me for my routine duty.”

				Brandon shuddered. “You fool. The Martians will kill us.”

				“Uh-uh.” Logan pantomimed him into moving the body onto a rollered table and taking it to the emergency life-craft airlock. “I’m not that dumb. I’m having you wire this emergency life-boat with explosive. We collect the minerals first. We blow up the body if the Martians act funny. We make them wait until we’ve collected our half and gotten five hours’ start toward Earth before we allow them to pick up the body. Nice, huh?”

				Brandon swayed over the task of wiring the lifeboat with explosive. “You’re cutting your own throat. Handing over a weapon like that to the Martian enemy.”

				It was no again from Logan. “After the Martians pick up the body and we’re safely on our way home to Earth, I press a button and the whole damn thing blows up. They call it double-crossing.”

				“Destroy the body?”

				“Hell, yes. Think I want a weapon like that turned over to the enemy? Guh!” 

				“The war’ll go on for years.”

				“So Earth’ll wind up winning, anyhow. We’re getting along, slow but sure. And when the war’s over, I got a load of radium to set myself up in business and a big future in front of me.”

				“So you kill millions of men, for that.” 

				“What’d they do for me? Ruined my guts in the last war!”

				There had to be some argument, something to say, quick, something to do to a man like Logan. Brandon thought, quickly. “Look, Logan, we can work this, but save the body.”

				“Don’t be funny.”

				“Put one of the other bodies in the ship we send out. Save Lazarus’ body and run hack to Earth with it!” insisted Brandon.

				The little assistant shook his head. “The Martians’ll have an intra-material beam focused on the emergency ship when they get within one hundred thousand miles of her. They’ll be able to tell then if the Body’s dead or alive. No dice, Brandy.”

				It was hardly like leaping himself, thought Brandon. It was just frustration and rage and unthinking action. Brandon jumped. Logan hardly flicked an eyelid as he pressed the trigger of his paragun. It paralyzed the legs from under Brandon and he collapsed. The gun sprayed over his groin and chest and face, too, in a withering shower of red-hot needles. The lights went out.

				* * * *

				There was a loose sensation of empty space, and acceleration minus power. Pure soundless momentum. Brandon forced his eyes open painfully, and found himself alone in the preparations’ room, lying stretched upon one of the coroner tables, bound with metal fibre.

				“Logan!” he bellowed it up through the ship. He waited. He did it again. “Logan!”

				He fought the metal fibre, knotting his fists, twisting his arms. He yanked himself back and forth. It pretty well held, except for a looseness in the right hand binding. He worked on that. Upstairs, a queer, detached Martian bass voice intoned itself.

				“500,000 miles. Prepare your emergency craft with the body of the Scientist inside of it, Morgue Ship. At 300,000 miles, release the emergency craft. We’ll release our mineral payment ship now, giving you a half hour leeway to pick it up. It contains the exact amount you asked for.”

				Logan’s voice next:

				“Good. The Scientist is alive, still, and doing well. You’re getting a bargain.”

				Brandon’s face whitened, bringing out all the hard, scared bones of it, the cheeks and brow and chin bones. He jerked against the binding and it only jumped the air from his lungs so he sobbed. Breathing deeply, he lay back. They were taking his child back out into space. Lazarus, his second son, whom he had birthed out of space with a metal retriever, they were taking back out and away from him. You can’t have your real son; so you take the second best and you slap him into breathing life, into breathing consciousness, and before he is a day old they try to tear him away from you again. Brandon fairly yelled against his manacles of wire. Sweat came down his face, and the stuff from his eyes wasn’t all sweat.

				Logan tiptoed down the hard rungs, grinning.

				“Awake, Sleeping Beauty?”

				Brandon said nothing. His right hand was loosened. It was wet and loosened, working like a small white animal at his side, slipping from its wire trap.

				“You can’t go ahead with it, Logan.” 

				“Why not?”

				“The Earth Tribunal will find out.”

				“You won’t tell them.” Logan was doing something across the room. He was the only moving thing in front of a hundred cold shelves of sleeping warriors.

				Brandon gasped, tried to get up, fell back. “How’ll you fake my death?”

				“With an injection of sulfacardium. Heart failure. Too much pulse on a too old heart. Simple.” Logan turned and there was a hypodermic in his hand.

				Brandon lay there. The ship went on and on. The body was upstairs, lying breathing in its metal cradle, mothered by him and jerked to life by him, and now going away. Brandon managed to say: 

				“Do me a favor?”

				“What?”

				“Give me the drug now. I don’t want to be awake when you send Lazarus out. I don’t want that.”

				“Sure.” Logan came walking across the deck, raising the hypodermic. It glittered hard and silver fine, and sharp.

				“One more thing, Logan.”

				“Hurry it up!”

				Only one arm free, one leg able to move slightly. Logan was pressing against the table, now. The hypodermic hesitated in his fingers.

				“This!” said Brandon.

				* * * *

				With one foot, Brandon kicked the teeter-tauter control at the base of the board. The board, whining, began to elevate swiftly. With his free arm, instantly pulling the last way free from the wire, Brandon clutched Logan’s screaming head and jammed it down under the table, under the descending board. Board and metal base ground together and kept on going three inches. Logan screamed only once. The sounds after that were so horrible that Brandon retched. Logan’s body slumped and hung, arms slack, hypo dropped and shattered on the deck.

				The whole table kept going up and down, up and down.

				It made Brandon sicker with each movement. The whole room revolved, tipped, spun sickishly. The corpses in all their niches seemed to shiver with it.

				He managed to kick the control to neutral and the table poised, elevated at the heels, so blood pounded hotly into Brandon’s pale face, lighting, coloring it. His heart was pounding furiously and the chronometer upon the hull-wall clicked out time passing, time passing and miles with it, and Martians coming so much the closer….

				He fought the remaining wires continuously, cursing, bringing threads and beads of blood from raw wrist, ankle and hips. Red lights buzzed like insects on the ceiling, spelling out:

				“ROCKET COMING…UN-KNOWN CRAFT…ROCKET APPROACHING….”

				Hold on, Lazarus. Don’t let them wake you all the way up. Don’t let them take you. Better for you to go on slumbering forever.

				The wire on his left wrist sprang open. It took another five minutes to bleed himself out of the ankle wires. The ship spun on, all too quickly.

				Not looking at Logan’s body, Brandon sprang from the table and with an infinite weariness tried to speed himself up the rungs. His mind raced ahead, but his body could only sludge rung after rung upward into the radio room. The door to the emergency rocket boat was wide and inside, living quietly, cheeks pink, pulse beating softly in throat, Lazarus lay unthinking, unknowing that his new father had come into his presence.

				Brandon glanced at his wrist chronometer. Almost time to slam that door, shoving Lazarus out into space to meet the Martians. Five minutes.

				He stood there, sweating. Then, decided, he put a tight audio beam straight on through to green Earth. Earth.

				“Morgue Ship coming home. Morgue Ship coming home! Important cargo. Important cargo. Please meet us off the Moon!”

				Setting the ship controls into an automatic mesh, he felt the thundering jets explode to life under him. It was not alone their shaking that pulsed through his body. It was something of himself, too. He was sick. He wanted to get back to Earth so badly he was violently ill with the desire. To forget all of war and death.

				He could give Lazarus to the enemy and then turn homeward. Yes, he supposed he could do that. But, give up a second son where you already have given up one? No. No. Or, destroy the body now? Brandon fingered a ray-gun momentarily. Then he threw it away from him, eyes closed, swaying. No.

				And if he should try to run away to Earth now? The Martians would pursue and capture him. There was no speed in a Morgue Ship to outdistance superior craft.

				Brandon walked unsteadily to the side of the sleeping Scientist. He watched him a moment, touching him, looking at him with a lost light in his eyes.

				Then, he began the final preparations, lifting the Scientist, going toward the life rocket.

				* * * *

				The Martians intercepted the emergency life-rocket at 5199CVZ. The Morgue Ship itself was nowhere visible. It had already completed its arc and was driving back toward Earth.

				The body of Lazarus was hurried into the hospital cubicle of the Martian rocket. The body was laid upon a table, and immediate efforts were made to bring it out of its centuries of rest.

				Lazarus reclined, silver uniform belted across the middle with soft mouse-grey leather, bronze symbol 51 over the heart.

				Breathlessly, the Martians crowded in about the body, probing, examining, trying, waiting. The room got very warm. The little purple eyes blinked hot and tensed.

				Lazarus was breathing deeply now, sighing into full aware life, Lazarus coming from the tomb. After three hundred years of avoid death.

				Armed guards stood on both sides of the medical table, weapons poised, torture mechanisms ready to make Lazarus speak if he refused to tell.

				The eyes of Lazarus fluttered open. Lazarus out of the tomb. Lazarus seeing his companions, iris widening upon itself, forcing shape out of mist. Seeing the curious blue skulls of anxious Martians collected in a watching crowd about him. Lazarus living, breathing, ready to speak.

				Lazarus lifted his head, curiously, parted his lips, wetted them with his tongue, and then spoke. His first words were:

				“What time is it?”

				It was a simple sentence, and all of the Martians bent forward to catch its significance as one of the Martians replied:

				“23:45.”

				Lazarus nodded and closed his eyes and lay back. “Good. He’s safe then, by now. He’s safe.”

				The Martians closed in, waiting for the next important words of the waking dead.

				Lazarus kept his eyes closed, and he trembled a little, as if, in spite of himself, he couldn’t help it.

				He said:

				“My name is Brandon.”

				Then, Lazarus laughed….

				 

				

 UNDERSEA GUARDIANS
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				* * * *

				 

				The ocean slept quietly. There was little movement in its deep green silence. Along the floor of a watery valley some bright flecks of orange colour swam: tiny arrow-shaped fish. A shark prowled by, gaping its mouth. An octopus reached up lazily with a tentacle, wiggled it at nothing, and settled back dark and quiet.

				Fish swam in and around the rusting, torn hulk of a submerged cargo ship, in and out of gaping holes and ripped ports. The legend on the prow said: USS Atlantic.

				It was quite soundless. The water formed around the ship like green gelatin.

				And then Conda came, with his recruits.

				They were swimming like dream-motes through the wide dark-watered valleys of the ocean; Conda at the head of the school with his red shock of hair flurried upright in a current, and his red bush beard trailed down over the massive ribs of his chest. He put out his great arms, clutched water, pulled back, and his long body shot ahead.

				The others imitated Conda, and it was very quietly done. The ripple of white arms, cupped hands, the glimmer of quick moving feet, was like the movement of motion pictures from which the sound-track has been cut. Just deep water silence and the mute moves of Conda and his swarm.

				Alita came close at his kicking heels. She swam with her sea-green eyes wide-fixed and dark hair spilling back over her naked body. Her mouth twisted with some sort of agony to which she could give no words.

				Alita felt something moving at her side. Another, smaller, woman, very thin in her nakedness, with gray hair and a shrivelled husk of face that held nothing but weariness. She swam too, and would keep on swimming.

				And then there was Helene, flashing by over their heads like an instantaneous charge of lightning. Helene with her hot angry eyes and her long platinum hair and her strange laughter.

				“How much longer, Conda?” The old woman’s thought reached through the waters, touching the brains of them all as they swam.

				“An hour. Perhaps only forty minutes!” came Conda’s blunt retort. It had the depth of fathoms in it; dark like the tides in the sunken water lands.

				“Watch out!” somebody cried.

				Down through the green waters overhead something tumbled. A shadow crossed the ocean surface, quick, like a gigantic sea-gull.

				“Depth-charge!” shouted Conda. “Get away from it!”

				Like so many frightened fish the twenty of them scattered instantly, with a flurry of legs, a spreading of arms, a diving of heads.

				The depth-charge ripped water into gouts and shreds, spread terrific vibrations down to kick the sandy bottom, up to ram the surface like a geyser!

				Alita screamed to herself as she sank, stunned, to the sea-floor, a queer strange pain going through her limbs. If only this were over, if only the real death came. If only it were over.

				A shivering went through her. Quite suddenly the water was icy cold, and she was alone in the green emptiness. So very alone. Alone, staring at a dark ring on her left hand.

				“Richard, I want to see you again so very much. Oh, Richard, if we could only be together.”

				“Daughter.” The gentle thought husked at her as the old woman glided up, white hair misting around her wrinkled face. “Don’t. Don’t think. Come along. There’s work. Work to be done. Much of it. Work for you and me and the ships on the surface, and for—for Richard.”

				Alita didn’t move. “I don’t want to swim. I’d rather just sit here on the sand and…wait.”

				“You know you can’t do that.”

				The old woman touched her. “You’d be all the unhappier. You have a reason to swim or you wouldn’t be swimming. Come along. We’re almost there!”

				The effects of the depth-charge, dropped from a low-flying airplane, had dispersed. Mud-streaks boiled up fogging the water, and there were a million air bubbles dancing toward the outer world like laughing diamonds. Alita let the old woman take her hand and tug her up from the sand floor. Together they progressed toward Conda, who was the nucleus of a growing congregation.

				“Submarine!” somebody thought, in a tense whisper. “Over that crop of coral ahead. That’s why the airplane dropped the depth-charge!”

				“What kind of submarine?” someone else asked.

				“German,” said Conda grimly. His red beard wavered in the water and the red-rimmed eyes stared out with iron fury. Helene flicked by them all, swiftly, laughing. “A German submarine lying on the bottom, sleeping quietly—waiting for the convoy!”

				Their minds swirled at the words of Conda, like so many warm-cold currents intermixing with fear and apprehension.

				“And the convoy will pass this spot in how long?”

				“Half an hour at most, now.”

				“Then there isn’t much time, is there?”

				“Not much.”

				“Isn’t it dangerous for us to be near it? What if the airplane returns with more depth-charges?”

				Conda growled. “This is the limit to the plane range. That plane won’t be back. He’s out of bombs and out of gas. It’s our job now. And what of it? You afraid?”

				Silence.

				* * * *

				The ring of faces looked to Conda for the plan. Alita among them; fourteen men, six women. Men with beards grown out for five months; hair long and unshorn about their ears. Pallid watery faces with determined bone under the skin, set jaws and tightened fists. All gathered like fragments of some oceanic nightmare. The pallid undead, breathing water, and thinking mute thoughts about the stormy night when the USS Atlantic had been torpedoed and sent to the bottom, with all of them trapped, screaming, inside her.

				“We never had our chance,” said Conda, grimly, “to get where we were going to do what we had to do. But we’ll go on doing it until the war’s over because that’s all that’s worth while doing. I don’t know how we live or what makes us live except the will to fight, the will to vengeance, wanting to win—not wanting to lie on the coral shelves like so much meat for the sharks—”

				Alita listened and shuddered. Why was she still alive and swimming forty fathoms under?

				And then she knew. It was like sudden flame in her. She lived because she loved Richard Jameson. She lived simply because his ship might pass this way some day soon again, like it had three weeks ago, returning from England. And she might see him leaning on the rail, smoking his pipe and trying to smile, still alive.

				She lived for that. She lived to keep him safe on every trip. Like the others, she had a purpose, a hot, constricting, unquenchable purpose to prevent more victims from coming down to join her in the same nightmare fashion as the USS Atlantic. She guessed that explained everything. There was good reason for her still to be moving, and somehow God had motivated them all in the green sea-weed plateaus and gullies.

				“Now,” came Conda’s heavy thought, “we’ve this German submarine to consider. We have to knock it out of action completely. We can’t have it lying here when the convoy comes. Alita—”

				Alita jerked. She came out of her thoughts, and her pale lips moved. “Yes?”

				“You know what to do, Alita? And…Helene?”

				Helene drifted down dreamily, laughing in answer, and opened white fingers to clench them tight.

				“It’s up to you, Alita and Helene. The rest of us will deploy around the submarine. Jones, you and Merrith try to jam the torpedo openings somehow. Acton, you work on the induction valves. Simpson, see what you can do to the guns on deck; and Haines, you and the other men try your damnedest with the periscope and conning tower.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				“Good enough, sir.”

				“If we do it, this’ll be the sixth sub for us—”

				“If we do it,” said Conda.

				“Alita’ll do it for us, won’t you Alita?”

				“What? Oh, yes. Yes! I’ll do it.” She tried to smile.

				“All right then.” Conda swung about. “Spread out and go in toward the submarine under a smoke-screen. Deploy!”

				* * * *

				Silently the congregation split into twos and threes and swam toward the coral shelf, around it, then sank to the bottom, scooped up great handfuls of mud and darkened the water with it. Alita followed, cold, tired, unhappy.

				The submarine squatted on the bottom like a metal shark, dark and wary and not making a sound. Sea-weed waved drowsy fronds around it, and several curious blue-fish eyed it and fluttered past. Sunshine slanted down through water, touching the gray bulk, making it look prehistoric, primeval.

				A veil of mud sprang up as the cordon of Conda’s people closed in around the U-boat. Through this veil their pasty bodies twisted, naked and quick.

				Alita’s heart spasmed its cold grave-flesh inside her. It beat salt water through her arteries, it beat agony through her veins. There, just a few feet from her through the mud-veil lay an iron-womb, and inside it grown-up children stirred, living. And out here in the cold deeps nothing lived but the fish.

				Conda and Alita and the others didn’t count.

				The submarine, a metal womb, nurturing those men, keeping the choking, hungry waters from them. What a difference a few inches of metal made between pink flesh and her own white flesh, between living and not living, between laughing and crying. All of that air inside the submarine. What would it be like to gasp it in again, like the old days just a few scant weeks ago? What would it be like to suck it in and mouth it out with talked words on it? To talk again!

				Alita grimaced. She kicked her legs. Plunging to the U-boat, she beat her fists against it, screaming, “Let me in! Let me in! I’m out here and I want to live! Let me in!”

				“Alita!” The old woman’s voice cried in her mind. A shadow drew across her lined face, softening it. “No, no, my child, do not think of it! Think only of what must be done!”

				Alita’s handsome face was ugly with torture.

				“Just one breath! Just one song!”

				“Time shortens, Alita. And the convoy comes! The submarine must be smashed—now!”

				“Yes,” said Alita wearily. “Yes. I must think of Richard—if he should happen to be in this next convoy—” Her dark hair surged in her face. She brushed it back with white fingers and stopped thinking about living again. It was needless torture.

				She heard Helene’s laughter from somewhere. It made her shiver. She saw Helene’s nude body flash by above her like a silver fish, magnificent and graceful as a wind-borne thistle. Her laughter swam with her. “Open the U-boat up! Open it up and let them out and I’ll make love to a German boy!”

				* * * *

				There were lights in the submarine. Dim lights. Alita pressed her pale face against the port and stared into a crew’s quarters. Two German men lay on small bunks, looking at the iron ceiling doing nothing. After a while one puckered his lips, whistled, and rolled out of the bunk to disappear through a small iron door. Alita nodded. This was the way she wanted it. The other man was very young and very nervous, his eyes were erratic in a tired face, and his hair was corn-yellow and clipped tight to his head. He twisted his hands together, again and again, and a muscle in his cheek kept jerking.

				Light and life, a matter of inches away. Alita felt the cold press of the ocean all around her, the beckoning urge of the cold swells. Oh, just to be inside, living and talking like them….

				She raised her tiny fist, the one with Richard’s thick ring on it, from Annapolis, and struck at the port. She struck four times.

				No effect.

				She tried again, and knew that Helene would be doing the same on the opposite side of the sub.

				The Annapolis ring clicked against thick port glass.

				Jerking, the German lad pulled his head up half an inch and stared at the port, and looked away again, went back to twisting his fingers and wetting his lips with his tongue.

				“I’m out here!” Alita struck again and again. “Listen to me! Listen! I’m out here!”

				The German sat up so violently he cracked his head against metal. Holding his forehead with one hand he slipped out of the bunk and stepped to the port.

				He squinted out, cupping hands over eyes to see better.

				Alita smiled. She didn’t feel like smiling, but she smiled. Sunlight sprang down upon her dark smoke-spirals of hair dancing on the water. Sunlight stroked her naked white body. She beckoned with her hands, laughing.

				For one unbelieving, stricken instant, it was as if hands strangled the German lad. His eyes grew out from his face like unhealthy gray things. His mouth stopped retching and froze. Something crumbled inside him. It seemed to be the one last thing to strike his mind once and for all insane.

				One moment there, the next he was gone. Alita watched him fling himself back from the port, screaming words she couldn’t hear. Her heart pounded. He fought to the door, staggering out. She swam to the next port in time to see him shout into the midst of a sweating trio of mechanics. He stopped, swayed, swallowed, pointed back to the bunk room, and while the others turned to stare in the designated direction, the young German ran on, his mouth wide, to the entrance rungs of the conning tower.

				Alita knew what he was yelling. She spoke little German; she heard nothing; but faintly the waves of his mind impinged on hers, a screaming insanity:

				“God! Oh God! She’s outside. And she is swimming! And alive!”

				The sub captain saw him coming. He dragged out a revolver and fired, point-blank. The shot missed and the two grappled.

				“God! Oh God! I can’t stand it longer! Months of sleeping under the sea! Let me out of this god-damned nightmare! Let me out!”

				“Stop! Stop it, Schmidt! Stop!”

				The captain fell under a blow. The younger man wrested the gun from him, shot him three times. Then he jumped on the rungs to the conning tower, and twisted at mechanisms.

				Alita warned the others. “Be ready! One is coming out! He’s coming out! He’s opening the inner door!”

				Instantly, breathlessly, passionately, Helene’s voice rang: “To hell with the inner door! It’s the outer door we want open!” 

				“God in heaven, let me out! I can’t stay below!”

				“Stop him!”

				The crew scrambled. Ringing down, the inner door peeled open. Three Germanic faces betrayed the biting fear in their bellies. They grabbed instruments and threw them at Schmidt’s vanishing legs jumping up the rungs!

				Conda’s voice clashed like a thrust gong in the deep sunlit waters. “Ready, everyone? If he gets the outer door open, we must force in to stop the others from ever closing it!”

				Helen laughed her knifing laughter. “I’m ready!”

				The submarine stirred and rolled to a strange gurgling sound. Young Schmidt was babbling and crying. To Alita, he was now out of sight. The other men were pouring pistol shots up into the conning tower where he’d vanished, to no effect. They climbed after him, shouting.

				A gout of water hammered down, crushed them!

				“It’s open!” Helene exulted. “It’s open! The outer seal is free!”

				“Don’t let them slam it again!” roared Conda. White bodies shot by, flashing green in the sunlight. Thoughts darkened, veiling like unsettled mud.

				Inside the machine-room, the crew staggered in a sloshing, belching nightmare of thrusting water. There was churning and thrashing and shaking like the interior of a gigantic washing machine. Two or three crew-men struggled up the rungs to the inner lock and beat at the closing mechanism.

				“I’m inside!” Helene’s voice was high, excited. “I’ve got him—the German boy! Oh, this is a new kind of love, this is!”

				There was a terrific mental scream from the German, and then silence. A moment later his dangling legs appeared half in, half out of the lock as the door started to seal! Now it couldn’t seal. Yanking desperately, the crew beneath tried to free him of the lock, but Helene laughed dimly and said, “Oh, no, I’ve got him and I’m keeping him here where he’ll do the most good! He’s mine. Very much mine. You can’t have him back!”

				Water thundered, spewed. The Germans floundered. Schmidt’s limbs kicked wildly, with no life, in the steadily descending torrent. Something happened to release him. The lock rapped open and he fell face down into the rising waters.

				Something came with him. Something white and quick and naked. Helene.

				* * * *

				Alita watched in a numbed sort of feeling that was too weary to be horror.

				She watched until there were three Germans left, swimming about, keeping their heads over the water, yelling to God to save them. And Helene was in among them, invisible and stroking and moving quickly. Her white hands flickered up, grasped one officer by the shoulders and pulled him steadily under.

				“This is a different kind of love! Make love to me! Make love! Don’t you like my cold lips?”

				Alita swam off, shuddering, away from the fury and yelling and corruption. The submarine was dying, shaking its prehistoric bulk with metal agony. In another moment it would be drowned and the job done. Silence would come down again and sunlight would strike on the dead, quiet U-boat and another attack would be successful.

				Sobbing, Alita swam up toward the sun in the green silence. It was late afternoon, and the water became warmer as she neared the surface. Late afternoon. Back in Forest Hills they’d be playing tennis now on the hot courts, drinking cool cocktails, talking about dancing tonight at the Indigo Club. Back in Forest Hills they’d be deciding what formal to wear tonight to that dance, what show to see. Oh, that was so long ago in the sanity of living, in the time before torpedoes crushed the hull of the USS Atlantic and took her down.

				Richard, where are you now? Will you be here in a few minutes, Richard, with the convoy? Will you be thinking of us and the day we kissed goodbye in New York at the harbour, when I was on my way to nursing service in London? Will you remember how we kissed and held tight, and how you never saw me again?

				I saw you, Richard. Three weeks ago. When you passed by on Destroyer 242, oblivious to me floating a few feet under the water!

				If only we could be together. But I wouldn’t want you to be like this, white and sodden and not alive. I want to keep you from all this, darling. And I shall. That’s why I stay moving, I guess. Because I know I can help keep you living. We just killed a submarine, Richard. It won’t have a chance to harm you. You’ll have a chance to go to Britain, to do the things we wanted to do together.

				There was a gentle movement in the water, and the old woman was at her side.

				Alita’s white shoulders jerked. “It—it was awful.”

				The old woman looked at the sun caught in the liquid. “It always is—this kind of death. It always has been—always will be as long as men are at war. We had to do it. We didn’t take lives, we saved lives—hundreds of them.”

				Alita closed her eyes and opened them again. “I’ve been wondering about us. Why is it that just you and I and Conda and Helene and a few others survived the sinking? Why didn’t some of the hundreds of others join us? What are we?”

				The old woman moved her feet slowly, rippling the currents.

				“We’re Guardians, that’s what you’d call us. A thousand people drowned when the Atlantic went down, but twenty of us came out, half-dead, because we have somebody to guard. You have a lover on the convoy routes. I have four sons in the Navy. The others have similar obligations. Conda has sons too. And Helene—well, her lover was drowned inside the Atlantic and never came half-alive like us, so she’s vindictive, motivated by a great vengeance. She can’t ever really be killed.

				“We all have a stake in the convoys that cross and recross the ocean. We’re not the only ones. Maybe there are thousands of others who cannot and will not rest between here and England, breaking seams in German cargo boats, darkening Nazi periscopes and frightening German crewmen, sinking their gunboats when the chance comes.

				“But we’re all the same. Our love for our husbands and sons and daughters and fathers makes us go on when we should be meat for fish, make us go on being Guardians of the Convoy, gives us the ability to swim faster than any human ever swam while living, as fast as any fish ever swam. Invisible guardians nobody’ll ever know about or appreciate. Our urge to do our bit was so great we wouldn’t let dying put us out of action….”

				“I’m so tired, though,” said Alita. “So very tired.”

				“When the war is over—we’ll rest. In the meanwhile—” 

				“The convoy is coming!”

				* * * *

				It was Conda’s deep voice of authority. Used to giving captain’s orders for years aboard the Atlantic, he appeared below them now, about a hundred yards away, striving up in the watered sunlight, his red hair aflame around his big-nosed, thick-lipped face. His beard was like so many living tentacles, writhing.

				The convoy!

				The Guardians stopped whatever they were doing and hung suspended like insects in some green primordial amber, listening to the deeps.

				From far, far off it came: the voice of the convoy. First a dim note, a lazy drifting of sound, like trumpets blown into eternity and lost in the wind. A dim vibration of propellers beating water, a bulking of much weight on the sun-sparkled Atlantic tides.

				The convoy!

				Destroyers, cruisers, corvettes, and cargo ships. The great bulking convoy!

				Richard! Richard! Are you with them?

				Alita breathed water in her nostrils, down her throat, in her lungs. She hung like a pearl against a green velvet gown that rose and fell under the breathing of the sea.

				Richard!

				The echo of ships became more than a suggestion. The water began to hum and dance and tremble with the advancing armada. Bearing munitions and food and planes, bearing hopes and prayers and people, the convoy churned for England.

				Richard Jameson!

				The ships would come by like so many heavy blue shadows over their heads and pass on and be lost soon in the night-time, and tomorrow there would be another and another stream of them.

				Alita would swim with them for a way. Until she was tired of swimming, perhaps, and then she’d drop down, come floating back here to this spot on a deep water tide she knew and utilized for the purpose.

				Now, excitedly, she shot upward.

				She went as near to the surface as she could, hearing Conda’s thunder-voice commands.

				“Spread out! One of you to each major ship! Report any hostile activity to me instantly! We’ll trail with them until after sunset! Spread!”

				The others obeyed, rising to position, ready. Not near enough to the surface so the sun could get at their flesh.

				They waited. The hammer-hammer, churn-churn of ships folded and grew upon itself. The sea brimmed with its bellow going down to kick the sand and striking up in reflected quivers of sound. Hammer-hammer-churn!

				Richard Jameson!

				Alita dared raise her head above the water. The sun hit her like a dull hammer. Her eyes flicked, searching, and as she sank down again she cried, “Richard. It’s his ship. The first destroyer. I recognize the number. He’s here again!”

				“Alita, please,” cautioned the old woman. “Control yourself. My boy too. He’s on one of the cargo ships. I know its propeller voice well. I recognize the sound. One of my boys is here, near me. And it feels so very good.”

				The whole score of them swam to meet the convoy. Only Helene stayed behind. Swimming around and around the German U-boat, swimming swiftly and laughing her strange high laugh that wasn’t sane.

				* * * *

				Alita felt something like elation rising in her. It was good, just to be this close to Richard, even if she couldn’t speak or show herself or kiss him ever again. She’d watch him every time he came by this way. Perhaps she’d swim all night, now, and part of the next day, until she couldn’t keep up with him any longer, and then she’d whisper goodbye and let him sail on alone.

				The destroyer cut close to her. She saw its number on the prow in the sun. And the sea sprang aside as the destroyer cut it like a glittering knife.

				There was a moment of exhilaration, and then Conda shouted it deep and loud and excited:

				“Submarine! Submarine coming from north, cutting across convoy! German!”

				Richard!

				Alita’s body twisted fearfully as she heard the under-water vibration that meant a submarine was coming in toward them, fast. A dark long shadow pulsed underwater.

				There was nothing you could do to stop a moving submarine, unless you were lucky. You could try stopping it by jamming its propellers, but there wasn’t time for that.

				Conda yelled, “Close in on the sub! Try to stop it somehow! Block the periscope. Do anything!”

				But the German U-boat gnashed in like a mercurial monster. In three breaths it was lined up with the convoy, unseen, and squaring off to release its torpedoes.

				Down below, like some dim-moving fantasy, Helene swam in eccentric circles, but as the sub shadow trailed over her she snapped her face up, her hot eyes pulled wide and she launched herself with terrific energy up at it, her face blazing with fury!

				The ships of the convoy moved on, all unaware of the poisoned waters they churned. Their great valvular hearts pounding, their screws thrashing a wild water song.

				“Conda, do something! Conda!” Alita shivered as her mind thrust the thoughts out at the red-bearded giant. Conda moved like a magnificent shark up toward the propellers of the U-boat, swift and angry.

				Squirting, bubbling, jolting, the sub expelled a child of force, a streamlined torpedo that kicked out of its metal womb, trailed by a second, launched with terrific impetus—at the destroyer.

				Alita kicked with her feet. She grasped at the veils of water with helpless fingers, blew all the water from her lungs in a stifled scream.

				Things happened swiftly. She had to swim at incredible speed just to keep pace with submarine and convoy. And—spinning a bubbled trail of web—the torpedoes coursed at the destroyer as Alita swam her frantic way.

				“It missed! Both torps missed!” someone cried; it sounded like the old woman.

				Oh, Richard, Richard, don’t you know the sub is near you. Don’t let it bring you down to…this, Richard! Drop the depth charges! Drop them now!

				Nothing.

				Conda clung to the conning tower of the U-boat, cursing with elemental rage, striving uselessly.

				Two more torpedoes issued from the mouths of the sub and went surging on their trajectories. Maybe—

				“Missed again!” 

				Alita was gaining. Gaining. Getting closer to the destroyer. If only she could leap from the waters, shouting. If only she were something else but this dead white flesh….

				Another torpedo. The last one, probably, in the sub. 

				It was going to hit!

				Alita knew that before she’d taken three strokes more. She swam exactly alongside the destroyer now, the submarine was many many yards ahead when it let loose its last explosive. She saw it come, shining like some new kind of fish, and she knew the range was correct this time.

				In an instant she knew what there was to be done. In an instant she knew the whole purpose and destiny of her swimming and being only half-dead. It meant the end of swimming forever, now, the end of thinking about Richard and never having him for herself ever again. It meant—

				She kicked her heels in the face of water, stroked ahead, clean, quick. The torpedo came directly at her with its blunt, ugly nose.

				Alita coasted, spread her arms wide, waited to embrace it, take it to her breast like a long-lost lover.

				She shouted it out in her mind:

				“Helene! Helene! From now on—from now on—take care of Richard for me! Watch over him for me! Take care of Richard—!”

				“Submarine off starboard!”

				“Ready depth-charges!”

				“Torpedo traces! Four of them! Missed us!”

				“Here comes another one! They’ve got our range this time, Jameson! Watch it!”

				To the men on the bridge it was the last moment before hell. Richard Jameson stood there with his teeth clenched, yelling, “Hard over!” but it was no use; that torp was coming on, not caring, not looking where it was going. It would hit them amidship! Jameson’s face went white all over and he breathed under his breath and clutched the rail.

				The torpedo never reached the destroyer.

				It exploded about one hundred feet from the destroyer’s hull. Jameson fell to the deck, swearing. He waited. He staggered up moments later, helped by his junior officer.

				“That was a close one, sir!”

				“What happened?”

				“That torp had our range, sir. But they must have put a faulty mechanism in her. She exploded short of her goal. Struck a submerged log or something.”

				Jameson stood there with salt spraying his face. “I thought I saw something just before the explosion. It looked like a…log. Yeah. That was it. A log.”

				“Lucky for us, eh, sir?”

				“Yeah. Damn lucky.”

				“Depth-charge! Toss ‘em!”

				Depth-charges were dropped. Moments later a subwater explosion tore up the water. Oil bubbled up to colour the waves, with bits of wreckage mixed in it.

				“We got the sub,” someone said.

				“Yeah. And the sub almost got us!”

				The destroyer ran in the wave channels, in the free wind, under a darkening sky.

				“Full speed ahead!”

				The ocean slept quiet as the convoy moved on in the twilight. There was little movement in its deep green silence. Except for some things that may have been a swarm of silver fish gathered below, just under the waters where the convoy had passed; pale things stirring, flashing a flash of white, and swimming off silently, strangely, into the deep green soundlessness of the undersea valleys….

				The ocean slept again.

				

 DEFENSE MECH

				 

				This is another of Bradbury’s uncollected stories. It came out in the spring of 1946 in Planet Stories.

				 

				* * * *

				 

				Oh, my God, do you realize how far from Earth we are? Do you really think about it? It’s enough to scare the guts from a man. Hold me up. Do something. Give me sedatives or hold my hand or run call mama. A million cold miles up. See all the flickering stars? Look at my hands tremble. Feel my heart whirling like a hot pinwheel!

				The captain comes toward me, a stunned expression on his small, tight face. He takes my arm, looking into my eyes. Hello, captain. I’m sick, if that’s what you want to know. I’ve a right to be scared—just look at all that space! Standing here a moment ago, I stared down at Earth so round and cloud-covered and asleep on a mat of stars, and my brain tore loose and screamed, man, man, how’d you get in a mess like this, in a rocket a million miles past the moon, shooting for Mars with a crew of fourteen others! I can hardly stand up, my knees, my hands, my heart, are shaking apart. Hold me up, sir.

				What are hysterics like? The captain unprongs the inter-deck audio and speaks swiftly, scowling, into it. I hope he’s phoning the psychiatrist. I need something. Oh, dammit, dammit!

				The psychiatrist descends the ladder in immaculate salt-white uniform and walks toward me in a dream. Hello, doctor. You’re the one for me. Please, sir, turn this damned rocket around and fly back to New York. I’ll go crazy with all this space and distance!

				The psychiatrist and the captain’s voices murmur and blend, with here and there an emphasis, a toss of head, a gesture:

				“Young Halloway here’s on a fear-jag, doctor. Can you help him?”

				“I’ll try. Good man, Halloway is. Imagine you’ll need him and his muscles when we land.”

				“With the crew as small as it is, every man’s worth his weight in uranium. He’s got to be cured.”

				The psychiatrist shakes his head.

				“Might have to squirt him full of drugs to keep him quiet the rest of the expedition.”

				The captain explodes, saying that is impossible. Blood drums in my head. The doctor moves closer, smelling clean, sharp and white.

				“Please, understand, captain, this man is definitely psychotic about going home. His talk is almost a reversion to childhood. I can’t refuse his demands, and his fear seems too deeply based for reasoning. However, I think I’ve an idea. Halloway?”

				Yes, sir? Help me, doctor. I want to go home. I want to see popcorn exploding into a buttered avalanche inside a glass cube, I want to roller skate, I want to climb into the old cool wet ice-wagon and go chikk-chikk-chikk on the ice with a sharp pick, I want to take long sweating hikes in the country, see big brick buildings and bright-faced people, fight the old gang, anything but this—awful!

				The psychiatrist rubs his chin.

				“All right, son. You can go back to Earth, now, tonight.”

				Again the captain explodes.

				“You can’t tell him that. We’re landing on Mars today!”

				The psychiatrist pats down the captain patiently.

				“Please, captain. Well, Halloway, back to New York for you. How does it sound?”

				I’m not so scared now. We’re going down on the moving ladder and here is the psychiatrist’s cubicle.

				He’s pouring lights into my eyes. They revolve like stars on a disc. Lots of strange machines around, attachments to my head, my ears. Sleepy. Oh, so sleepy. Like under warm water. Being pushed around. Laved. Washed. Quiet. Oh, gosh. Sleepy. 

				“—listen to me, Halloway—”

				Sleepy. Doctor’s talking. Very soft, like feathers. Soft, soft.

				“—you’re going to land on earth. No matter what they tell you, you’re landing on Earth…no matter what happens you’ll be on Earth…everything you see and do will be like on Earth…remember that…remember that…you won’t be afraid because you’ll be on Earth…remember that…over and over…you’ll land on Earth in an hour…home…home again…no matter what anyone says….”

				Oh, yes, sir, home again. Sleepy. Home again. Drifting, sleeping, oh thank you, sir, thank you from the bottom of my drowsy, sleepy soul. Yes, sir. Yes, sir. Sleepy. Drifting.

				* * * *

				I’m awake!

				Hey, everybody, come look! Here comes Earth! Right at us, like a green moss ball off a bat! Coming at us on a curve!

				“Check stations! Mars landing!”

				“Get into bulgers! Test atmosphere!”

				Get into your what did he say?

				“Your baseball uniform, Halloway. Your baseball uniform.”

				Yes, sir. My baseball uniform. Where’d I put it? Over here. Head into, legs into, feet into it. There. Ha, this is great! Pitch her in here, old boy, old boy! Smack! Yow!

				Yes, sir, it’s over in that metal locker. I’ll take it out. Head, arms, legs into it—I’m dressed. Baseball uniform. Ha! This is great! Pitch ‘er in here, ole boy, ole boy! Smack! Yow!

				“Adjust bulger helmets, check oxygen.”

				What?

				“Put on your catcher’s mask, Halloway.”

				Oh. The mask slides down over my face. Like that. The captain comes rushing up, eyes hot green and angry.

				“Doctor, what’s this infernal nonsense?” 

				“You wanted Halloway able to do his work, didn’t you, captain?”

				“Yes, but what in hell’ve you done to him?”

				Strange. As they talk, I hear their words flow over my head like a wave dashed on a sea-stone, but the words drain off, leaving no imprint. As soon as some words invade my head, something eats and digests them and I think the words are something else entirely.

				The psychiatrist nods at me.

				“I couldn’t change his basic desire. Given time, yes, a period of months, I could have. But you need him now. So, against all the known ethics of my profession, which say one must never lie to a patient, I’ve followed along in his own thought channel. I didn’t dare frustrate him. He wanted to go home, so I let him. I’ve given him a fantasy. I’ve set up a protective defense mechanism in his mind that refuses to believe certain realities, that evaluates all things from its own desire for security and home. His mind will automatically block any thought or image that endangers that security.”

				The captain stares wildly.

				“Then, then Halloway’s insane!”

				“Would you have him mad with fear, or able to work on Mars hindered by only a slight ‘tetched’ condition? Coddle him and he’ll do fine. Just remember, we’re landing on Earth, not Mars.”

				“Earth, Mars, you’ll have me raving next!”

				The doctor and the captain certainly talk weirdly. Who cares? Here comes Earth! Green, expanding like a moist cabbage underfoot!

				“Mars landing! Air-lock opened! Use bulger oxygen.”

				Here we go, gang! Last one out is a pink chimpanzee!

				“Halloway, come back, you damn fool! You’ll kill yourself!”

				Feel the good sweet Earth! Home again! Praise the Lord! Let’s dance, sing off-key, laugh! Ha! Oh, boy!

				In the door of the house stands the captain, his face red and wrinkled, waving his fists.

				“Halloway, come back! Look behind you, you fool!”

				I whirl about and cry out, happily.

				Shep! Shep, old dog! He comes running to meet me, long fur shining amber in the sunshine. Barking. Shep, I haven’t seen you in years. Good old pooch. Come ‘ere, Shep. Let me pet you.

				The captain shrieks:

				“Don’t pet it! It looks like a carnivorous Martian worm. Man, the jaws on that thing! Halloway, use your knife!”

				Shep snarls and shows his teeth. Shep, what’s wrong? That’s no way to greet me. Come on, Shep. Hey! I pull back my fingers as his swift jaws snap. Shep circles me, swiftly. You haven’t rabies, have you, Shep? He darts in, snatches my ankle with strong, locking white teeth! Lord, Shep, you’re crazy! I can’t let this go on. And you used to be such a fine, beautiful dog. Remember all the hikes we took into the lazy corn country, by the red barns and deep wells? Shep clenches tight my ankle. I’ll give him one more chance. Shep, let go! Where did this long knife come from in my hand, like magic? Sorry to do this, Shep, but—there!

				Shep screams, thrashing, screams again. My arm pumps up and down, my gloves are freckled with blood-flakes.

				Don’t scream, Shep. I said I was sorry, didn’t I?

				“Get out there, you men, and bury that beast immediately.”

				I glare at the captain. Don’t talk that way about Shep.

				The captain stares at my ankle.

				“Sorry, Halloway. I meant, bury that ‘dog,’ you men. Give him full honors. You were lucky, son, another second and those knife-teeth’d bored through your ankle-cuff metal.”

				I don’t know what he means. I’m wearing sneakers, sir.

				“Oh, yeah, so you are. Yeah. Well, I’m sorry, Halloway. I know how you must feel about—Shep. He was a fine dog.”

				I think about it a moment and my eyes fill up, wet.

				END EXCERPT

				* * * *

				There’ll be a picnic and a hike; the captain says. Three hours now the boys have carried luggage from the metal house. The way they talk, this’ll be some picnic. Some seem afraid, but who worries about copperheads and water-moccasins and crawfish? Not me. No, sir. Not me.

				Gus Bartz, sweating beside me on some apparatus, squints at me.

				“What’s eatin’ you, Halloway?”

				I smile. Me? Nothing. Why?

				“You and that act with that Martian worm.”

				What’re you talking about? What worm? 

				The captain interrupts, nervously. 

				“Bartz, lay off Halloway. The doctor’ll explain why. Ask him.”

				Bartz goes away, scratching his head. 

				The captain pats my shoulder.

				“You’re our strong-arm man, Halloway. You’ve got muscles from working on the rocket engines. So keep alert today, eh, on your hike to look over the territory? Keep your—b.b. gun—ready.”

				Beavers, do you think, sir?

				The captain swallows hard and blinks.

				“Unh—oh, beavers, yeah, beavers. Sure. Beavers! Maybe. Mountain lions and Indians, too, I hear. Never can tell. Be careful.”

				Mountain lions and Indians in New York in this day and age? Aw, sir.

				“Let it go. Keep alert, anyhow. Smoke?”

				I don’t smoke, sir. A strong mind in a healthy body, you know the old rule.

				“The old rule. Oh, yes. The old rule. Only joking. I don’t want a smoke anyway. Like hell.”

				What was that last, sir?

				“Nothing, Halloway, carry on, carry on.”

				I help the others work, now. Are we taking the yellow streetcar to the edge of town, Gus?

				“We’re using propulsion belts, skimming low over the dead seas.”

				How’s that again, Gus?

				“I said, we’re takin’ the yellow streetcar to the end of the line, yeah.”

				We’re ready. Everyone’s packed, spreading out. We’re going in groups of four. Down Main Street past the pie factory, over the bridge, through the tunnel, past the circus grounds and we’ll rendezvous, says the captain, at a place he points to on a queer, disjointed map.

				Whoosh! We’re off! I forgot to pay my fare.

				“That’s okay, I paid it.”

				Thanks, captain. We’re really traveling. The cypresses and the maples flash by. Kaawhoom! I wouldn’t admit this to anyone but you, sir, but momentarily, there, I didn’t see this street-car. Suddenly we moved in empty space, nothing supporting us, and I didn’t see any car. But now I see it, sir.

				The captain gazes at me as at a nine-day miracle.

				“You do, eh?”

				Yes, sir. I clutch upward. Here’s the strap. I’m holding it.

				“You look pretty funny sliding through the air with your hand up like that, Halloway.”

				How’s that, sir?

				“Ha, ha, ha!”

				Why are the others laughing at me, sir?

				“Nothing, son, nothing. Just happy, that’s all.”

				Ding Ding. Ding Ding. Canal Street and Washington. Ding Ding. Whoosh. This is real traveling. Funny, though, the captain and his men keep moving, changing seats, never stay seated. It’s a long street-car. I’m way in back now. They’re up front.

				By the large brown house on the next corner stands a popcorn wagon, yellow and red and blue. I can taste the popcorn in my mind. It’s been a long time since I’ve eaten some…if I ask the captain’s permission to stop and buy a bag, he’ll refuse. I’ll just sneak off the car at the next stop. I can get back on the next car and catch up with the gang later.

				* * * *

				How do you stop this car? My fingers fumble with my baseball outfit, doing something I don’t want to know about. The car is stopping! Why’s that. Popcorn is more important.

				I’m off the car, walking. Here’s the popcorn machine with a man behind it, fussing with little silver metal knobs.

				“—murr—lokk—loc—cor—iz—”

				Tony! Tony, bambino! What are you doing here?

				“Click.”

				It can’t be, but it is. Tony, who died ten long years ago, when I was a freckled kid! Alive and selling popcorn again. Oh, Tony, it’s good to see you. His black moustache’s so waxed, so shining, his dark hair like burnt oily shavings, his dark shining happy eyes, his smiling red cheeks! He shimmers in my eyes like in a cold rain. Tony! Let me shake your hand! Gimme a bag of popcorn, senor!

				“Click-click-click—sput-click—reeeeeeeeeeeeee—”

				The captain didn’t see you, Tony, you were hidden so well, only I saw you. Just a moment while I search for my nickel.

				“Reeeeeee.”

				Whew, I’m dizzy. It’s very hot. My heads spins like a leaf on a storm wind. Let me hold onto your wagon, Tony, quick, I’m shivering and I’ve got sharp needle head pains….

				“Reeeeeeee.”

				I’m running a temperature. I feel as if I have a torch hung flaming in my head.

				Hotter. Pardon me for criticizing you, Tony, but I think it’s your popper turned up too high. Your face looks afraid, contorted, and your hands move so rapidly, why? Can’t you shut it off? I’m hot. Everything melts. My knees sag.

				Warmer still. He’d better turn that thing off, I can’t take any more. I can’t find my nickel anyhow. Please, snap it off, Tony, I’m sick. My uniform glows orange. I’ll take fire!

				Here, I’ll turn it off for you, Tony. 

				You hit me!

				Stop hitting me, stop clicking those knobs! It’s hot, I tell you. Stop, or I’ll—

				Tony. Where are you? Gone.

				Where did that purple flame shoot from? That loud blast, what was it? The flame seemed to stream from my hand, out of my scout flashlight. Purple flame—eating!

				I smell a sharp bitter odor.

				Like hamburger fried overlong.

				I feel better now. Cool as winter. But—

				Like a fly buzzing in my ears, a voice comes, faint, far off.

				“Halloway, damn it, Halloway, where are you?”

				Captain! It’s his voice, sizzling. I don’t see you, sir!

				“Halloway, we’re on the dead sea bottom near an ancient Martian city and—oh, never mind, dammit, if you hear me, press your boyscout badge and yell!”

				I press the badge intensely, sweating. Hey, captain!

				“Halloway! Glory. You’re not dead. Where are you?”

				I stopped for popcorn, sir. I can’t see you. How do I hear you?

				“It’s an echo. Let it go. If you’re okay, grab the next streetcar.”

				That’s very opportune. Because here comes a big red streetcar now, around the corner of the drug store.

				“What!”

				Yes, sir, and its chock full of people. I’ll climb aboard.

				“Wait a minute! Hold on! Murder! What kind of people, dammit?”

				It’s the West Side gang. Sure. The whole bunch of tough kids.

				“West side gang, hell, those are Martians, get the hell outa there! Transfer to another car—take the subway! Take the elevated!”

				Too late. The car’s stopped. I’ll have to get on. The conductor looks impatient. 

				“Impatient,” he says. “You’ll be massacred!”

				Oh, oh. Everybody’s climbing from the streetcar, looking angry at me. Kelly and Grogan and Tompkins and the others. I guess there’ll be a fight.

				The captain’s voice stabs my ears, but I don’t see him anywhere:

				“Use your r-gun, your blaster, your blaster. Hell, use your slingshot, or throw spitballs, or whatever the devil you imagine you got holstered there, but use it! Come on, men, about face and back!”

				I’m outnumbered. I bet they’ll gang me and give me the bumps, the bumps, the bumps. I bet they’ll truss me to a maple tree, maple tree, maple tree and tickle me. I bet they’ll ink-tattoo their initials on my forehead. Mother won’t like this.

				The captain’s voice opens up louder, driving nearer:

				“And Poppa ain’t happy! Get outa there, Halloway!”

				They’re hitting me, sir! We’re battling! 

				“Keep it up, Halloway!”

				I knocked one down, sir, with an uppercut. I’m knocking another down now. Here goes a third! Someone’s grabbed my ankle. I’ll kick him! There! I’m stumbling, falling! Lights in my eyes, purple ones, big purple lightning bolts sizzling the air!

				Three of them vanished, just like that!

				I think they fell down a manhole.

				I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt them bad.

				They stole my flashlight.

				“Get it back, Halloway! We’re coming. Get your flash and use it!” That’s silly. 

				“Silly,” he says. “Silly. Silly.”

				* * * *

				I got my flashlight back, broken, no good. We’re wrestling. There are so many of them, I’m weak. They’re climbing all over me, hitting. It’s not fair, I’m falling down, kicking, screaming!

				“Up speed, men, full power!”

				They’re binding me up. I can’t move. They’re rushing me into the street-car now. Now I won’t be able to go on that hike. And I planned on it so hard, too.

				“Here we are, Halloway! Blast ‘em, men! Oh, my Lord, look at the horrible faces on those creatures! Guh!”

				Watch out, captain! They’ll get you, too, and the others! Ahh! Somebody struck me on the back of my head. Darkness. Dark. Dark.

				Rockabye baby on the tree-top…when the wind blows….

				“Okay, Halloway, any time. Just any old time you want to come to.”

				Dark. A voice talking. Dark as a whale’s insides. Ouch, my head. I’m flat on my back, I can feel rocks under me.

				“Good morning, dear Mr. Halloway.” 

				That you, captain, over in that dark corner?

				“It ain’t the president of the United States!”

				Where is this cave?

				“Suppose you tell us, you got us into this mess with your eternally blasted popcorn! Why’d you get off the streetcar?”

				Did the West Side gang truss us up like this, captain?

				“West Side gang, goh! Those faces, those inhuman, weird, unsavory and horrible faces. All loose-fleshed and—gangrenous. Aliens, the whole rotting clutch of ‘em.”

				What a funny way to talk.

				“Listen, you parboiled idiot, in about an hour we’re going to be fried, gutted, iced, killed, slaughtered, murdered, we will be, ipso facto, dead. Your ‘friends’ are whipping up a little blood-letting jamboree. Can’t I shove it through your thick skull, we’re on Mars, about to be sliced and hammered by a lousy bunch of Martians!”

				“Captain, sir?”

				“Yes, Berman?”

				“The cave door is opening, sir. I think the Martians are ready to have at us again, sir. Some sort of test or other, no doubt.”

				“Let go of me, you one-eyed monster! I’m coming, don’t push!”

				We’re outside the cave. They’re cutting our bonds. See, captain, they aren’t hurting us, after all. Here’s the brick alley. There’s Mrs. Haight’s underwear waving on the clothes-line. See all the people from the beer hall—what’re they waiting for?

				“To see us die.”

				“Captain, what’s wrong with Halloway, he’s acting queer—”

				“At least he’s better off than us. He can’t see these creatures’ faces and bodies. It’s enough to turn a man’s stomach. This must be their amphitheatre. That looks like an obstacle course. I gather from their sign lingo that if we make it through the obstacles, we’re free. Footnote: nobody’s ever gotten through alive yet. Seems they want you to go first, Berman. Good luck, boy.”

				“So long, captain. So long, Gus. So long, Halloway.”

				Berman’s running down-alley with an easy, long-muscled stride. I hear him yelling high and clear, even though he’s getting far away.

				Here comes an automobile!

				Berman! Ahh! It hit him! He’s fallen! 

				Berman, get up, get up!

				“Stay here, Halloway, it’s not your turn yet.”

				My turn? What do you mean? Someone’s gotta help Berman.

				“Halloway, come back! Oh, man, I don’t want to see this!”

				* * * *

				Lift up my legs, put them down, breathe out, breathe in, swing arms, swing legs, chew my tongue, blink my eyes, Berman, here I come, gee, things are crazy-funny, here comes an ice-wagon trundling along, it’s coming right at me! I can’t see to get around it, it’s coming so fast, I’ll jump inside it, jump, jump, cool, ice, ice-pick, chikk-chikk-chikk, I hear the captain screaming off a million hot miles gone, chikk-chikk-chikk around the ice perimeter, the ice wagon is thundering, rioting, jouncing, shaking, rolling on big rusty iron wheels, smelling of sour ammonia, bouncing on a corduroy dirt and brick alley-road, the rear end of it seems to be snapping shut with many ice-prongs, I feel intense pain in my left leg, chikk-chikk-chikk-chikk! piece of ice, cold square, cold cube, a shuddering and convulsing, a temblor, the wagon wheels stop rolling, I jump down and run away from the wrecked wagon, did the wagon roll over Berman, I hope not, a fence here, I’ll jump over it, another popcorn machine, very warm, very hot, all flame and red fire and burning metal knobs….

				Oops, I didn’t mean to strike the popcorn man down, hello, Berman, what’re you doing in my arms, how’d you get here, did I pick you up, and why? an obstacle race at the high-school? you’re heavy, I’m tired, dogs nipping at my heels, how far am I supposed to carry you? I hear the captain screaming me on, for why, for why? here comes the big bad truant officer with a club in his hand to take me back to school, he looks mean and broad….

				I kicked the truant officer’s shins and kicked him in the face…. Mama won’t like that…yes, mommy…no mommy…that’s unfair…that’s not ethical fighting…something went squish…hmm…let’s forget about it, shall we?

				Breathing hard. Here comes the gang after me, all the rough, bristly Irishmen and scarred Norwegians and stubborn Italians…hit, kick, wrestle…here comes a swift car, fast, fast! I hope I can duck, with you, Berman…here comes another car from the opposite way!…if I work things right…uh…stop screaming, Berman!

				The cars crashed into each other.

				The cars still roll, tumbling, like two animals tearing at each other’s throats.

				Not far to go now, Berman, to the end of the alley. Just ahead. I’ll sleep for forty years when this is over…where’d I get this flashlight in my hand? from one of those guys I knocked down? from the popcorn man? I’ll poke it in front of me…people run away…maybe they don’t like its light in their eyes…. The end of the alley! There’s the green valley and my house, and there’s Mom and Pop waiting! Hey, let’s sing, let’s dance, we’re going home!

				“Halloway, you so-and-so, you did it!”

				Dark. Sleep. Wake up slow. Listen.

				“—and Halloway ran down that amphitheatre nonchalant as a high-school kid jumping hurdles. A big saffron Martian beast with a mouth so damn big it looked like the rear end of a delivery truck, lunged forward square at Halloway—”

				“What’d Halloway do?”

				“Halloway jumped right inside the monster’s mouth—right inside!”

				“What happened then?”

				“The animal looked dumbfounded. It tried to spit out. Then, to top it all, what did Halloway do, I ask you, I ask you, what did he do? He drew forth his boy-scout blade and went chikk-chikk-chikk all around the bloody interior, pretending like he’s holed up in an ice-wagon, chipping himself off pieces of ice.”

				“No?”

				“On my honor! The monster, after taking a bit of this chikk-chikk-chikk business, leaped around, cavorting, floundering, rocking, tossing, and then, with a spout of blood, out popped Halloway, grinning like a kid, and on he ran, dodging spears and pretending they were pebbles, leaping a line of crouched warriors and saying they’re a picket fence. Then he lifted Berman and trotted with him until he met a three hundred pound Martian wrestler. Halloway supposed that it was the truant officer and promptly kicked him in the face. Then he knocked down another guy working furiously at the buttons of a paralysis machine which looked, to Halloway, like a popcorn wagon! After which two gigantic black Martian leopards attacked, resembling to him nothing more than two very bad drivers in dark automobiles. Halloway sidestepped. The two ‘cars’ crashed and tore each other apart, fighting. Halloway pumped on, shooting people with his ‘flashlight’ which he retrieved from the ‘popcorn’ man. Pointing the flash at people, he was amazed when they vanished and—oh, oh, Halloway’s waking up, I saw his eyelids flicker. Quiet, everyone. Halloway, you awake?”

				Yeah. I been listening to you talk for five minutes. I still don’t understand. Nothing happened at all. How long I been asleep?

				“Two days. Nothing happened, eh? Nothing, except you got the Martians kowtowing, that’s all, brother. Your spectacular performance impressed people. The enemy suddenly decided that if one earthman could do what you did, what would happen if a million more came?”

				Everybody keeps on with this joking, this lying about Mars. Stop it. Where am I?

				“Aboard the rocket, about to take off.”

				Leave Earth? No, no, I don’t want to leave Earth, good green Earth! Let go! I’m afraid! Let go of me! Stop the ship!

				“Halloway, this is Mars—we’re going back to Earth.”

				Liars, all of you! I don’t want to go to Mars, I want to stay here, on Earth!

				 

				“Holy cow, here we go again. Hold him down, Gus. Hey, doctor, on the double! Come help Halloway change his mind back, willya!”

				Liars! You can’t do this! Liars! Liars!

				 

				

 FINAL VICTIM

				(with Henry Hasse)

				 

				Bradbury wrote “Final Victim” with fellow science fiction writer Henry Hasse, and it was published in the February 1946 issue of Amazing Stories. This was not their first writing collaboration. In 1941, Bradbury and Hasse’s Pendulum came out in a pulp magazine, Bradbury’s first appearance in the genre.

				 

				* * * *

				 

				The space-suited figure scrambled frantically over the edge of the ragged asteroid cliff, and lay panting from the exertion of the long climb upward. The pale face beneath the helmet was drawn in a tight grimace as it stared at the tiny Patrol ship on the plain below. No access to it now! He was trapped.

				The young man rose to his feet, stared down the steep ravine he had just traversed. He saw the plodding figure of the Patrolman coming up toward him. There was a frightening relentlessness about that figure. He caught a dull glint of metal and knew the Patrolman had drawn his atomblast.

				“If only I hadn’t lost my gun, down there!” And then he laughed bitterly, for he knew he never would have used it. He stepped out in plain sight, threw his hands up in the universal gesture of surrender. His mind was awry with bitter thoughts. He had never killed anyone in all his life! But the Patrol thought he had, and that’s what counted now. He was glad it was all over. He would surrender, go back and face trial though the evidence was all against him.

				Now the Patrolman’s bulging, space-suited figure loomed up before him just ten yards away. He raised his hands still higher to make sure the other saw them.

				The Patrolman saw them all right. His lips parted in a wide grin beneath his Crystyte plate. He lifted his big hand, full of dull metal, and took careful aim at the young man limned against the cobalt heaven.

				There was something strange, and wrong, in the big Patrolman’s grin. The youth waved frantically with his hands and screamed terrified words that only echoed inside his helmet until his eardrums rang. This was crazy! This couldn’t happen! It was never in the Patrol’s code to kill men in cold blood….

				His thoughts abruptly ceased. His helmet plate shattered inward and his face was a mask of red. He screamed, but it ended in a gurgling moan, as he tried with futile fingers to tear out the slug that was chewing at his brain. He sank to his knees, toppled over the cliff and did a crazy jerking dance as his gravity plates pulled him to the rock eighty feet below.

				Jim Skeel, Patrolman, still grinned.

				“Number fourteen,” said he, and holstered his gun.

				Jim Skeel stalked triumphantly down to the base of the cliff. He exulted with all six-feet-four of his big sun-parched body. He felt the palms of his hands a little sweaty as he clenched and unclenched them, and a curious tremor came over him as he viewed the body lying there. The familiar pounding of blood was in his temples again, a hot, fierce pounding.

				For a long moment he closed his eyes tight and pressed hard fists against his temples and stood there trembling. But the fierce remembrance would not go away, as he knew it would not. Again the scene was with him that had haunted him through the years. Once again the flash of electro-guns tore through his tortured brain, and he saw defenseless men all about him dying and he heard their screams as they died….

				He stood quite still until his trembling stopped and that feeling went away. Then with his toe he nudged the young man’s body so that it rolled over, and the pale leprous sunlight licked at the blood-masked features. “Pretty good shot,” Skeel grunted. He bent and searched the body, retrieving all identification cards.

				* * * *

				A sudden dark shadow swept over the scene. Skeel looked up, startled. Then he knew what it was. Utter night had come without any warning, as it always did on these slowly rotating asteroids. Toward the caverns and crannies at the base of the cliff he glimpsed vague horrid things, pale and wriggling, with sensitive amoeboid tentacles where eyes should have been. He heard strange sibilances from these asteroid creatures who hated light but loved the dark and loved blood, which they got too seldom.

				Skeel arose hastily and hurried to his Patrol cruiser a short distance away. He looked back only once, and glimpsed scores of the vague nightmare shapes swarming over a prone human form there in the cliff shadow.

				 

				

CHAPTER II

				 

				Arriving at the Federation Patrol headquarters on Ceres Base, Skeel eased his solo cruiser into the glassite dome with an expert hand. None of the men spoke to him. They tried not even to look at him. But if Jim Skeel noticed this he gave no indication. He sauntered over to the door marked “Commander” and entered without knocking.

				Commander Anders looked up from his desk. At sight of Skeel his leather jaw tightened a little. A look of distaste flashed into his steel gray eyes.

				“Reporting, sir,” said Skeel. He carefully, a little too carefully, spread out the identification cards he had taken from the fugitive’s pockets.

				Anders rose slowly to his feet. His knuckles were white as he placed his fists on the desk and leaned tautly forward.

				“You didn’t capture the man?” Anders’ voice was a monotone, as though he had asked that question more than once.

				“Sorry, sir. He’s dead.”

				“Dead.” There was not much of surprise in Anders’ voice. Then the voice and the gray eyes became simultaneously harder. “Did you kill him?”

				“Kill him, sir?” Skeel’s eyebrows arched. “No sir. I had to chase him clear to Asteroid 78 in the Lanisar Group, and there he fell off a cliff. I only had time to get his identification cards and get away, before the night creatures came swarming out. Sorry….”

				Anders kicked his chair back against the wall and came surging around the desk. He was white-faced. “Sorry! You’re not sorry, Skeel! In God’s name, how do you have the ghastly nerve to come back here each and every time? How can you face me—no, more than that, how can you face your conscience? I wonder what goes on inside that riveted skull, behind that papier-mâché expression of yours!” He paused and drew a breath. “What makes you kill, Skeel? How many does this make—eleven? Twelve?”

				Skeel sighed, and spread his hands in an exaggerated gesture. “You always were a long winded louse, sir. There are Miller’s papers. And I didn’t kill him. He fell off a cliff. Is that all, sir?”

				“No! That’s not all!” Anders came even closer, and glared up at Skeel who towered above him. “You’ve been in the Patrol a long time, Skeel. Luckily, or I should say unluckily, your previous good record and your seniority permits you to get away with this—until we prove something. Some day you’ll slip and we will prove it. I pray that day’ll come soon!”

				* * * *

				Skeel’s own eyes, which had been amused, now took on a hard glint. He spoke and his voice was different.

				“Since you bring up the subject of my seniority, let me remind you that it would permit me to take your place here if I so chose. I do not so choose—yet. As to the other thing you imagine about me, I could tell you a story, sir. A story that—” He stopped abruptly as the fierce rush of blood came to his throbbing temples again.

				“Yes, man, go on! You were about to tell me why you kill.” Anders waited. “Weren’t you!”

				“No, sir.” Skeel’s voice was a whisper now, but controlled.

				“I know you must have some sort of hellish reason. But whatever the reason, it’s an insult to everything you learned in the Federation Patrol! All right, Skeel, I’ll tell you something about young Miller, your latest victim. He was innocent, do you hear? Innocent! The evidence against him was purely circumstantial, but now he has been cleared! I just got the news an hour ago!”

				“You got the news—here? How?”

				“Never mind how. It’s authentic!”

				Skeel didn’t move a muscle. His face became a little paler and his eyes widened momentarily. Then his face was an impassive mask again.

				“You see, Skeel?” Anders was livid with suppressed fury now. “Any normal man would squirm at the news I just told you! Any decent man would blow his brains out at the thought of the ghastly thing he’d done! But not you, Skeel. No, not you, because you’re neither a decent nor a normal man any longer! You’ve allowed this thing to get hold of you until it’s a fetish, it’s warped your brain, and now it’s become a sadistic pleasure…this killing….” Anders choked and couldn’t go on.

				“Is that all, sir?”

				“That sure as hell is all! Isn’t it enough? Get out of here! Get your filthy face out of my sight before I smash it to pulp.”

				* * * *

				Skeel’s lips became a tight slash across his square-featured face. He turned on his heel and strode stiffly out.

				With an effort Anders stifled the rising anger in him. He strode across the room to the opposite door. It was slightly ajar. He flung it open.

				The girl sitting in the next room looked up, but seemed to stare through Anders rather than at him. Her slender uniformed figure was unbending as crystal, her knuckles white as she gripped the arms of the chair. Her eyes, an unbelievable blue, were now misted with the shock of horror. She didn’t bother to brush back the lock of taffy-toned hair that had fallen down against the pallor of her cheek.

				Anders spoke.

				“You heard, Miss Miller?” he said quietly.

				Her breath caught in her throat and it took her some seconds to speak. When she did, her voice was terrible in its tonelessness.

				“Yes, I heard…quite enough, Commander. Thanks.”

				“I’m truly sorry you had to learn about it this way! But I wanted you to see the man who killed your brother. You wouldn’t have believed me otherwise.”

				“I—still find it a little hard to believe—and to understand.” She rose very slowly and stood facing him. There was a world of contempt in her voice. “The Patrol never kills! That’s what we’ve learned to believe. That’s become a motto on three planets. The Patrol, the noble Patrol, guardians of the spaceways! What mockery! Why was my brother killed, Commander? Why is such a monster as this man Skeel allowed—”

				“Miss Miller, please. I know it’s hard for you, or any outsider to understand, but you must try. Skeel was once one of the best men we had. His reputation was clean as flame, and on the records it still is. Very few men stand above him in seniority, and in the Patrol that’s what counts, because—”

				“That’s what counts, is it? I came here to Ceres from Mars, bringing my brother’s release papers, only to learn that you’d sent this Skeel out after him; all the time knowing—”

				Anders sighed, and spread his hands helplessly. “I see you still don’t understand. But please believe me, if I’d known your brother was innocent I wouldn’t have allowed Skeel to accept this assignment; no, not even if I’d had to ray him down and face court-martial for it! It was Skeel’s mission if he wanted it. It was his prerogative to accept or refuse the assignment, and he never refuses them. And Miss Miller, I hope this will mean something to you: there’s hardly a man in the Patrol who doesn’t suspect Skeel for what he is, and hate him for it; but I doubt if any of ‘em, given the chance, would obliterate him in cold blood. You see the code is ingrained deeply in these men. As yet there’s no proof that Skeel is a killer.”

				“You speak glibly of proof,” the girl echoed mockingly. “Why don’t you get proof?”

				“I’m going to! Personally. A frame-up is the only way. But it’ll be hard, because the man always works alone.”

				“Yes, and then there is always the code against you. Well, Commander, I have no such code to hamper me, and I am going to avenge my brother!” Nadia Miller’s face, ordinarily lovely, was not lovely now. “I have a plan. I could use your help, but with or without your help I am going through with it. All I want is to get this man Skeel back out to those rocks—alone.”

				* * * *

				Anders smiled tolerantly.

				“That would be a dangerous thing, especially for a girl. Skeel’s a deadly killer, an expert shot. And you’d be on your own; the Patrol couldn’t sanction any such plan.”

				“Naturally, Commander. Will you listen to me for five minutes? I’ll tell you how to get this man out of the Patrol before he kills other people whose only crime was a momentary mental disturbance.” Her face clouded with pain as she thought of her brother.

				Anders listened as she unfolded her plan. When he spoke again, there was less of doubt in his voice and a respectful admiration in his eyes.

				“Miss Miller, I like your plan and I agree to it for one reason only. It has an advantage over anything I could attempt. Skeel suspects me now, and will see to it that any future assignment he accepts is fool-proof; but your idea might turn that very caution against him.”

				“I hope so. And you needn’t worry about me. I know most of those big rocks in the asteroid belt well enough.”

				“All right. At least I can set the stage for you, and I wish I could do more.” Anders looked at her with a sudden new interest, admiring the firm line of her chin, the trimness of her space uniform, the hard bold blueness of her eyes which he imagined could easily be soft on less drastic occasions than this. With an effort he brought his mind back to the immediate problem. “It will be at least a week from now. Ceres is no place for you, but since you’re here I suggest you go over to Ceres City, the mining town on the other side of our little planet. I’ll keep in touch with you and let you know just when to pick up your solo cruiser. Okay? Goodbye for now—and good luck!”

				For three days Anders haunted the helio tower, doggedly flashing signals in the direction of Ganymede, currently the nearest of Jupiter’s satellites. Their entire plan would depend on how soon the Ganymede Base received these signals. Sometimes atmospheric conditions weren’t right, and it took days to get a message through.

				He was lucky. On the third day he received the answering flash that told him his signal had been picked up. Quickly he checked the orbital positions of both planets, then sighted the huge silvery screens carefully and locked them into place. Manipulating the shields with expert fingers, Anders began his message.

				HELLO GANYMEDE. CERES BASE SENDING. ANSWER!

				Minutes later it came:

				CONDITIONS OKAY. GANYMEDE BASE SENDING. GO AHEAD CERES.

				* * * *

				Anders’ fingers were lightning fast as he operated the rows of levers controlling the solar shields. He tried to be terse, for there was no time to waste, and it took minutes for a message to cross such vast reaches of space.

				MOST IMPORTANT. WANT ANY AVAILABLE NEWS ON THE LONELY ONE. HIS LAST KNOWN WHEREABOUTS PRESENT POSITION AND ACTIVITIES. ANDERS.

				Anders’ fingers were lightning fast as he operated the rows of levers controlling exertion. Usually it took a two-man crew to manipulate those shields. He smoked a cigarette as he awaited the answer.

				Minutes later it came, transmitted into little electric flashes on the screen above his head.

				WHAT GOES ON? THAT PIRATE IS OUR MEAT SO HANDS OFF. ESCAPED OUR TRAP TWO WEEKS AGO BUT IS NOW BELIEVED OPERATING FROM SECRET CALLISTO BASE. HE’S OURS! SPURLIN.

				Anders leaped for the levers and threw the following message:

				THREE DAYS FROM NOW FLASH NEWS HERE THAT THE LONELY ONE IS HEADED BELTWARD. MUST SOUND AUTHENTIC BUT DO NOT TRANSMIT TO EARTH HEADQUARTERS. PERSONAL FAVOR. EXPLAIN LATER.

				The answer read:

				OKAY ANDERS YOU’LL GET YOUR MESSAGE BUT I HOPE YOU KNOW WHAT YOU’RE DOING AND I’LL WANT THAT EXPLANATION. DID I EVER TELL YOU THE ONE ABOUT—

				The little flashes on the screen continued, but Anders didn’t stay to watch. He descended the tower stairs and found Lohss, the regular helio man, over in the barracks.

				“Okay,” he told Lohss. He had explained to him that he was merely making a routine checkup on the equipment. When the message about the Lonely One came, he wanted it to be a distinct surprise to every man here.

				It was. It came three and a half days later. Lohss shoved excitedly into Anders’ little office, waving one of the official helio pads.

				“Here’s something I thought you ought to see right away, Commander.”

				Anders read the message:

				ATTENTION CERES BASE! MARS-BOUND FREIGHTER FROM GANYMEDE MINES RAMMED AND LOOTED. HANDIWORK OF THE LONELY ONE. HE IS HEADING TOWARD THE ASTEROIDS. SOLID BLACK ONE-MAN CRUISER AS USUAL. FULL ARMAMENT. GET BUSY AND GOOD LUCK!

				Anders smiled to himself and was grateful to Spurlin over on Ganymede for coming through so nicely.

				* * * *

				Soon Ceres Base was ringing with the news. Every man there had dreamed of being some day sent on the Lonely One mission. To bring in that famous pirate would be a feather in anyone’s cap, and would mean immediate promotion. Consequently it was with mumblings and displeasure that the men saw Jim Skeel stalk arrogantly into Commander Anders’ office.

				“Good morning, sir. You sent for me?”

				“I did, Skeel. I guess you’ve heard the news about the Lonely One. Want to make a try for him? Just the job for you.” The tinge of contempt in Anders’ voice didn’t go unnoticed.

				Nor did the little hint of cunning that he couldn’t keep out of his eyes. Skeel said:

				“You never were anxious to send me out before, Commander. This couldn’t be some plan of yours to get rid of me?” He smiled a little, but there was no humor in it.

				“It doesn’t matter this time, Skeel. There’s a dead or alive warrant on the Lonely One. But I don’t mind telling you this is the chance I’ve been waiting for! You’re a killer and so is the Lonely One. I’ll be praying that he gets you first, so the Patrol will be rid of scum like you.”

				Skeel’s eyes narrowed. “When do I leave?”

				“Soon’s you can get your cruiser ready. You’re sure you want to handle this alone? You can select a crew, up to six men.”

				Skeel laughed aloud. “Do you think any of ‘em would ride with me? Don’t worry, Anders, I’ll bring back the Lonely One—alive.”

				“You needn’t pretend with me any more, Skeel.”

				“Very well, sir. Goodbye.”

				“Goodbye—but not good luck.” Anders ignored the proffered hand. Skeel stiffened, then turned and strode for the door, exiting quickly.

				* * * *

				Anders sank back in his chair, procured a cigarette and lit it thoughtfully. Now the doubts were beginning to crowd in. Nadia Miller had been overwrought and full of revenge. Suppose she did know the asteroids as well as she knew her own library? Skeel did, too, and he was ruthless and cunning. Suppose she did have the fastest cruiser this side of Mars? Skeel was the best solo spaceman in the Patrol.

				Anders viciously ground out the burning end of his cigarette. He thought of Nadia Miller’s tense but pretty face again, her trim figure and bright hair and hard blue eyes that he wanted to see soft. If anything happened to that girl—

				But there was nothing he could do now. Nothing, except face an agony of waiting.

				 

				

CHAPTER III

				 

				Jim Skeel leaped to his controls, as the Visipanel came to life with a tiny gash of flame that tore a hole in the blackness of space. That would be the Lonely One again! Feverishly he changed his course in a sharp parabola toward the rocket blasts far ahead.

				He would keep that ship within range this time! Reaching to the V-panel, he twisted the magnifying dial. The blackness swam and expanded. The tiny orange rocket blasts seemed to leap backward at him. He had to look closely to distinguish the outline of the ship, but then he grunted with satisfaction. It was the solid black solo cruiser, all right. It bore absolutely no insignia, strictly against the Space Code.

				Skeel grinned through his weariness. For more than twenty hours he had played hide and seek with that elusive black cruiser. He could never quite get within beam range, and sometimes he lost it out of his V-panel altogether. Once it had led him straight into the Kennison Group of asteroids, a vast expanse of treacherous rocks with wild, eccentric orbits. This was sheer suicide for cruisers as tiny as theirs, minus the repulsion plates to shunt the rock masses from them. Skeel, in a cold sweat of horror, had finally given up the chase. He had laboriously circled the entire Kennison Group, and now—

				Now he had picked up the Lonely One again! He couldn’t deny a thrill of admiration as he realized the black ship must have threaded its way entirely through the Kennison Group! Well, he would not lose it again. It was still out of beam range, but he should be able to keep it centered in his V-panel.

				Skeel threw over the lever feeding his tubes full blast. He exulted at the new fierce surge of power as his ship leaped ahead. But this time the Lonely One didn’t try to outrace him! The black ship came nearer and nearer. Skeel’s eyes narrowed. The pirate was supposed to have a much faster ship than his! Could this be some trick? He twisted the magnifying dial again, bringing his quarry more sharply into focus.

				Then Skeel laughed aloud, laughed exultantly as he saw the reason for the other’s lack of speed. The black cruiser was limping along on only four rocket tubes! Two other tubes, on the starboard side, were smashed and mangled hopelessly. Apparently the pirate hadn’t come through that asteroid swarm unscathed after all!

				* * * *

				This was the break for which Skeel had been waiting. Calmly now with deadly precision he sighted his forward electro-gun control. His fingers leaped to the distance gauge and set the charge to its fullest power. He heard the increasing whine of the coils. Still his gaze was riveted on the V-panel dial, watching the rapidly diminishing distance. Two hundred miles. One hundred. Fifty. There! Electrobeams were deadly at that distance. He glanced at the sights, saw they were perfect…and depressed the forward electrobutton.

				A crackling, radiant blue beam lashed from the prow of his craft and seemed to uncoil across the miles of space. Simultaneously a little bubble of color leaped backward from the pirate cruiser. Swift as light it came, expanding into a huge sphere of crimson. Skeel’s electro-beam struck the sphere. It burst in a coruscating riot of writhing sparks that leaped back along the beam, devouring it hungrily.

				Skeel’s hand darted out to shut off the power. It was too late. The electro-gun coils burst from their housing in a shower of incandescent wire and metal, as a strong smell of ozone pervaded the ship. Skeel cursed in pain, clapping a hand to his arm where a white-hot strand of wire had struck.

				“So that’s that!” he gritted fiercely. “Not close enough yet to use the Tynyte bombs.” There was nothing to do now but continue the chase, and Skeel saw that it wouldn’t last long. Indirectly ahead was a bright dot of sunlight which must have been an asteroid of considerable size. The pirate ship was veering, limping toward it on crippled rockets. Skeel followed, closing in fast. He was sure of his quarry now! When it came to close combat on these big rocks, he was a past master.

				* * * *

				The rock loomed up. It was a big one all right, nearly twenty miles in diameter with dangerous plateaus and ugly serrated cliffs reaching up. The pirate seemed in pell-mell panic now. The black ship swung in perilously near, made one complete circuit of the rock and landed on a tiny plateau with a shallow sweep that must have sheared part of the under-hull away! Skeel brought his own cruiser down with ease, several hundred yards distant.

				Even as he was adjusting his helmet and gravity plates, he glimpsed a space-suited figure leaping away from the black ship. Skeel exited quickly, snatched out his electro-pistol and took careful aim. He fired.

				The distance was a little too great. The beam hacked down, cutting a shallow path in the rock immediately behind the running figure. The figure looked back but didn’t stop running. Skeel grunted and went leaping after it in long swinging strides. He was very casual and confident now. This was all so familiar….

				Familiar? It was too darned familiar! Skeel stopped and shielded his eyes against the surface glare of sunlight. He stared at the low line of cliffs toward which the figure was running. A strange, insistent hammering seemed to pound away at Skeel’s brain. And then, with a little thrill he knew! This was the same asteroid where he had chased his last quarry, in circumstances very similar to this! Those might be the very cliffs where he had killed young—what was his name? Didn’t matter now.

				Skeel leaped forward again. For a moment he kept the figure in sight; then it seemed to dissolve in the sunlight and disappear. That puzzled him, until he came very close and saw a little cave mouth in the bosom of the cliff. It was there his quarry had fled. Skeel chuckled deep in his throat. He loosened the gun in his belt. Swell! It was as good as over now. Whenever he got this close to the victim, he stuck with it to the finish.

				Skeel stood just within the darkened cave, listening, pistol clutching in his corded hand. A narrow passage seemed to lead slightly downward. Far along it he saw a dim light glow that was not sunlight.

				He made his way carefully toward that phenomenon. Soon the sides of the rocky cave were sprinkled with little flat creatures about the size of a silver dollar. They were miniature beacons, exuding light through their tenuous, transparent surfaces! Yet it wasn’t phosphorescence. Skeel stopped to examine one of them. It was more like actual sunlight, but there was no heat. He touched one of them gingerly, the light immediately went out and it became the same gray color of the stone to which it clung.

				Skeel plunged on. Soon the walls became thick with the blazing things. But as he ran by, the vibration of his leaden shoes seemed to frighten them. They blinked off, huge patches of them, remaining gray and quiescent till he had passed. Then they came on again. As a result he was running in a constant little patch of darkness, with light ahead and light behind, but always darkness where the reverberation of his pounding feet frightened the button-lichen things.

				* * * *

				The tunnel turned and twisted, and several other large ones branched from it. There was no further sight of his quarry. Skeel moved more slowly now. He clicked on his helmet radio but heard no sound of receding feet. Nevertheless he knew his quarry had passed this way not many minutes before, because a few of the light-creatures ahead of him were blinking on again laggardly. Grim-lipped now, a weapon in hand, Skeel pressed on a little more slowly and watched and listened.

				He stopped in a dim little grotto where three tunnel mouths gaped. He hesitated, then chose the tunnel to the left and proceeded along it with infinite caution. Still there was no sign his quarry had come this way. Skeel suddenly realized he had acted with foolhardy recklessness. This might be a trap! He started to turn back.

				“Stand right where you are!” The words rasped through his helmet phones and echoed in his ears. Something jabbed into his ribs with a viciousness that made him grunt.

				Skeel slowly raised his arms, but the voice rasped again:

				“Don’t raise your hands! Drop them to your side. Slowly! That’s it. Now drop your gun.”

				Skeel did so. The figure behind him swooped and picked it up.

				“Now you can turn around.”

				Skeel did that too, then expressed himself in three thunderous words.

				“Blazes! A female!”

				“Sure. But don’t let it give you ideas.” She stepped back a pace keeping the two pistols carefully centered on him.

				“A trick!” bellowed Skeel. “This is Anders’ work, I might have known it!”

				“No. It’s my work.” Her voice was soft in the phones, and her smile beneath the helmet was hardly a smile; it showed teeth, but they were no more gleaming than the ice-hard gleam in her blue eyes. “My work,” she repeated. “And now that you know I’m not the Lonely One, I shall tell you who I really am. The name’s Nadia Miller.”

				She saw the dawn of realization in his eyes.

				“Miller,” she said again slowly, savoring the word. “My brother was Arnold Miller—the man you killed.”

				“Look here, Miss Miller, I’m afraid you’ve got this figured out wrong. I knew your brother, sure. I was after him. But I didn’t kill him, he fell off—”

				“He fell off a cliff. I don’t doubt it, after you got through with him.” She gestured imperatively with the gun in her right hand. “All right, walk ahead of me. Move!”

				* * * *

				Skeel shrugged and obeyed, watching the clusters of light-creatures blink off at the reverberation of their steps. For five minutes they continued in silence, in their continuous little patch of darkness. They made several turns as the tunnel angled sharply. Finally Skeel said:

				“Where are you taking me?”

				“Out to your Patrol cruiser. There you’ll sign a written confession, or I’ll kill you. I almost hope you’ll refuse to sign it.”

				“We won’t get out of here at this rate! I’m afraid you made a wrong turn to the left back there.”

				“I don’t think so. Just keep moving because if I bump into you, one of these pistols might go off.”

				Skeel cursed but kept moving, because she sounded as though she meant it.

				“That was a neat trick of yours,” he said, “coming clear through that rogue group of asteroids.”

				“I thought so. Of course, I hoped you’d follow me and never come out of there.”

				“Kind of a risky chance to take, wasn’t it?”

				“It was worth it—even if it didn’t work out.”

				“I don’t think this’ll work out either. We’re going in the wrong direction, back into the cliff instead of out.”

				“Just keep moving.”

				They walked on.

				She called a stop at the next intersection, where a much narrower passage came into theirs at a sharp angle. She hesitated, looking around.

				“I told you,” Skeel chuckled. “You’re lost. You made two wrong turns, but luckily for us I noticed them. Want me to go back and show you?”

				“No! Keep moving straight ahead.” She didn’t sound very confident.

				This time Skeel didn’t move. “Listen,” he said grimly. “Do you realize it’ll soon be night out there? Maybe it’s come already!”

				“Well?”

				“Well!” he repeated in amazement, whirling to face her in the dim light. “Do you mean to say you aren’t familiar with a night on an asteroid? Especially a lone one this big?”

				“What do you mean?”

				“I mean that when night comes on these big rocks, strange things come out to greet it; creatures that stir and scramble out of the crevices, tentacular things that hate the sunlight but come out in the dark and are plenty dangerous! Usually the dark side of an asteroid is thick with ‘em. This is one such asteroid. I’ve been here before.”

				“You can’t frighten me.” But her little gasp belied the words. “Anyway, I’ve made up my mind. We’ll wait until morning.”

				Now he laughed. “Morning? That’ll be ten hours from now. This planet has a very slow axial rotation. Know how much oxygen we have left in these tanks? About four hours’ worth. We haven’t time to stand here talking. I’m going to try to make it back out to the cruiser. You can do as you please.”

				* * * *

				Ignoring the weapons in her hands, Skeel strode past her. She hesitated a split second, then followed. She knew he was right about the oxygen, but wondered how much of the rest he was making up, trying to trick her. Anyway, so long as she still had the weapons….

				Skeel had been right. He made several turns and the route led gradually upward. She felt foolish for not having thought of that herself. Presently Skeel called:

				“There we are!”

				Peering past him, she glimpsed a little circle of light that was the cave entrance. Skeel raced forward. She quickly followed. The entrance loomed before them, but they stopped abruptly. Between them and the outside surface was a dark stretch of tunnel. Beyond it they could plainly see the wide rocky terrain, and the bluish-silver glint of the Patrol cruiser resting in pale sunlight. But night had already come. The ebon shadow of the cliff was creeping slowly out, swallowing up everything. It had almost reached the cruiser.

				“It’s too late,” Skeel groaned. “We’re stuck here now!”

				* * * *

				She suddenly knew there was no trickery in this. “There’s still time! Run for it!”

				“No!”…Mechanically Skeel’s hand darted out to stop her. But already she was past him, hurrying down the last part of the tunnel.

				Skeel followed slowly, knowing she wouldn’t go far. His sharp eyes had glimpsed something she had not yet seen: shapeless, writhing masses surging toward them in the darkness. He was right behind her when she screamed. Several tenacular things had reared up to claw blindly at her face-plate. She screamed, staggered backward into Skeel and half raised her hand holding an electro-pistol.

				But before she could fire, her legs seemed turned into rubber, and she fainted in a heap at Skeel’s feet.

				“Thought so,” Skeel grunted. “You can only go so far on raw nerve; then it lets you down.” He dragged her back several yards into the artificial light. Her hands still held tightly to the pistols. Skeel smiled grimly, reached slowly down and took both weapons.

				She swam up out of a sea of darkness. A blaze of light hurt her eyes. Sitting up, she saw she was still in the cave, at a place where the button-light creatures were thickest.

				A short distance away at the edge of the darkness Skeel was crouched, peering. Presently he came back to her.

				“Hello, Miller. I was just taking a survey of our little pets out there. The place is lousy with ‘em; but don’t worry, they won’t come too near this light.”

				She got to her feet hurriedly and eyed the two weapons in his belt. “I might have known you’d take advantage—”

				“What do you expect? I can’t afford to be running around on an asteroid with an armed woman at my heels.”

				She looked past him into the darkness. “Doesn’t look as if we’re going to do any more running.”

				“That’s right, lady; it doesn’t. We’re in a pretty bad spot.” He drew one of the pistols. “So you may as well have this.” He tossed it to her and she caught it deftly.

				“Thanks,” she said dryly. “Now how do you know I won’t kill you with it? That’s what I came out here to do, you know.”

				“Uh-huh, but you won’t. Know why? The vibration of that beam would turn out every light in this cave, and the night things would come rushing in.”

				She nodded, knowing he was perfectly right. “Stalemate, is it? Okay, Jim Skeel. But if we never get out of here, I shall kill you at the very last moment. I’ll never let those night beasts deprive me of the pleasure.”

				Skeel grinned. She was getting her nerve back again! The more he saw of this girl, the more he liked her. He liked the determined curve of her orchid-pale chin, the tight slash of her lips and the courage that gleamed behind a false hardness in her eyes. He shrugged. “Four more hours of oxygen. I suggest you regulate the flow to two-thirds and breathe shallowly. That’ll give you a few hours more,” he spoke quietly.

				“No. If I can’t find a way out of here in four hours— Well, I won’t sit here and wait for the end. I’m going to explore. Coming?”

				“I guess so,” Skeel agreed. “Not that I think we’ll find another exit, for we won’t. But walking helps me to think, and I know there must be a way out of this!”

				 

				

CHAPTER IV

				 

				They walked side by side in silence, entered joining tunnels and adjacent caves but were careful to remember the way back. Everywhere the walls were lighted by the button-creatures but nowhere was there an exit to the outside. Not that it would do them any good. They both realized that now. The night horrors would be out there everywhere, waiting for new victims.

				“You said walking helped you to think,” she said dully. “Are you thinking?”

				“Yes.”

				“What about?”

				* * * *

				He stopped, turned suddenly to face her. She was startled by a new, perplexed look on his face.

				“I’ve been thinking things over from the beginning,” Skeel said gruffly. “You say you came out here to kill me. You’ve had plenty of chance.”

				“But I didn’t, and you can’t understand it. There is a code, after all. I understand now what Commander Anders meant.” She spoke softly, almost to herself. They walked in silence for a minute; then she added as an afterthought:

				“You had your chance, too. Back there when I fainted—”

				“Do you think,” Skeel almost snarled, “I’d fire an electro-beam here in the caves, where these light-creatures mean our very lives?”

				“There are other ways.” She looked steadily at him. “You might have opened all my oxygen tanks.”

				“Didn’t think of it.” He turned his face away abruptly. “Quit bothering me; I’m still trying to think.”

				“You can think later.” She was insistent. “Tell me one thing, Skeel. What made you turn killer? You once had the best record in the Patrol!”

				“I’m still the best man in the Patrol!”

				“No you’re not, Skeel.”

				“Damn you, I—” He stopped. Then in a voice scarcely audible: “I have a reason. I’ve never told my story to anyone.”

				“You almost told Anders. I was in his office that day.”

				“Anders is a fool!”

				“I’d like you to tell me.” There was a way she said it, a certain tone in her voice that hinted of feeling. Perhaps even, of understanding.

				* * * *

				He was suddenly speaking, pouring out his story in a fierce rush of words as if he wanted to finish before that awful throbbing pain came again.

				“It was in the early days when the Mars mines were opening. Lawless, bloody days. The Patrol received news that a freighter was being looted just a few hours from Earth. We got out there fast—too fast. Sixteen of us. The pirates hadn’t yet left the drifting hulk. We walked into an ambush, and there was nothing to do but give up without a struggle. They removed our weapons, then without warning began burning us down with electros. I dropped and played dead, while all about me my friends were really dying! It was all over in seconds, but I can still hear their dying screams and the hiss of the electros.

				“I think something snapped inside of me. I was in a mental hospital for days. When I came out, I swore a terrible oath. I swore to avenge my fifteen friends, to the last man! Any criminal would serve the purpose. There was a bitter hatred in me for all of them. I guess you know the rest. Since then I’ve always worked alone, and I’ve never given any criminal quarter. I’ve killed, yes. Fourteen times. I’ve almost reached my goal!”

				He stopped, and her eyes were steadily upon him. “But will that be the end, Jim Skeel?”

				He didn’t answer.

				“I remember something Anders said that day—”

				“I remember it too!” he whispered. “God knows I remember, and it’s haunted me ever since. He said any normal man would squirm at the thing I’d done! Your brother, Miss Miller—he was innocent—but God help me, I feel no remorse! For the very first time, this thing frightens me!”

				He expected her to answer—to say something, anything—but she was silent. For a long time Skeel sat motionless on the floor of the cave, fists pressed hard against his helmet.

				Nadia glanced up at the little dial above her eyes, inside the oxygen helmet. “Less than three hours now,” she announced.

				Skeel rose to his feet. “Come on,” he said calmly. “I know the way out now.”

				“Out of these caves, do you mean?” Again her eyes were upon him steadily, those blue eyes that held something less than a crystal hardness now.

				Skeel looked away. “Yes,” he said. “Yes, that’s what I mean.”

				* * * *

				They walked back to the cave entrance where the darkness surged in. But Skeel stopped just short of it. Approaching the cave wall, he touched one of the button-creatures. Instantly its light went out. Slowly, gingerly he detached it from the wall. It was rather gelatinous, he noticed, but was equipped with tiny, barely discernible sucker-cups.

				Holding the grayish thing in his hand, Skeel approached Nadia and reached out toward her space-suited figure. She shrank back with a little shudder of loathing.

				“Hold still!” Skeel demanded. “It’s not going to hurt you, and it may save your life!”

				He placed it on her shoulder where it remained quiescent for about ten seconds. Then it changed into a little disk of light again, like a miniature beacon.

				“You see, it works! I should have thought of this before. Walk around! Your natural stride.”

				Nadia walked. At her second step the thing blinked off. She waited until it came on again, then carefully tip-toed around the cave. This time the creature’s light stayed on.

				* * * *

				Skeel nodded. “This isn’t going to be fun, but it’s the only way! We’ve got to plaster each other with those things until we become walking pillars of light! Then we’ll tip-toe out through the darkness, through those slinking nightmare things until we reach my cruiser. It’ll be an ordeal, agony. Think you can do it, Miller?”

				She nodded, suppressing a shudder at the thought of those gelatinous blobs covering her body.

				“All right,” Skeel said. “You go to work on me first. Place them on my arms, shoulders and torso. But cover every inch! The more light we have, the easier we’ll get through those beasts out there.”

				She went to work, biting her lip every time she touched one of the light-creatures; but before she was through, she had overcome her repugnance. Skeel was soon bathed in a brilliant white halo from the waist up.

				“I think I know the secret of these things,” Skeel said as he busied himself decorating her. They must come out onto the surface when the sun is there. They store up enough light energy to last them through the dark period. Somehow they assimilate the heat energy. This is cold light.” As a finishing touch he placed some of the things in a little crown of light around her helmet.

				“Now for the real test,” he pronounced grimly. “We’ll walk side by side. Don’t get nervous, Miller, and above all walk slowly, on tip-toe. If these things go out, it’s our finish!”

				Like figures in a slow-motion film they moved across the cave toward the outer darkness.

				Immediately they knew it was going to be a nightmare of agony. The wall of night seemed to flutter before them and then recede. Receding with the darkness, too, were half-seen grayish shapes close to the ground. But behind and all around them the darkness closed in again. The night creatures closed in too, staying just beyond the little circle of light.

				Their tentacles were long and sensitive and reached in close to the ground where the light hardly shone. One of them whipped against Skeel’s ankles, and he felt the strength of it. He heard Nadia gasp and knew the same thing had happened to her. But they didn’t stop in their slow, tip-toeing stride.

				“Steady!” he warned. “Once we get outside, maybe they won’t be so thick.”

				* * * *

				In a few minutes that seemed like hours, they were outside and could see the glint of stars against a cobalt sky. They paused to rest. Their eyes were becoming used to the dark and they could see hordes of the grayish night things surging in toward them.

				“Afraid I was wrong,” Skeel murmured. “They’re worse out here.”

				“Just so they keep their distance,” Nadia shuddered. “If they come any closer, I—I might get panicky and run for it.”

				“You’d never make it,” he warned. They moved on, careful step by step, pushing the darkness back. They made nearly half the distance before their tired muscles forced them to rest again. The surging shapes seemed to be getting bolder. Skeel could feel them all around his feet now. He had to fight the impulse to run, to kick out at them, anything to keep them away. Instead, he bent slowly, reaching out with his blazing arms. The shapes retreated momentarily.

				“Afraid we’d better not rest any more,” he said. “Come on, we’ll try to make it to the cruiser this time.” They could see the dark, looming shape of it perhaps a hundred yards away. It seemed like a hundred miles.

				Once his left arm bumped into her. Every light-creature on that side blinked off. In about ten seconds they came on again, as he held his arm motionless. He moved a little away, turned his head and looked at her. She was staring straight ahead. He saw her profile beneath the little halo of light around her helmet; that light enhanced every taut little muscle in her face, and Skeel suddenly realized her face was never meant to be drawn up into such a tight, grim mask. She was going along on raw nerve again. Skeel swore softly beneath his breath, marveling at her.

				* * * *

				Strange, too, how swiftly and clearly he could think in all this nightmare slowness and blackness. He had never seen things so clearly before. Never—

				His mind came back abruptly as something whipped around his ankles. His feet seemed caught in a net of lashing, spiked tentacles! Slowly, with some effort, he managed to disentangle himself. He took another step forward. His foot came down on something soft and squirmy which lashed up at him. He took a hasty step backward, lost his footing and fell prone in utter darkness as every light-button on him blinked out.

				For a single horrified instant Nadia stood there, despite the tentacles moving around her own feet.

				“Keep going!” Skeel grated from the darkness where he lay. “You can make it now; don’t mind me!”

				But she didn’t move, except to lean far over in Skeel’s direction. Slowly she lowered herself, so that her entire light-glowing body almost covered his. All the buttons on her right arm blinked out as her hand touched the ground with a slight jar. She prayed that the pounding of her heart wouldn’t cause the others to go out! Tensely she propped herself there, scarcely breathing, watching the dim lashing horrors. A dozen tentacles seemed to come from one central body. At the end of each tentacle was a bulbous thing with wiry, waving antennae, and below the antennae were gaping slashes that opened and closed and might have been lips.

				With sickening horror she saw some of the bulbous things pounding at Skeel’s face-plate. Others tore at his fabricoid suit. Slowly she shifted her weight, brought her left arm around and moved it toward them. The things retreated from the light slowly. Seconds later Skeel’s own light-buttons began flashing on, and he rose gingerly to his feet.

				His face was white. For a moment he stood quite still and stared at her. “That does it,” he muttered, but she didn’t know what he meant. Carefully now she forged her way ahead. Skeel moved too, ever more slowly, staying always behind her.

				* * * *

				The cruiser was scarcely fifty feet ahead, and she had almost reached it. It was now or never, Skeel knew. She would gain the cruiser and blast back to Ceres Base. He had told her his story, confessed to being a killer—the killer of fourteen men! She would take that story back to Ceres Base, and they would believe her. There was only one thing to do.

				Her voice came to him just then. “Hurry! I think you can run and make it now!”

				“No, there’s not any hurry. Not now, Miller.”

				She must have detected some strange note in his voice. She looked back just as he was drawing the electro from his belt. Carefully he raised his arm in a straight line.

				Skeel saw the sudden startled look on her white face. He saw her mouth open, but she did not have time to speak.

				“I guess this is it, Miller! Number fifteen!” He pulled the trigger, and the electro hissed its flame.

				* * *

				The men at Ceres Base stood in excited little groups near the dome air-lock. Every eye was on the gigantic V-panel reflecting the tiny speck that far out in space was curving in toward them. A solo cruiser, yes—but which one? The black one the girl had used? Or was this Skeel returning from another of his murderous missions? Every man there knew about the plot by now.

				Anders stood there now, his face a picture of conflicting emotions. A thousand times he had blamed himself for allowing Nadia Miller to go out on that crazy mission! He had lived through a thousand agonies of waiting.

				The dot grew larger in the Visipanel and resolved at last into the bluish-silver cruiser of the Space Patrol. Anders’ face went suddenly white; then a fever of fury burned through him.

				If this was Skeel—If Nadia didn’t come back—

				Minutes later the blue and silver cruiser neared the dome. The lock automatically opened. It swept gracefully in, and powerful magniplates brought it to rest. A figure climbed wearily out and walked toward the men.

				“Nadia!” Anders cried, and leaped forward eagerly to help her out of the space suit. “Are you all right? What about Skeel?”

				* * * *

				She smiled at him. “Jim Skeel won’t come back.” Quickly she related the story of the caves and the light-button creatures and their perilous path through the night beasts toward the cruiser.

				“Skeel was a changed man in those final minutes,” she explained. “He must have known what he was going to do—what he had to do. It was all so deliberate. I had almost reached the cruiser, not realizing he was so far behind me. I turned just in time to see him raise the weapon. He called, ‘Number fifteen!’ Then he fired.”

				“Fired at you?” Anders was puzzled.

				“No. I thought he meant to. But the beam didn’t come within twenty feet of me. He merely fired at random, and instantly all the light-things on him went out. Then I—I could see those horrible night beasts rushing in—from all sides—waves of them —” She buried her face in her hands, trying to shut out the memory.

				“The electro-beam,” Anders said musingly. “Yes, that would do it. You fire one of those pistols, especially at full power, and it sends a slight electric shock all through you. But Skeel would have known that! Why did he do it? If it was to save you, now, I might understand; but you say you had already gained the ship—”

				“To save me?” Nadia murmured. “No. I think it was to save himself.”

				Anders still looked a little puzzled. “But what about your brother? Did Skeel confess anything?”

				She looked up and her eyes were shining, but she was not crying. Within her was only a vast, singing quiet too deep for tears.

				“My brother, Commander? When you enter that case into the records, you might say—you may say, Commander, that my brother was killed when he fell off a cliff.”

				 

				

 TOMORROW AND TOMORROW

				 

				“Tomorrow and Tomorrow” was first published in Fantastic Adventures in May 1947. It was later reprinted in Fantastic (November 1965) and anthologized twice in the British anthologyTime Untamed (1967 and 1972). 

				 

				Up to the time he opened the door, the day hadn’t been any different from all the other days. Walking Los Angeles hunting for a job he couldn’t find, looking in store windows at food he couldn’t buy, and wondering why the habit of living got so strong you couldn’t break it even after you didn’t want it any longer.

				It hadn’t been quite so bad as long as he had his typewriter to come home to. He could thumb his nose at the world outside for a while and build new ones—bright shiny worlds where he was a very glamorous guy indeed and never went hungry. He could kid himself, even, that some day he might be a writer, rolling in money and adoration.

				He’d rather have parted with his right leg than his typewriter. But none of the Uncle Bennies were paying money for right legs, and a guy has to eat and pay his rent.

				“Oh yeah?” he snarled at the door panel. “Name two reasons why?”

				He couldn’t name one. He unlocked it, closed it behind him, turned on the lights, and started to take off his hat.

				He didn’t. He forgot he had a hat, or a head under it. He just stood, staring.

				There was a typewriter on the floor.

				It was his room, all right. Cracked ceiling, dingy paper, blue-striped pajamas trailing off an unmade wall bed, the memory of this morning’s coffee.

				It was not his typewriter.

				There was no possible way for any typewriter to get there. That was bad enough, like finding a camel in the bathtub. But even at that, an ordinary camel you could take. It was the green ones with wings that really bothered you.

				The typewriter was like that. It was big, and made of something that looked like polished silver, and it shimmered like a fish under water. It was so streamlined that it flowed into itself with an eerie feeling of motion. There was a sheet of fine crisp paper in the roller, and a lot of unfamiliar crimson keys on the board.

				He closed his eyes, shook his head, and looked again. It was still there. He said aloud:

				“I have not been drinking. My name is Steve Temple. I live at 221 East 9th Street, and I owe three weeks rent. I have not had any dinner.”

				His voice sounded all right. It made sense.

				The typewriter didn’t, but it stayed there just the same.

				He took a deep breath and walked around it, carefully. It had four sides. It looked solid, except for the shimmer. It squatted calmly on the dingy rug and let its beautiful streamlining flow around on itself, looking as though it had grown there with the building.

				“All right,” he said to the typewriter. “You’re here. And you’re scaring hell out of me, if it makes you any happier. Now what?”

				It began to type, all by itself in the middle of the floor.

				He didn’t move. He couldn’t. He crouched, frozen, watching the bright keys flash and strike with nobody touching them.

				“Calling the past! Calling the past! Calling the past!…!”

				It was like water hitting an oiled window and running off, not leaving a mark. He heard a chime ringing softly and he saw the words. No wires—no operator—but it worked. Wireless. A radio-controlled typewriter.

				He picked it up like it was scalding him and set it on the table.

				“Calling the past! Calling the past! Press down on stud marked SENDING and type reply. Press down on stud marked Sending—”

				Steve felt something move. It was his hand, all by itself. Press the stud. He pressed.

				The machine stopped and waited.

				Silence. There was too much of it, too suddenly. Temple felt the blood rise in his cheeks, burn his ears. It was so very quiet that he finally had to make noise.

				So he typed:

				“Every good boy does fine. Every good boy does fine. Now is the time for all good men to come to the aid of their country—”

				Slamming, the typewriter jumped as if hit by fists. The chime jangled. Control jerked away from Temple.

				“Hello!” the machine exclaimed. “You’re alive there, then. I was afraid I’d reach past the era of typewriters…. Hitler didn’t kill you, then—you’re fortunate!”

				“Hell, no,” Temple retorted, loud. “Hitler’s been dead more than twenty years!” Then, realizing that speaking was impractical, he said on paper: “This is 1967. Hitler’s dead,” and then he stared at his fingers, kicking himself, wondering what had made him put it down.

				Typewriter keys gleamed, moving.

				“Who are you, quick! Where are you located?”

				Temple replied, “May I ask the same question? Is this a gag?” He snapped his fingers, inhaled hard. “Harry—is that you, Harry? It must be! Haven’t heard from you since ‘47—you and your practical jokes!”

				The RECEIVING stud clicked coldly. The SENDING stud spunged up.

				“Sorry. Not Harry. Name is Ellen Abbot. Female. 26 years old. Year 2442. Five feet ten inches tall. Blonde hair, blue eyes—semantician and dimentional research expert. Sorry. Not Harry.”

				Steve Temple tried to blink the words away. It didn’t work.

				The machine shuddered. Keys, carriage, platinum and scarlet keys dissolved as if showered in some instant-acid. It wasn’t there any more. It was gone. And a moment later it slipped back, shining and hard under his hands. It came back bursting out its message quick and dark:

				“I’ve got to get this over to you in a hurry, and yet to do it correctly it should take a long period of carefully worded propaganda. But there isn’t time. Idle talk in a dictatorship like Kraken’s is fatal. I’ll give you the simple, down to the bone facts. First, though, explain your background, the exact date and other associative details. I must know. If you can’t help me, I’ll withdraw the machine, refocus it in another era. Please reply—”

				Steve wiped sweat off his face. “Name, Steve Temple. Profession—writer. Age 29, feel like a hundred. Date: Monday evening, January 10th, in the year 1967. I must be crazy.”

				Crazy or not, the typewriter made words:

				“Good. I’ve focused on the hairline of the Crisis! There’s a lot to be done before January 14th, Friday of your year. My sand’s running out. Hold on. The Guard is coming, escorting Kraken. They’re taking me from this cell to Trial. I think they’ll give the verdict tonight. So—tomorrow night: same time, I’ll push contact with you again. I don’t dare withdraw the machine. Chances of refocusing it to you are bad—Standby—”

				That was all.

				The machine just sat there, shining white and saying nothing. Temple touched the keys. They were frozen hard.

				He stood up, his eyes spread, and put his last cigarette in his mouth, forgetting to light it. Then he looked around for his hat, found it on his head, and locked himself out of the room quick.

				He walked in the park. That was nothing new, walking in the park, but it helped; looking at stars, people and boats on the water. He walked until he got drunk-tired and he wasn’t scared any more. Then he went back.

				Without turning on the lights, he undressed and went to bed. An old trick. That way you imagined you were stopping over for a night at the Biltmore.

				Suddenly he switched on the lights. Looking across the room dazedly, minus his glasses, he saw the typewriter.

				He turned the lights out again, pulled the covers way up over his ears.

				“Sorry. Not Harry. Name is Ellen Abbott. Year 2442. Sorry. Not Harry.”

				He shivered.

				Somebody had kicked him in the head, for no reason. At least that’s how it felt when he woke up the next morning. The room had a disturbed, electric feel to it, as if someone had drifted in, hovered over him, and vanished instantly just before his eyes opened.

				The door was locked on the inside.

				He saw the typewriter. He sat down again, very slowly.

				Stubborn dream, that. It persisted in being real. Yet he had completely forgotten it during sleep, and he didn’t know why he should forget something so dramatically shoved into his life.

				Dressing, tidying up the room, he pretended to be interested in everything but the machine. It was a poor job of acting. Stalling as long as he dared, he exited reluctantly to hunt jobs. Pausing outside the door, he listened. Not a sound but his own breathing in his mouth. Then—he remembered. Tonight. Ellen Abbott had said it. Tonight. Same time.

				He walked off to find work that didn’t exist.

				He must have walked a lot; his feet were swollen. He must have talked to dozens of people and had dozens of jobs refused him, and somewhere along the line he boarded a bus, because, that evening coming home he found an unused transfer in his hand. He found a dollar bill, too. Borrowed, he didn’t know where, and he didn’t care. Getting to his room fast was the main thing.

				It was the first time he had ever rushed to that room or any room. Funny. The apartment house door swung ahead of him. He walked up rickety steps with his head down. Halfway up, he stopped. His face came up, jerking, all white afire and alert.

				There it was. A faint singing of chimes. And beating as quickly as his heart, the sounds that were the typewriter keys.

				It had been years since he had tried leaping steps three at a try. He learned how to do it all over again.

				Closing the door he stiffened when he saw it. Like a man deep under clear thick water he walked across the room in dreamy slow motion. Clicking off somewhere, the typewriter sounded, but it was right in front of him:

				“Hello—Steve Temple…!”

				He held himself in. Fingers twitching indecisively on the keys, he shut his jaw, hard. Then he let himself go and it was easy.

				“Hello, Ellen,” he wrote. “HELLO, ELLEN!”

				In the first few quiet moments after contact was sealed, Temple reluctantly sketched in his life for her. Cramped, grey years dragging on like men slogging it out in a chain gang. Nights of looking at a door, waiting for a knock, for someone to come and be his friend. And nobody ever there but the landlord whining about his rent. His only friends lived between book-covers: a few of them had grown out of his typewriter before it was pawned. That was all.

				Then Ellen Abbott spoke:

				“If you’re going to help me, and you are the only one I depend on now to mold the future, Steve Temple, you deserve a complete explanation. My father was Professor Abbott. You’ve heard of him, of course. No, how blind of me. How would you know him; you’ve been dead five hundred years—”

				Steve swallowed nervously. “I feel quite alive, thanks. Continue.”

				Ellen Abbott went on:

				“It’s a paradox. I’m unborn to you, and therefore unbelievable. And you’re dead and buried five centuries ago, and yet the whole future of the world revolves about we two impossibilities, and especially about you if you agree to act in our behalf.

				“Steve Temple, you will have to believe what I say. I can’t expect instantaneously blind obedience, but there are only three days more for you to decide and act and if you refuse at the last moment, all my talking will be for nothing when I could have been pleading with someone else in your age. I must convince you of my utter sincerity. There’s a job for you to do—”

				Temple saw the next few words and everything got dark and uneven inside himself. The small room got cold, and Steve didn’t move, he sat and stared at the words as they appeared:

				“You have a job to do for me—no, not for me, but for all of us in the future.”

				The next thing that came into focus was a cup of coffee in his right hand. Contracting his throat muscles, coffee scalded his stomach. The Greek was there. You could smell him, fat and greasy behind his beanery counter. Something white flashed: the Greek’s teeth.

				“Hello, Greek.” Temple’s lips barely moved. “How did I get here?”

				“You walked in, just like you done every night last three years. You oughta take it easy. You look like a ghost. What’s up?”

				“Same thing. Is it foggy tonight?”

				“Don’t you know?”

				“Me?” Steve chafed hands that were rimmed with cool moisture. “Oh, yeah. Sure. Sure, it’s foggy. I forgot.” He drew a trembling breath, and it felt like the first one he had had in hours. “Funny thing, Greek—five hundred years from now they’ll do away with fog….”

				“Chamber of Commerce pass a law?”

				“Weather control,” said Steve. Control. He thought the word over and over again, and added. “Yeah. All kinds of control. A dictatorship, maybe.”

				“You think so?” Pursing his brows, the Greek leaned heavy on the counter. “You think, the way things work now, we get into one?”

				“Five hundred years from now,” said Steve.

				“Hell. Who cares? Five hundred years!”

				“Who cares? Maybe I do, Greek. I don’t know yet.” Steve stirred his coffee for a while. “Look, Greek, if you’d known Hitler for what he’d be forty years ago, and you’d had the chance, would you have killed him?”

				“Sure! Who wouldn’t? Look what a mess he made?”

				“Think. Think about all the guys who grew up with Hitler, though. Some one of them must have guessed what he’d be. Did they do anything about it? No.”

				The Greek shrugged heavily.

				Temple slumped over his coffee for a moment. “How about me, Greek? Would you kill me, knowing I’d be tomorrow’s tyrant?”

				The Greek made laughter. “You—another Hitler?”

				Temple smiled twistedly. “See! You don’t believe I could endanger the world. That’s how Hitler got away with it. Because he was a little guy long before he was a big guy, and nobody pays any attention to the little guys.”

				“Hitler was different.”

				“Was he?” Steve tightened up. “A paperhanger? Different? That’s funny. Nobody recognizes a murderer until it’s too late.”

				“Okay. Suppose I bump you off,” offered the Greek. “So, how do I prove you’re the next dictator. You’re dead, so you’re no dictator. It don’t work out. They toss me in the clink.”

				“That’s the whole thing.” Temple was looking at a picture hung on the wall. A campaign advertisement of a healthy, pink faced man with crisp white hair and eyes that were blue and open. Under the picture was a label: J. H. McCracken for Congress, 13th District.

				Things got black. Trembling violently, Temple rose from his seat, looked about wildly, passed his hands in front of his eyes and yelled it: “Greek! What’s the date? Quick! I forget! I keep forgetting important things!”

				It sounded as if the Greek was in an echo chamber. “Five o’clock in the morning. January 11th. Ten cents, please.”

				“Oh, yeah. Yeah.” Steve stood there, swaying, and still staring at that picture. The one of J. H. McCracken, electee to Congress. “I’ve still got time, then. Three days before they kill Ellen—”

				The Greek said, “Huh?” and Steve said, “Nothing,” and he laid out two nickels on the counter. A moment later he faced the door of the beanery, opening it, and somewhere back a million miles the Greek was talking, “You going so soon?” and Steve replied, “I guess so.” And then he said, “Greek…?”

				“Yeah?”

				“Ever have a million nightmares and wake up afraid and wound tight in the dark, and then go back to sleep and have one of those dreams that are high and swift and beautiful and shine like stars? It’s good, Greek. It’s a change. You forget all the nightmares for a while. You wake up alive for the first days in years. That’s what happened to me, Greek….”

				The door opened under his hand, the fog came in cold and salty against the warm food-smell. He thought about things and got scared he would forget things—Ellen and the machine and the future. He must not forget. Ever. There, on the wall, hung J. H. McCracken’s picture. Now, take the M and the c off the last name and spell what’s left with a K. The guy looked decent. He looked like he loved his wife and kids.

				Like it or not, it was a fact. J. H. McCracken was one of the men he had to kill! He had to remember that.

				He remembered something else. The first, the unconsciously ironic words that he had typed the night before on the machine:

				“Now is the time for all good men to come to the aid of—”

				The future! Steve Temple walked outside and shut the door in the Greek’s puzzled face. Just like that.

				The fog went away after awhile, taking the darkness with it, and pretty soon it was high noon.

				Threading into the open rolling green of Griffith hills a bus carried Steve Temple to the warm open fresh places described in the vivid tongue of Ellen Abbott.

				He walked alone. Up ahead, where the years mellowed down into a haze with distance, there would be people here, moving and speaking and living in the palatial structure of a Dictator. Buildings would soar up like silver spears hurled and frozen. There would be music, coming soft and sweet from the hidden radio sources in trees and on hills and in coves. And across the sky airships would drift like flecks of dream stuff.

				Most of all, five hundred years from now—Temple climbed a high hill and stood looking at the calm quiet, closing his eyes—on this exact spot a woman named Abbott would be held in the uppermost tier of a crystalline palace. Crimson keys would whisper under her fingers and her message would vibrate through five centuries—to him.

				The future was so real, he put out a hand, almost touching it. Wind rattled typewriter paper in his grasp, a scroll of dialogue twisted from the machine during the midnight hours.

				In the midst of that future’s bright fabric, the black liquid threat of Kraken spread, staining. Kraken, who was the fourth of a dynasty, the pallid, soft-faced man who held the world in two fists and wouldn’t let it go.

				Steve rubbed his jaw. Here he was hating a guy he would never meet.

				He could only meet him indirectly. Hell. It was a fantastic sort of thing. Waging a war against a man, fighting across all those years. Who’d have thought a little guy like him would ever be given the chance to play hero to the world?

				Ellen said a lot on paper. Steve read it over:

				“Father and I sweated on the dimensional method as the only force powerful enough to uproot Kraken’s rigid foundation. Tracing history back to its most probable point, the Crisis where it would be easiest for the elimination of his ancestors, was our job. Kraken passed laws forbidding Time research, fearing it for what it was. He found out what my father was doing. On the day of my father’s murder, I was captured and held. But the work was already done. I brought my ‘typewriter’ with me to the cell, supposedly to write my last day ‘memoirs.’”

				Here, Steve had interjected: “Why a typewriter?” and she gave the answer:

				“Father wanted to go back to The Crisis and be sure the assassinations were done correctly. Guinea pig experiments resulted—well—rather unpleasantly. Some guinea pigs came back inside out. We don’t know why. They just did. Not all of them; some came back incomplete, minus heads, lacking bodies, and some never returned. We couldn’t risk my Father on the job. Time ‘travel’ was impossible. Someone in the Past had to undertake the job, unquestioningly, without pay—” 

				“A guy by the name of Temple?”

				“Yes. If he can, and if he will and if he is fully convinced that the future depends on it. Are you convinced, Steve?” 

				“I don’t know. I think I am, but—”

				“We tried radio, Steve. Speaking directly, how much easier it would be convincing you. But the fourth dimension destroys radio waves. That was eliminated. Metal is more stolid than flesh or radio-wave, and out of that fact the typewriter came, strong, hard and welded of special alloys; the very last method we could use, the very best, and we’ve finally pushed through to you and time is shorter for all of us—”

				Steve knew the rest of it by heart. This machine was a dimensional remanifestation of hers, self-energized and compact. More about Kraken. The slaughter of innocent people, the slavery of billions. And the pages ending with:

				“You can make the dead to walk, Steve. You can resurrect my father, kill Kraken and free me from prison. All this you can do. I must go now. Tomorrow night again….”

				Steve looked up from the folded typed papers, looked up at the sky where there should have been a tangible dictator’s palace and Ellen in the top of it.

				Instead, he saw nothing but clouds.

				“—make the dead to walk.”

				He hitchhiked back to his room.

				Make the dead to walk. Yes. Slay Kraken and automatically another Probable world would become concrete. The people he would have slain would live. Ellen’s father—he, too, would not be assassinated.

				The worlds of probable ifs. IF he sat looking at the typewriter, not touching it, for the rest of the week, Ellen Abbott would be slain. If he killed McCracken she would live.

				There were a lot of ifs in life. A lot of things he could do if he so chose. He could go to New York or Chicago or Seattle. He had a choice. He could eat or starve in those cities. He had a choice. He could commit murder. Or robbery. Or kill himself. Choice. A lot of ifs. Each one leading to a different life, a different existence than the others, once chosen.

				So Ellen and Kraken weren’t improbable. She lived in the most Probable if-world. She would continue living in it and be executed Friday night if he didn’t stop it. If. If. If.

				If he had the nerve. IF he was successful. If someone didn’t stop him. If he lived that long. Tomorrow’s world was a honey-comb of probabilities, waiting to be filled with reality, with definite, decided actions.

				That evening Ellen and he talked about music and painting. He learned of her passionate regard for Beethoven, Debussey, Chopin, Gliere, and someone named Mourdene born in 1987. Her favorite literature was the product of Dickens, Chaucer, Christopher Morley….

				They didn’t even mention a man by the name of McCracken. Or another, named Kraken.

				Through it all, Temple didn’t have a body or a voice or anything but fire and warmth around him. His room was transformed with some touch, some essence of her yet unborn world. It was like sunlight pouring in through high, cathedral windows, washing away with clean light all the dingy world of 1967. You can’t be lonely with sun on your face and inside you and your fingers working in unison on a machine with someone named Ellen Abbott, talking about sociology and psychology, literature, semantics and so many other important things.

				“All the details must be clear, Steve. If you will believe in my world as it is and as it will become after you change it, you must know everything. I didn’t expect you to learn or make up your mind immediately. That would be against every known rule of logic. I gambled on you——”

				When midnight came they were still bursting back and forth with a tide of information. Fashions, religions, beliefs.

				And even—love.

				“Very sorry,” wrote Ellen, “that there was never time for love. I was so busy so many years, running from city to city, working, encouraging father. At the time, he was my one devotion. Very sorry. If only there were time——”

				“There’ll be time,” retorted Steve quietly. “If what you say about Probable futures is sound theory, then there’ll be plenty. More than you can use. I’ll see to it.”

				“And—if you should fail?”

				He didn’t want to think about it at all—not at all.

				* * * *

				There was suddenly a lot of silence in the room. In the middle of it, Steve heard his heart pulsing at the base of his throat. He didn’t remember writing it; his hands only moved a few times, and there it was:

				“I—I’d like to see you, Ellen. Just once.”

				More silence. The silence lasted so long that he was afraid she would never speak again. But, she did.

				“You’re a fine man, Steve Temple. Time changes little in the way of emotion. Look. There’s a weak energy field encompassing this machine. Press your fingers down, bend near the machine and concentrate. Maybe—for an instant—our images may become en rapport. Press close, Steve….”

				Steve obeyed instantly, something in his grey, blank eyes that had never been there before. Something warm. His lips went back from his teeth, tight with expectancy.

				Something happened to his lungs so he couldn’t breathe. 

				She was there.

				Just a faint quavering outline at first, increasing. Sitting across from him. Across from him by five hundred years. Her hair was like the sun and her eyes were grave and blue under the glow of that hair, and her pink mouth opened mutely and formed the words, “Hello, Steve—”

				Just like that.

				Then the image washed out, and the room was warm as molten steel on all sides of him, and they typed a bit longer, his eyes swimming, and then it was over for that night, she was gone, he sat there looking at the place she had been, and the room very slowly got cold again.

				That night he had dreams before he went to sleep. 

				He had never taken anything in his life.

				He stole a gun, a nice new shiny paralysis gun from a Weapon Shop on East Ninth. It took half the day to get up the nerve to do it, five minutes to do it, and the rest of the day to try and calm down and forget about doing it.

				By that time it was Thursday evening and five hundred years away a woman was sitting down to write her “memoirs….”

				They talked less of frivolous art things. They talked the hard, grim stuff that faced him in a short time. That glimpse, that one vivid materialization of her image the previous night had convinced him. Someone so cool, so soft, so right in her loveliness, someone like she was—well, he could sacrifice for her.

				She put the blueprints at his fingertips with a few clean strokes of the keys. Late tomorrow afternoon, J. H. McCracken would be in his offices in North Los Angeles, preparing last moment details before planing to Washington. He must not leave the office. His son must not leave the office, either. They were to die.

				“You understand everything, Steve?”

				“Yes. I have the gun.”

				“Is there anything that’s not clear?”

				“Ellen—from time to time I forget things. Things waver. The first night, I slept, when I woke up I’d forgotten. In the beanery, again, I had to be reminded of the date. I don’t want to forget you, Ellen. Why does it happen?”

				“Oh, Steve, you still don’t understand. Time is such a strange creature to you. Like a fog, shifting in light and dark winds, the future is twisted by circumstance. There are two Ellen Abbotts, and only one of them knows Steve Temple. When something occurs that threatens her chances of ever existing, naturally you forget her. Your very contact, small as it is, with Time, is enough to waver it. That’s why you have flashing, momentary amnesia.”

				He repeated it:

				“I don’t want to forget you. I’ve gone ahead, hoping that if I indirectly killed Kraken, it would insure your life, but—”

				She cleared it up for him. She did such a good job of it that it was like a hard blow in the stomach—like the rough kick of a mule.

				“Steve, with Kraken eradicated, automatically a new free world will be born. As before, the same people will be in it, but they’ll be singing. The name Kraken will be a blank to them. And the millions he butchered will live again. In that world, there’ll be no place for Professor Abbott and his daughter Ellen.

				“I won’t remember you, Steve. I will have never met you. There would be no reason, Kraken gone, for me to meet you. I’ll forget we ever conversed late at night or that I ever dreamed of building a time-typewriter. And that’s the way it will be, Steve, tomorrow night, when you kill J. H. McCracken.”

				It stunned him. “But—I thought….”

				“I didn’t fool you purposely, Steve. I thought you realized that tomorrow night would be the end, no matter what.”

				“I thought that some way you might get through alive to 1967 someday, or help ME to come to your time.” His fingers shook.

				“Oh, Steve. Steve.”

				He was getting sick. His throat ached, tight and hot.

				“It’s late, and the Guard is coming to check. We’d better say our last goodbye now—”

				“No! Please, Ellen. Wait. Tomorrow.”

				“It’ll be too late, then, if you kill McCracken.”

				“I have a plan. It’ll work—I know it’ll work. Just so I can talk with you once more, Ellen. Just one more time.”

				“All right. I know it’s impossible but—tomorrow night. Good luck. Good luck and good night.”

				The machine stopped moving.

				It hit him hard, the silence. He sat there, weaving dazedly in the chair, laughing a little at himself.

				Well—he could always go back to walking in the fog. There was always a lot of fog. It walked beside you, behind you, ahead of you, and it never spoke. It touched you once in awhile on the face as if it understood. That was all. He’d walk all night, come home, undress in the dark, and turn in, praying that once he slept he would never wake up again. Never.

				“I’ll forget we ever conversed late at night. I won’t remember you, Steve.”

				* * * *

				In the late afternoon of January 14th, Friday, Steve Temple shoved the paralysis gun inside his dirty jacket and zippered it.

				No matter what action he took, Ellen Abbott would be destroyed today. An execution chamber awaited her if he didn’t move fast. And if he succeeded, then, too, the Ellen he had known would vanish like smoke-wisps in the wind.

				He would have to kill McCracken very carefully so as to speak to Ellen again. He had to get to her once more before all of Time changed, reconsolidating itself for Eternity, to give her his final message. He thought it over. He knew exactly the words to say.

				He started walking, fast.

				It didn’t feel like his body, it felt like somebody else’s. Like getting used to a new suit, all tight and close and too warm for the weather, that’s how it was. Eyes, mouth, his whole face set in one lined pattern he didn’t dare break. Once he relaxed it would smash the whole thing.

				He got his shoulders back where they hadn’t been in years, and he made fists of hands that had long ago relaxed in despair. It was almost like getting back a hunk of self-respect, clutching a gun, knowing you were going to change the whole damned future’s profile.

				He had lungs again, and used them for breathing, and his heart wasn’t just lying still in his chest. It yelled, wanting out. Sky clear overhead, his heels came down, smooth, swift, on concrete walks. Suddenly it was four o’clock in the afternoon. Strange buildings rose around him, numbers passing the calm scrutiny of his eyes. He kept walking, because if he stopped he’d never get his legs going again.

				This was the street.

				Suddenly he began to cry. It was all hidden behind the tautened lines of his face, warm and bitter, his brain lurching against dim skull-walls, his throat retching down to where the heart slammed upon it. Warm water got half out of his eyes before he stopped it. A wind blew far away, whining, but it was a very calm day and there was no wind. Nothing must happen now to stop him, he thought. Nothing. He turned in at an alley, walked back to a side-door, opened it, went in.

				He climbed a backstairs flight where the sun, his feet scraping softly and his heart-beat were the only tangibles in a crazy nightmare. He met nobody. He wished he would meet someone, someone who would say it was only play-acting, that he could toss the gun away, wake up. Nobody stopped him. Nobody said that to him. It was four long flights of sunlit stairs.

				Inside his head, his brain ran around trying to put on the brakes, but there were none. He had to do it. You can’t let the same thing happen all over again, like Hitler. Hitler growing up. Nobody laying a hand on him, or pumping his vile body full of lead. McCracken. The guy he was going to kill looked innocent. Everybody said how swell a guy he was. Yeah. But how about his sons, and their sons?

				Ellen. Moving his lips. Ellen. His heart moved. Ellen. Moving his feet. And there was the door. Silver-lettered across it:

				J. H. McCracken, U. S. Congressional Rep.

				Pale and quiet, Steve opened the door and stood looking at a young man who sat behind a bleached walnut desk. A green metal triangle said: William McCracken. The Representative’s son.

				One glimpse of a square, surprised face, mouth widened to the teeth, hands coming up to fend off the inevitable.

				A pressure of a finger. The gun in Steve’s hand kept purring contentedly like a sleepy cat. He snapped it off, quick. All of it had taken an instant. One breath. One heartbeat. It was very easy and very hard to kill a man. He readjusted a stud on the paralyzing-tube.

				From the next office, quietly: “Oh, Will, step in a moment, son. I want to check those Washington plane tickets again.”

				Sometimes it’s hard to open a door, even an unlocked one.

				That voice. J. H. McCracken, newly elected people’s man.

				Tighter and quieter, Steve opened the second door and this time McCracken was closer when he said, “Did you get them all right, son? No slip-ups?”

				Steve looked at McCracken’s broad back and said, “No slip-ups,” so that McCracken heard. He swiveled in his chair, came around, holding a lit cigar in one hand, fountain pen in the other. His eyes were blue and didn’t see the gun. “Oh, hello,” he said, smiling. Then he saw the gun and the smile went away inside him.

				Steve said, “You don’t know me. You don’t know why you’re being killed because you always leaned over backward to be clean. You never cheated at marbles. Neither did I. That doesn’t mean someone else might not cheat five hundred years from now. Time’s verdict says you’re guilty. It’s too bad you don’t look like a crook, it would make it easier….”

				McCracken opened his mouth, thinking he could talk him out of it.

				The gun sang its little song. There was no more talk. Steve sweated. Not too much power. Just enough to weaken the cardiac nerves. Walking in close, Steve kept the weapon singing half-power. Snapping it off, he bent, inserted fingers in the grey vest. The heart was still there, weak. Fading.

				He said something funny to the body: “Don’t die yet. Do me a favor—keep alive until I talk to Ellen again….”

				Then he shuddered so violently it was enough to rip the flesh from his bones. Sick, teeth chattering, his eyes blurred, he dropped the gun, picked it up and began worrying. It was a long way to his room, to the typewriter and Ellen.

				He had to make it, though. Somehow he’d cheat the future. He’d think of some way to keep Ellen for himself. Some way.

				He got hold of his fear, held it in one place, kept it there. Opening the door, he came face to face with McCracken’s bewildered, office staff. Three women, two men coming to say their goodbyes, frozen in shocked attitudes over the son’s body.

				Temple fell back in the seat, mouth full of saliva he climbed out onto a fire escape, shut it, started down. Someone flung up the window behind him, yelled. Someone opened it and came down after him. Their feet made an iron clangor on the metal ladders.

				Leaping to the alleyway, Steve fled for the corner, yanked open the door of the first cab he found, flopped in, shouting directions. Two of McCracken’s men rounded the alley corner, shouting. The cab slid away from the curb, smooth and quick. The cabbie hadn’t heard a thing.

				Temple fell back in the seat, mouth full of saliva he couldn’t swallow, so he spat it out. He didn’t feel like a book hero. He only felt cold scared and small, crouching there. He had changed the future. Nobody knew it but himself and Ellen Abbott.

				And she would forget.

				“Wait, Ellen. Wait for me, please.”

				So this is what it’s like to save a world. To have frozen insides and hot tears on your face and hands that shake violently if you quit grasping your knees. Ellen!

				The cab hurled itself to a stop in front of his hotel. He staggered out, saying wild, silly things to nobody. He heard the cabbie yell, but he ran ahead, anyway. He got inside, ran upstairs.

				He unlocked his door and then stood there, afraid to open it. Afraid to look inside his room. The cabbie was coming up the steps behind him, cursing. What if everything was too late…?

				Sucking his breath in, Steve opened the door.

				It was there! The typewriter was still there!

				Steve slammed the door, locked it, and then in one insane stumbling movement he was across the room to the machine, yelling and typing simultaneously.

				“Ellen! Ellen Abbott! Ellen, I did it. It’s all over. Are you still there?”

				A pause. Looking at the blank, horribly blank paper, his blood pounding through his veins until they ached. It seemed centuries before the typewriter keys moved and then it said:

				“Oh, Steve, you succeeded. You did it for us. And I hardly know what to say. There’s no reward for you. I can’t even help you, and I wish I could. Things are changing already, getting misty and melting like waxen figures, flowing away in the Time Stream….”

				“Hold on a while longer, Ellen. Please!”

				“Before, we had all of Time, Steve. Now, I can’t hold reforming matter and moments. It’s like snatching at stars!”

				Down below, in a sunlit street, a car braked to a stop. Voices broke out of the car, a metal door rapped home. McCracken’s men, coming to find Steve Temple. Maybe, with guns—

				“Ellen! One last thing. Here, in my time, one of your ancestors must have lived—somewhere! Where, Ellen?”

				“Don’t hurt yourself, Steve. Don’t you understand. It’s no use!”

				“Please. Tell me. Some one I could speak to, someone I could see. Tell me. Where?”

				“Cincinnati. Her name is Helen Anson. But—”

				Heavy footsteps pounding in the hotel hall, muffled voices.

				“The address is 6987 C Street….”

				Then—the time was up. Across the city, McCracken lay pulsing out his last life. And here every beat of his fading heart acted upon Ellen and Steve Temple.

				“Steve. Steve, I—”

				Then he gave her his last message. The thing he had wanted to say for a long time, from inside him. The door was being beaten by fists and shoulders as he said it, but he said it anyhow, in the desperation of the last seconds:

				“Ellen. Ellen, I love you. Hear me, Ellen! I love you! Don’t go away now. Don’t!”

				He kept typing it over and over and over again, and he was crying like a kid and his throat couldn’t say it all, and he kept typing it over and over….

				…until the keys misted, dissolved, melted and flowed away under his fingers, and he kept typing it until all the hard, bright wonder of the machine was gone and his hands fell through empty air to rap upon the top of an empty table.

				And when they broke the door open, even then he didn’t stop crying….

				 

				

 JONAH OF THE JOVE-RUN

				 

				Previously uncollected, “Jonah of the Jove-Run” was originally titled by Bradbury as “The Calculator.” It was published in its current title in February 1948 in Planet Stories.

				 

				* * * *

				 

				Nibley stood in the changing shadows and sounds of Marsport, watching the great supply ship TERRA being entered and left by a number of officials and mechanics. Something had happened. Something was wrong. There were a lot of hard faces and not much talk. There was a bit of swearing and everybody looked up at the night sky of Mars, waiting.

				But nobody came to Nibley for his opinion or his help. He stood there, a very old man, with a slack-gummed face and eyes like the little bubbly stalks of crayfish looking up at you from a clear creek. He stood there fully neglected. He stood there and talked to himself.

				“They don’t want me, or need me,” he said. “Machines are better, nowadays. Why should they want an old man like me with a taste for Martian liquor? They shouldn’t! A machine isn’t old and foolish, and doesn’t get drunk!”

				Way out over the dead sea bottoms, Nibley sensed something moving. Part of himself was suddenly awake and sensitive. His small sharp eye moved in his withered face. Something inside of his small skull reacted and he shivered. He knew. He knew that what these men were watching and waiting for would never come.

				Nibley edged up to one of the astrogators from the TERRA. He touched him on the shoulder. “Say,” he said. “I’m busy,” said the astrogator. “I know,” said Nibley, “but if you’re waiting for that small repair rocket to come through with the extra auxiliary asteroid computator on it, you’re wasting your time.”

				“Like hell,” said the astrogator, glaring at the old man. “That repair rocket’s got to come through, and quick; we need it. It’ll get here.”

				“No, it won’t,” said Nibley, sadly, and shook his head and closed his eyes. “It just crashed, a second ago, out on the dead sea bottom. I—felt—it crash. I sensed it going down. It’ll never come through.”

				“Go away, old man,” said the astrogator. “I don’t want to hear that kind of talk. It’ll come through. Sure, sure, it has to come through.” The astrogator turned away and looked at the sky, smoking a cigarette.

				“I know it as a fact,” said Nibley, but the young astrogator wouldn’t listen. He didn’t want to hear the truth. The truth was not a pleasant thing. Nibley went on, to himself. “I know it for a fact, just like I was always able to know the course of meteors with my mind, or the orbits or parabolas of asteroids. I tell you—”

				The men stood around waiting and smoking. They didn’t know yet about the crash out there. Nibley felt a great sorrow rise in himself for them. That ship meant a great deal to them and now it had crashed. Perhaps their lives had crashed with it.

				A loud speaker on the outer area of the landing tarmac opened out with a voice: “Attention, crew of the Terra. The repair ship just radioed in a report that it has been fired upon from somewhere over the dead seas. It crashed a minute ago.”

				The report was so sudden and quiet and matter-of-fact that the standing smoking men did not for a moment understand it.

				Then, each in his own way, they reacted to it. Some of them ran for the radio building to verify the report. Others sat down and put their hands over their faces. Still more of them stood staring at the sky as if staring might put the repair ship back together again and get it here safe and intact. Instinctively, at last, all of them looked up at the sky.

				Jupiter was there, with its coterie of moons, bright and far away. Part of their lives lived on Jupiter. Most of them had children and wives there and certain duties to perform to insure the longevity of said children and wives. Now, with the speaking of a few words over a loudspeaker, the distance to Jupiter was suddenly an immense impossibility.

				The captain of the Rocket Terra walked across the field slowly. He stopped several times to try and light a cigarette, but the night wind blew it out. He stood in the rocket shadow and looked up at Jupiter and swore quietly, again and again and finally threw down his cigarette and heeled it with his shoe.

				Nibley walked up and stood beside the captain.

				“Captain Kroll…”

				Kroll turned. “Oh, hello, Grandpa—” 

				“Tough luck.”

				“Yeah. Yeah. I guess that’s what you’d call it. Tough luck.”

				“You’re going to take off anyway, Captain?”

				“Sure,” said Kroll quietly, looking at the sky. “Sure.”

				“How’s the protective computator on board your ship?”

				“Not so hot. Bad, in fact. It might conk out before we get half way through the asteroids.”

				“That’s not good,” said Nibley.

				“It’s lousy. I feel sick. I need a drink. I wish I was dead. I wish we’d never started this damned business of being damned pioneers. My family’s up there!” He jerked his hand half way to Jupiter, violently. He settled down and tried to light another cigarette. No go. He threw it down after the other.

				“Can’t get through the asteroids without an asteroid computator to protect you, without that old radar set-up, captain,” said Nibley, blinking wetly. He shuffled his small feet around in the red dust.

				“We had an auxiliary computator on that repair ship coming from Earth,” said Kroll, standing there. “And it had to crash.”

				“The Martians shoot it down, you think?”

				“Sure. They don’t like us going up to Jupiter. They got claims there, too. They’d like to see our colony die out. Best way to kill a colony is starve the colony. Starve the people. That means my family and lots of families. Then when you starve out the families the Martians can step in and take over, damn their filthy souls!”

				* * * *

				Kroll fell silent. Nibley shifted around. He walked around in front of Kroll so Kroll would see him. “Captain?”

				Kroll didn’t even look at him.

				Nibley said, “Maybe I can help.” 

				“You?”

				“You heard about me, captain! You heard about me.”

				“What about you?”

				“You can’t wait a month for another auxiliary computator to come through from Earth. You got to push off tonight, to Jupiter, to get to your family and the colony and all that, captain, sure!” Nibley was hasty, he sort of fidgeted around, his voice high, and excited. “An’ if your only computator conks out in the middle of the asteroids, well, you know what that means. Bang! No more ship! No more you. No more colony on Jupiter! Now, you know about me, my ability, you know, you heard.”

				Kroll was cool and quiet and far away. “I heard about you, old man. I heard lots. They say you got a funny brain and do things machines can’t do. I don’t know. I don’t like the idea.”

				“But you got to like the idea, captain. I’m the only one can help you now!”

				“I don’t trust you. I heard about your drinking that time and wrecking that ship. I remember that.”

				“But I’m not drinking now. See. Smell my breath, go ahead! You see?”

				Kroll stood there. He looked at the ship and he looked at the sky and then at Nibley. Finally he sighed. “Old man, I’m leaving right now. I might just as well take you along as leave you. You might do some good. What can I lose?”

				“Not a damned thing, Captain, and you won’t be sorry,” cried Nibley.

				“Step lively, then!”

				They went to the Rocket, Kroll running, Nibley hobbling along after.

				Trembling excitedly, Nibley stumbled into the Rocket. Everything had a hot mist over it. First time on a rocket in—ten years, by god. Good. Good to be aboard again. He smelled it. It smelled fine. It felt fine. Oh, it was very fine indeed. First time since that trouble he got into off the planet Venus…he brushed that thought away. That was over and past.

				He followed Kroll up through the ship to a small room in the prow.

				Men ran up and down the rungs. Men who had families out there on Jupiter and were willing to go through the asteroids with a faulty radar set-up to reach those families and bring them the necessary cargo of machinery and food they needed to go on.

				Out of a warm mist, old Nibley heard himself being introduced to a third man in the small room.

				“Douglas, this is Nibley, our auxiliary computating machine.”

				“A poor time for joking, Captain.” 

				“It’s no joke,” cried Nibley. “Here I am.”

				Douglas eyed Nibley with a very cold and exact eye. “No,” he said. “No. I can’t use him. I’m computant-mechanic.”

				“And I’m captain,” said Kroll.

				Douglas looked at Kroll. “We’ll shove through to Jupiter with just our leaky set or radar computators; that’s the way it’ll have to be. If we’re wrecked halfway, well, we’re wrecked. But I’ll be damned if I go along with a decrepit son-of-a-witchdoctor!”

				Nibley’s eyes watered. He sucked in on himself. There was a pain round his heart and he was suddenly chilled.

				Kroll started to speak, but a gong rattled and banged and a voice shouted, “Stations! Gunners up! Hammocks! Takeoff!”

				“Takeoff!”

				“Stay here!” Kroll snapped it at the old man. He leaped away and down the rungs of the ladder, leaving Nibley alone in the broad shadow of the bitter-eyed Douglas. Douglas looked him up and down in surly contempt. “So you know arcs, parabolas and orbits as good as my machines, do you?”

				Nibley nodded, angry now that Kroll was gone:

				“Machines,” shrilled Nibley. “Can’t do everything! They ain’t got no intuition. Can’t understand sabotage and hatreds and arguments. Or people. Machines’re too damn slow!”

				Douglas lidded his eyes. “You—you’re faster?”

				“I’m faster,” said Nibley.

				Douglas flicked his cigarette toward a wall-disposal slot.

				“Predict that orbit!”

				Nibley’s eyes jerked. “Gonna miss it!” 

				The cigarette lay smouldering on the deck.

				Douglas scowled at the cigarette.

				Nibley made wheezy laughter. He minced to his shock-hammock, zipped into it. “Not bad, not bad, eh?”

				The ship rumbled.

				Angrily, Douglas snatched up the cigarette, carried it to his own hammock, rolled in, zipped the zipper, then, deliberately, he flicked the cigarette once more. It flew.

				“Another miss,” predicted Nibley.

				Douglas was still glaring at the floored cigarette when the Rocket burst gravity and shot up into space toward the asteroids.

				* * * *

				Mars dwindled into the sun. Asteroids swept silently down the star-tracks, all metal, all invisible, shifting and shifting to harry the Rocket—

				Nibley sprawled by the great thick visiport feeling the computators giving him competition under the floor in the level below, predicting meteors and correcting the Terra’s course accordingly.

				Douglas stood behind Nibley, stiff and quiet. Since he was computant-mechanic, Nibley was his charge. He was to protect Nibley from harm. Kroll had said so. Douglas didn’t like it at all.

				Nibley was feeling fine. It was like the old days. It was good. He laughed. He waved at nothing outside the port. “Hi, there!” he called. “Meteor,” he explained in an aside to Douglas. “You see it?”

				“Lives at stake and you sit there playing.”

				“Nope. Not playin’. Just warmin’ up. I can see ‘em beatin’ like hell all up and down the line, son. God’s truth.”

				“Kroll’s a damned fool,” said Douglas. “Sure, you had a few lucky breaks in the old days before they built a good computator. A few lucky breaks and you lived off them. Your day’s done.”

				“I’m still good.”

				“How about the time you swilled a quart of rot-gut and almost killed a cargo of civilian tourists? I heard about that. All I have to say is one word and your ears’d twitch. Whiskey.”

				At the word, saliva ran alarmingly in Nibley’s mouth. He swallowed guiltily.

				Douglas, snorting, turned and started from the room. Nibley grabbed a monkey-wrench on impulse, heaved it. The wrench hit the wall and fell down. Nibley wheezed, “Wrench got an orbit like everything. Fair bit of computation I did. One point over and I’d have flanked that crumb!”

				There was silence now, as he hobbled back and sat wearily to stare into the stars. He felt all of the ship’s men around him. Vague warm electrical stirrings of fear, hope, dismay, exhaustion. All their orbits coming into a parallel trajectory now. All living in the same path with him. And the asteroids smashed down with an increasing swiftness. In a very few hours the main body of missiles would be encountered.

				Now, as he stared into space he felt a dark orbit coming into conjunction with his own. It was an unpleasant orbit. One that touched him with fear. It drew closer. It was dark. It was very close now.

				A moment later a tall man in a black uniform climbed the rungs from below and stood looking at Nibley.

				“I’m Bruno,” he said. He was a nervous fellow, and kept looking around, looking around, at the walls, the deck, at Nibley. “I’m food specialist on board. How come you’re up here? Come down to mess later. Join me in a game of Martian chess.”

				Nibley said, “I’d beat the hell out of you. Wouldn’t pay. It’s against orders for me to be down below, anyways.”

				“How come?”

				“Never you never mind. Got things to do up. here. I notice things. I’m chartin’ a special course in a special way. Even Captain Kroll don’t know every reason why I’m makin’ this trip. Got my own personal reasons. I see ‘em comin’ and goin’, and I got their orbits picked neat and dandy. Meteors, planets and men. Why, let me tell you—”

				Bruno tensed somewhat forward. His face was a little too interested. Nibley didn’t like the feel of the man. He was off-trajectory. He—smelled—funny. He felt funny.

				Nibley shut up. “Nice day,” he said. 

				“Go ahead,” said Bruno. “You were saying?”

				Douglas stepped up the rungs. Bruno cut it short, saluted Douglas, and left. 

				Douglas watched him go, coldly. “What’d Bruno want?” he asked of the old man. “Captain’s orders, you’re to see nobody.”

				Nibley’s wrinkles made a smile. “Watch that guy Bruno. I got his orbit fixed all round and arced. I see him goin’ now, and I see him reachin’ aphelion and I see him comin’ back.”

				Douglas pulled his lip: “You think Bruno might be working for the Martian industrial clique? If I thought he had anything to do with stopping us from getting to the Jovian colony—”

				“He’ll be back,” said Nibley. “Just before we reach the heavy Asteroid Belt. Wait and see.”

				The ship swerved. The computators had just dodged a meteor. Douglas smiled. That griped Nibley. The machines were stealing his feathers. Nibley paused and closed his eyes.

				“Here come two more meteors! I beat the machine this time!”

				They waited. The ship swerved, twice. “Damn it,” said Douglas.

				* * * *

				Two hours passed. “It got lonely upstairs,” said Nibley apologetically.

				Captain Kroll glanced nervously up from the mess-table where he and twelve other men sat. Williams, Simpson, Haines, Bruno, McClure, Leiber, and the rest. All were eating, but not hungry. They all looked a little sick. The ship was swerving again and again, steadily, steadily, back and forth. In a short interval the Heavy Belt would be touched. Then there would be real sickness.

				“Okay,” said Kroll to Nibley. “You can eat with us, this once. And only this once, remember that.”

				Nibley ate like a starved weasel. Bruno looked over at him again and again and finally asked, “How about that chess game?”

				“Nope. I always win. Don’t want to brag but I was the best outfielder playing baseball when I was at school. Never struck out at bat, neither. Damn good.”

				Bruno cut a piece of meat. “What’s your business now, Gramps?”

				“Findin’ out where things is goin’,” evaded Nibley.

				Kroll snapped his gaze at Nibley. The old man hurried on, “Why, I know where the whole blamed universe is headin’.” Everybody looked up from their eating. “But you wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” laughed the old man.

				Somebody whistled. Others chuckled. Kroll relaxed. Bruno scowled. Nibley continued, “It’s a feelin’. You can’t describe stars to a blind man, or God to anybody. Why, hell’s bells, lads, if I wanted I could write a formula on paper and if you worked it out in your mind you’d drop dead of symbol poison.”

				Again laughter. A bit of wine was poured all around as a bracer for the hours ahead. Nibley eyed the forbidden stuff and got up. “Well, I got to go.” “Have some wine,” said Bruno. “No, thanks,” said Nibley. “Go ahead, have some,” said Bruno. “I don’t like it,” said Nibley, wetting his lips. “That’s a laugh,” said Bruno, eyeing him. “I got to go upstairs. Nice to have ate with you boys. See you later, after we get through the Swarms—”

				Faces became wooden at the mention of the approaching Belt. Fingers tightened against the table edge. Nibley spidered back up the rungs to his little room alone.

				An hour later, Nibley was drunk as a chromium-plated pirate.

				He kept it a secret. He hid the wine-bottle in his shock hammock, groggily. Stroke of luck. Oh yes, oh yes, a stroke, a stroke of luck, yes, yes, yes, finding that lovely fine wonderful wine in the storage cabinet near the visiport. Why, yes! And since he’d been thirsty for so long, so long, so long. Well? Gurgle, gurgle!

				Nibley was drunk.

				He swayed before the visiport, drunkenly deciding the trajectories of a thousand invisible nothings. Then he began to argue with himself, drowsily, as he always argued when wine-webs were being spun through his skull by red, drowsy spiders. His heart beat dully. His little sharp eyes flickered with sudden flights of anger.

				“You’re some liar, Mr. Nibley,” he told himself. “You point at meteors, but who’s to prove you right or wrong, right or wrong, eh? You sit up here and wait and wait and wait. Those machines down below spoil it. You never have a chance to prove your ability! No! The captain won’t use you! He won’t need you! None of those men believe in you. Think you’re a liar. Laugh at you. Yes, laugh. Yes, they call you an old, old liar!”

				Nibley’s thin nostrils quivered. His thin wrinkled face was crimsoned and wild. He staggered to his feet, got hold of his favorite monkey-wrench and waved it slowly back and forth.

				* * * *

				For a moment his heart almost stopped in him. In panic he clutched at his chest, pushing, pulling, pumping at his heart to keep it running. The wine. The excitement. He dropped the wrench. “No, not yet!” he looked down at his chest, wildly tearing at it. “Not just yet, oh please!” he cried. “Not until I show them!”

				His heart went on beating, drunkenly, slowly.

				He bent, retrieved the wrench and laughed numbly. “I’ll show ‘em,” he cried, weaving across the deck. “Show them how good I am. Eliminate competition! I’ll run the ship myself!”

				He climbed slowly down the rungs to destroy the machines.

				It made a lot of noise.

				Nibley heard a shout. “Get him!” His hand went down again, again. There was a scream of whistles, a jarring of flung metal, a minor explosion. His hand went down again, the wrench in it. He felt himself cursing and pounding away. Something shattered. Men ran toward him. This was the computator! He hit upon it once more. Yes! Then he was caught up like an empty sack, smashed in the face by someone’s fist, thrown to the deck. “Cut acceleration!” a voice cried far away. The ship slowed. Somebody kicked Nibley in the face. Blackness. Dark. Around and around down into darkness….

				When he opened his eyes again people were talking:

				“We’re turning back.”

				“The hell we are,” Kroll says, “we’ll go on, anyway.”

				“That’s suicide! We can’t hit that Asteroid Belt without radar.”

				Nibley looked up from the floor. Kroll was there, over him, looking down at the old man. “I might have known,” he said, over and over again. He wavered in Nibley’s sobering vision.

				The ship hung motionless, silent. Through the ports, Nibley saw they were based on the sunward side of a large planetoid, waiting, shielded from most of the asteroid particles.

				“I’m sorry,” said Nibley.

				“He’s sorry.” Kroll swore. “The very man we bring along as relief computator sabotages our machine! Hell!”

				Bruno was in the room. Nibley saw Bruno’s eyes dilate at Kroll’s exclamation. Bruno knew now.

				Nibley tried to get up. “We’ll get through the Swarm, anyway. I’ll take you through. That’s why I broke that blasted contraption. I don’t like competition. I can clear a path through them asteroids big enough to lug Luna through on Track Five!”

				“Who gave you the wine?”

				“I found it, I just found it, that’s all.”

				The crew hated him with their eyes. He felt their hatred like so many meteors coming in and striking at him. They hated his shriveled, wrinkled old man guts. They stood around and waited for Kroll to let them kick him apart with their boots.

				Kroll walked around the old man in a circle. “You think I’d chance you getting us through the Belt!” He snorted. “What if we got half through and you got potted again!” He stopped, with his back to Nibley. He was thinking. He kept looking over his shoulder at the old man. “I can’t trust you.” He looked out the port at the stars, at where Jupiter shone in space. “And yet—” He looked at the men. “Do you want to turn back?”

				Nobody moved. They didn’t have to answer. They didn’t want to go back. They wanted to go ahead.

				“We’ll keep on going, then,” said Kroll.

				Bruno spoke. “We crew-members should have some say. I say go back. We can’t make it. We’re just wasting our lives.”

				Kroll glanced at him, coolly. “You seem to be alone.” He went back to the port. He rocked on his heels. “It was no accident Nibley got that wine. Somebody planted it, knowing Nibley’s weakness. Somebody who was paid off by the Martian Industrials to keep this ship from going through. This was a clever set-up. The machines were smashed in such a way as to throw suspicion directly on an innocent, well, almost innocent, party. Nibley was just a tool. I’d like to know who handled that tool—”

				Nibley got up, the wrench in his gnarled hand. “I’ll tell you who planted that wine. I been thinking and now—”

				Darkness. A short-circuit. Feet running on the metal deck. A shout. A thread of fire across the darkness. Then a whistling as something flew, hit. Someone grunted.

				The lights came on again. Nibley was at the light controls. 

				On the floor, gun in hand, eyes beginning to numb, lay Bruno. He lifted the gun, fired it. The bullet hit Nibley in the stomach.

				Nibley grabbed at the pain. Kroll kicked at Bruno’s head. Bruno’s head snapped back. He lay quietly.

				The blood pulsed out between Nibley’s fingers. He watched it with interest, grinning with pain. “I knew his orbit,” he whispered, sitting down cross-legged on the deck. “When the lights went out I chose my own orbit back to the light switch. I knew where Bruno’d be in the dark. Havin’ a wrench handy I let fly, choosin’ my arc, naturally. Guess he’s got a hard skull, though….”

				* * * *

				They carried carried Nibley to a bunk. Douglas stood over him, dimly, growing older every second. Nibley squinted up. All the men tightened in upon it. Nibley felt their dismay, their dread, their worry, their nervous anger.

				Finally, Kroll exhaled. “Turn the ship around,” he said. “Go back to Mars.”

				The crew stood with their limp hands at their sides. They were tired. They didn’t want to live any more. They just stood with their feet on the deck. Then, one by one, they began to walk away like so many cold, dead men.

				“Hold on,” cried Nibley, weakening. “I ain’t through yet. I got two orbits to fix. I got one to lay out for this ship to Jupiter. And I got to finish out my own separate secret personal orbit. You ain’t turnin’ back nowhere!”

				Kroll grimaced. “Might as well realize it, Grandpa. It takes seven hours to get through the Swarms, and you haven’t another two hours in you.”

				The old man laughed. “Think I don’t know that? Hell! Who’s supposed to know all these things, me or you?”

				“You, Pop.”

				“Well, then, dammit—bring me a bulger!”

				“Now, look—”

				“You heard me, by God—a bulger!” 

				“Why?”

				“You ever hear of a thing called triangulation? Well, maybe I won’t live long enough to go with you, but, by all the sizes and shapes of behemoths—this ship is jumpin’ through to Jupiter!”

				Kroll looked at him. There was a breathing silence, a heart beating silence in the ship. Kroll sucked in his breath, hesitated, then smiled a grey smile.

				“You heard him, Douglas. Get him a bulger.”

				“And get a stretcher! And tote this ninety pounds of bone out on the biggest asteroid around here! Got that?”

				“You heard him, Haines! A stretcher! Stand by for maneuvering!” Kroll sat down by the old man. “What’s it all about, Pop? You’re—sober?”

				“Clear as a bell!”

				“What’re you going to do?”

				“Redeem myself of my sins, by George! Now get your ugly face away so I can think! And tell them bucks to hurry!”

				Kroll bellowed and men rushed. They brought a space-suit, inserted the ninety pounds of shrill and wheeze and weakness into it—the doctor had finished with his probings and fixings—buckled, zipped and welded him into it. All the while they worked, Nibley talked.

				“Remember when I was a kid. Stood up to that there plate poundin’ out baseballs North, South and six ways from Sundays.” He chuckled. “Used to hit ‘em, and predict which window in what house they’d break!” Wheezy laughter. “One day I said to my Dad, ‘Hey, Dad, a meteor just fell on Simpson’s Garage over in Jonesville.’ ‘Jonesville is six miles from here’, said my father, shakin’ his finger at me. ‘You quit your lyin’, Nibley boy, or I’ll trot you to the woodshed!’”

				“Save your strength,” said Kroll.

				“That’s all right,” said Nibley. “You know the funny thing was always that I lied like hell and everybody said I lied like hell, but come to find out, later, I wasn’t lyin’ at all, it was the truth. I just sensed things.”

				The ship maneuvered down on a windless, empty planetoid. Nibley was carried on a stretcher out onto alien rock.

				“Lay me down right here. Prop up my head so I can see Jupiter and the whole damned Asteroid Belt. Be sure my headphones are tuned neat. There. Now, give me a piece of paper.”

				Nibley scribbled a long weak snake of writing on paper, folded it. “When Bruno comes to, give him this. Maybe he’ll believe me when he reads it. Personal. Don’t pry into it yourself.”

				The old man sank back, feeling pain drilling through his stomach, and a kind of sad happiness. Somebody was singing somewhere, he didn’t know where. Maybe it was only the stars moving on the sky.

				“Well,” he said, clearly. “Guess this is it, children. Now get the hell aboard, leave me alone to think. This is going to be the biggest, hardest, damnedest job of computatin’ I ever latched onto! There’ll be orbits and cross orbits, big balls of fire and little bitty specules, and, by God, I’ll chart ‘em all! I’ll chart a hundred thousand of the damned monsters and their offspring, you just wait and see! Get aboard! I’ll tell you what to do from there on.”

				Douglas looked doubtful.

				Nibley caught the look. “What ever happens,” he cried. “Will be worth it, won’t it? It’s better than turnin’ back to Mars, ain’t it? Well, ain’t it?”

				“It’s better,” said Douglas. They shook hands.

				“Now all of you, get!”

				* * * *

				Nibley watched the ship fire away and his eyes saw it and the Asteroid Swarm and that brilliant point of light that was massive Jupiter. He could almost feel the hunger and want and waiting up there in that star flame.

				He looked out into space and his eyes widened and space came in, opened out like a flower, and already, natural as water flowing, Nibley’s mind, tired as it was, began to shiver out calculations. He started talking.

				“Captain? Take the ship straight out now. You hear?”

				“Fine,” answered the captain.

				“Look at your dials.”

				“Looking.”

				“If number seven reads 132:87, okay. Keep ‘er there. If she varies a point, counteract it on Dial Twenty to 56.90. Keep her hard over for seventy thousand miles, all that is clear so far. Then, after that, a sharp veer in number two direction, over a thousand miles. There’s a big sweep of meteors coming in on that other path for you to dodge. Let me see, let me see—” He figured. “Keep your speed at a constant of one hundred thousand miles. At that rate—check your clocks and watches—in exactly an hour you’ll hit the second part of the Big Belt. Then switch to a course roughly five thousand miles over to number 3 direction, veer again five minutes on the dot later and—”

				“Can you see all those asteroids, Nibley. Are you sure?”

				“Sure. Lots of ‘em. Every single one going every which way! Keep straight ahead until two hours from now, after that last direction of mine—then slide off at an angle toward Jupiter, slow down to ninety thousand for ten minutes, then up to a hundred ten thousand for fifteen minutes. After that, one hundred fifty thousand all the way!”

				Flame poured out of the rocket jets. It moved swiftly away, growing small and distant.

				“Give me a read on dial 67!”

				“Four.”

				“Make it six! And set your automatic pilot to 61 and 14 and 35. Now—everything’s okay. Keep your chronometer reading this way—seven, nine, twelve. There’ll be a few tight scrapes, but you’ll hit Jupiter square on in 24 hours, if you jump your speed to 700,000 six hours from now and hold it that way.”

				“Square on it is, Mr. Nibley.”

				Nibley just lay there a moment. His voice was easy and not so high and shrill any more. “And on the way back to Mars, later, don’t try to find me. I’m going out in the dark on this metal rock. Nothing but dark for me. Back to perihelion and sun for you. Know—know where I’m going?”

				“Where?”

				“Centaurus!” Nibley laughed. “So help me God I am. No lie!”

				He watched the ship going out, then, and he felt the compact, collected trajectories of all the men in it. It was a good feeling to know that he was guiding them. Like in the old days….

				Douglas’ voice broke in again.

				“Hey, Pop. Pop, you still there?”

				A little silence. Nibley felt blood pulsing down inside his suit. “Yep.” he said.

				“We just gave Bruno your little note to read. Whatever it was, when he finished reading it, he went insane.”

				Nibley said, quiet-like. “Burn that there paper. Don’t let anybody else read it.”

				A pause. “It’s burnt. What was it?”

				“Don’t be inquisitive,” snapped the old man. “Maybe I proved to Bruno that he didn’t really exist. To hell with it!”

				The rocket reached its constant speed. Douglas radioed back: “All’s well. Sweet calculating, Pop. I’ll tell the Rocket Officials back at Marsport. They’ll be glad to know about you. Sweet, sweet calculating. Thanks. How goes it? I said—how goes it? Hey, Pop! Pop!”

				Nibley raised a trembling hand and waved it at nothing. The ship was gone. He couldn’t even see the jet-wash now, he could only feel, that hard metal movement out there among the stars, going on and on through a course he had set for it. He couldn’t speak. There was just emotion in him. He had finally, by God, heard a compliment from a mechanic of radar-computators!

				He waved his hand at nothing. He watched nothing moving on and on into the crossed orbits of other invisible nothings. The silence was now complete.

				He put his hand down. Now he had only to chart that one last personal orbit. The one he had wanted to finish only in space and not grounded back on Mars.

				It didn’t take lightning calculation to set it out for certain.

				Life and death were the parabolic ends to his trajectory. The long life, first swinging in from darkness, arcing to the inevitable perihelion, and now moving back out, out and away—

				Into the soft, encompassing dark.  

				“By God,” he thought weakly, quietly. “Right up to the last, my reputation’s good. Never fluked a calculation yet, and I never will….”

				He didn’t.

				 

				

 HOLIDAY

				 

				This Martian tale has not been chronicled, although it was included in the 1965 British anthology of Far Boundaries. “Holiday” was first published in Arkham Sampler in the autumn of 1949.

				 

				* * * *

				 

				Someone suggested wine for dinner. So Charlie fetched a dusty bottle from the cellar and uncorked it.

				“What time is it?” he asked.

				“Let’s see.” Bill raised his watch. “About seven.”

				The three men in the stone room had drunk beer all afternoon with the radio murmuring in the hot silence. Now, with the sun set, they buttoned their shirts again.

				“I’m glad my sister’s away in the mountains tonight” said Walter.

				“She’ll hear about it, anyway, won’t she? They have a telegraph up at the villa?”

				“Last I heard, it was out of order.” Walter tapped his fingers on the stone table. “It’s this waiting kills me. I wish I didn’t know. I wish I could just look up and see it happen and be surprised and not have time to think.”

				“Suppose it’ll happen tonight?” Bill handed around glasses of the cool wine. He was frying a large omelette on the office stove, with tomato sauce and crisp bacon.

				“Who knows?” said Charlie.

				“They said it might in the last radiogram that came through before the silence.”

				Walter opened the large window. The sky was clear, dark, filling with stars. A still quiet warmth as of breathing hung over the village down hill. Distantly, a canal lay near the horizon, shining.

				“Mars is a funny planet,” observed Walter, looking out. “I never dreamed I’d wind up living here, a couple million miles from home.”

				Voices sounded below; two dim figures careened along the alley.

				“There go Johnson and Remington,” said Walter. “Drunker than owls, already. God, how I envy them.”

				“If there’s one time I don’t want to be drunk, it’s tonight,” said Bill, spooning out omelette on three stone plates. “Where’s your son, Walt?”

				Walter called out the window into the dark, evening street. “Joe!” After a moment, a small voice replied, far away, “Can’t I stay out, dad?” “No!” Walter called back. “Come eat!” “But I might miss it,” complained Joe, trudging up the back stairs, slowly. “Eat and you can run back out,” said Waiter, as they all sat down to the table. The boy, ten years old and blond, watched the door and ate rapidly with his spoon. “Slow down,” suggested his father. “Some more wine, anybody?” The wine was poured quietly.

				They did little conversing during the supper hour.

				“My plate’s clean; can I go now, dad?”

				Walter nodded and the boy ran. His footsteps faded down the alley. Bill said, “He wasn’t born on Earth, was he?”

				“No. Here in Mars Village, in 1991. His mother divorced me two years later. She went back to Earth. Joe stayed on; the psychologist pointed out that space travel and the change in environments would be too much for Joe. So he stayed here with me.”

				“This must be quite a night for Joe.”

				“Yes, he’s excited. Means nothing to him, of course; just another entertainment, something new, different.”

				“Why can’t we change the subject?” Charles slammed down his knife and fork. “What time is it?” Somebody told him. “More wine,” he gasped, holding the bottle, his hand trembling.

				“The Martians are throwing a big shindig in the village tonight,” said Bill, helping clear the table. “I don’t blame them. We came here to colonize Mars in our rockets and never asked if they wanted us or not. How many Earthmen are here on Mars now, Charlie?”

				“A thousand; no more than that.”

				“Well, that makes us a neat minority, doesn’t it? Those two million Martians will certainly deserve their celebration on a night like this. They’ve declared a planet-wide holiday! children out of school and everything. The Big Set-Piece Day they call it. Fireworks and all.”

				They walked out onto the balcony of the stone house to sit smoking their cigarettes. “I’m sure it won’t happen tonight,” said Charlie, smiling, sweat on his upper lip.

				“Let’s not kid ourselves,” said Walt, taking out his pipe.

				“My kid’s down in the town now running and screaming with the Martian kids in the big holiday. He’s almost a Martian himself. Oh, it’ll be tonight all right.”

				“I wonder what the Martians will do to us?”

				Walt shrugged. “Nothing. God, how they must feel about all this. Without having to lift a finger, without having anything to do with the Fireworks, the Martian can watch the display. I think it’ll amuse them to let us live on; remnants of a civilization, as it were, that set fire to its own tail.”

				Bill puffed slowly. “I’ve got a father, living in Illinois, Lake Bluff, tonight. God how he hated Communists.”

				“No kidding?” Charlie laughed, shortly. “I went through Lake Bluff three times in the summer of 1980, when I was twelve.”

				“I’ll be damned,” said Bill.

				They sat in darkness, cigarettes glowing. Far away, the running feet, the shouts, the laughs, grew louder. Carnival music sounded, firecrackers exploded, whistles blew. In all the tilted stone houses candles flickered out as shadows moved into the streets.

				“They’re climbing on their rooftops for the performance,” said Bill, quietly. “There’re some going up in the hills. They can make a night of it; take a picnic lunch, sit on a hilltop, wait for the big show, and maybe make a little love. Fine.”

				“Nice night. Were you ever in Chicago in the summer?” asked Charlie, suddenly. “Hot. I thought I’d die.”

				The town lights were all gone now. On the silent hills, the people watched the sky.

				“Funny,” said Bill. “I just thought of Central School, in Mellin Town, Wisconsin. Haven’t thought of it in years. We had an old maid teacher named Larribee and—” He stopped, drank his wine, and said nothing else.

				Walt’s son ran upstairs, panting.

				“Is it time?” He flopped on his father’s knee.

				“Aren’t you spending the night with the village boys?” asked Walt. “No, I’ll be with you,” said Joe. “After all,” he explained. “You were born in New York.”

				“Thanks,” said Walt.

				“Who planned the show tonight, the fireworks, dad?” 

				“I wish I knew.”

				In the east, a green star rose.

				Below, in the town, a murmur sounded.

				“Is that Earth in the sky, dad?”

				“Tell me about the set-piece and the fireworks, huh?” 

				“Well, it took a lot of money, people and time to build.” 

				“How long?”

				“Fifty years, I guess.”

				“That’s pretty long.”

				Walt held his son and the night wind rose across the alleys, slow and trembling. “I don’t see nothing,” said Joe. “Hush,” whispered his father. They held their breath.

				Earth was clear and green in the heavens.

				“Hell,” said Charlie. “It’s a false alarm. I’ll open a new bottle and—” He started to stand up.

				The sky exploded.

				“There!” cried Bill.

				They fell back as the whiteness burned the sky.

				Earth grew violently, flaming, twice, four times normal size. Fire pushed away darkness with no sound. Like a great green-red flare, the illumination rushed over upturned faces on the hills, in house windows, on rooftops, in valleys, by the rivers and the long canals and the dead seas. The white flame burned briefly in the eyes of the three waiting men.

				The light faded.

				On the hillsides a vast exultant sigh went up, there was a dinning of drums, a shouting. Joe turned to his father. “Is that all?”

				The three men held cigarettes unlit in their slumped hands. 

				“That’s all,” said Walt, eyes shut. “Show’s over.”

				“When will it happen again?” asked Joe.

				Walt got up swiftly. “Look; here’s the cellar key. Run down and carry up four bottles of wine. That’s a good boy. Hurry.”

				They sat without a word on the cold balcony until the boy brought the bottles up from the cellar.

				 

				

 I, MARS

				 

				This is another Martian tale which has somehow remained unchronicled. Also published as “Night Call, Collect,” it first came out in Super Science Stories (April 1949) and reprinted/anthologized several times in A Wilderness of Stars (1969), Tales of Terror from Outer Space (1975), and The Weekend Book of Science Fiction (1981).

				 

				* * * *

				 

				The phone rang. 

				A grey hand lifted the receiver. 

				“Hello?” 

				“Hello, Barton?”

				“Yes.”

				“This is Barton!” 

				“What?”

				“This is Barton!”

				“It can’t be. This phone hasn’t rung in twenty years.”

				The old man hung up. 

				Brrrrinnnng!

				His grey hand seized the phone.

				“Hello, Barton,” laughed the voice. “You have forgotten, haven’t you?”

				The old man felt his heart grow small and like a cool stone. He felt the wind blowing in off the dry Martian seas and the blue hills of Mars. After twenty years of silence and cobwebs and now, tonight, on his eightieth birthday, with a ghastly scream, this phone had wailed to life.

				“Who did you think it was?” said the voice. “A rocket captain? Did you think someone had come to rescue you?”

				“No.”

				“What’s the date?”

				Numbly, “July 20th, 2097.”

				“Good Lord. Sixty years! Have you been sitting there that long? Waiting for a rocket to come from Earth to rescue you?”

				The old man nodded.

				“Now, old man, do you know who I am? Think!”

				“Yes.” The dry pale lips trembling. “I understand. I remember. We are one. I am Emil Barton and you are Emil Barton.”

				“With one difference. You are eighty. I am only twenty. All of life before me!”

				The old man began to laugh and then to cry. He sat holding the phone like a lost and silly child in his fingers. The conversation was impossible, and should not be continued, and yet he went on with it. When he got hold of himself he held the phone close to his withered lips and said, in deepest anguish, “Listen! You there! Listen, oh God, if I could warn you! How can I? You’re only a voice. If I could show you how lonely the years are. End it, kill yourself! Don’t wait! If you knew what it is to change from the thing you are to the thing that is me, today, here, now, at this end.”

				“Impossible.” The voice of the young Barton laughed, far away. “I’ve no way to tell if you ever get this call. This is all mechanical. You’re talking to a transcription, no more. This is 2037. Sixty years in your past. Today, the atom war started on Earth. All colonials were called home from Mars, by rocket. I got left behind!”

				“I remember,” whispered the old man.

				“Alone on Mars,” laughed the young voice. “A month, a year, who cares? There are foods and books. In my spare time I’ve made transcription libraries of ten thousand words, responses, my voice, connected to phone relays. In later months I’ll call, have someone to talk with.”

				“Yes,” murmured the old man, remembering.

				“Forty-sixty years from now my own transcripto-tapes will ring me up. I don’t really think I’ll be here on Mars that long, it’s just a beautifully ironic idea of mine, something to pass the time. Is that really you, Barton? Is that really me?”

				Tears fell from the old man’s eyes. “Yes!”

				“I’ve made a thousand Bartons, tapes, sensitive to all questions, my voice, in one thousand Martian towns. An army of Bartons over Mars, while I wait for the rockets to return.”

				“You fool,” the old man shook his head, wearily. “You waited sixty years. You grew old waiting, always alone. And now you’ve become me and you’re still alone in the empty cities.”

				“Don’t expect my sympathy. You’re like a stranger, off in another country. I can’t be sad. I’m alive when I make these tapes. And you’re alive when you hear them. Both of us, to the other, incomprehensible. Neither can warn the other, even though both respond, one to the other, one automatically, the other warmly and humanly. I’m human now. You’re human later. It’s insane. I can’t cry, because not knowing the future I can only be optimistic. These hidden tapes can only react to a certain number of stimuli from you. Can you ask a dead man to weep?”

				“Stop it!” cried the old man, for his heart was sickening in him. He felt the familiar great seizures of pain. Nausea moved through him, and blackness. “Stop it! Oh God, but you were heartless. Go away!”

				“Were, old man? I am. As long as the tapes glide on, as long as secret spindles and hidden electronic eyes read and select and convert words to send to you, I’ll be young, cruel, blunt. I’ll go on being young and cruel long after you’re dead. Goodby.”

				“Wait!” cried the old man.

				Click.

				* * * *

				Barton sat holding the silent phone a long while. His heart gave him intense pain. 

				What insanity it had been. In youth’s flush, how silly, how inspired, those first secluded years, fixing the telephonic brains, the tapes, the circuits, scheduling calls on time relays:

				Brrrrinnnng!

				“Morning, Barton. This is Barton. Seven o’clock. Rise and shine!” 

				Brrrrinnnng!

				“Barton? Barton calling. You’re to go to Mars Town at noon. Install a telephonic brain. Thought I’d remind you.”

				“Thanks.”

				Brrrrinnnng!

				“Barton? Barton. Have lunch with me? The Rocket Inn?”

				“Right.”

				“See you. So long!”

				Brrrrinnnng!

				“That you, B.? Thought I’d cheer you. Firm chin, and all that. The rescue rocket might come tomorrow, to save you.”

				“Yes, tomorrow, tomorrow, tomorrow, tomorrow.”

				Click.

				But forty years had burned into smoke. Barton had muted the insidious phones and their clever, clever repartee. He had sealed them into silences. They were to call him only after he was eighty, if he still lived. And now today, the phones ringing, and the past breathing in his ear, sighing, whispering, murmuring, and remembering.

				Brrrrinnnng!

				He let it ring.

				“I don’t have to answer it,” he thought.

				Brrrrinnnng!

				“There’s no one there at all,” he thought.

				Brrrrinnnng!

				“It’s like talking to yourself,” he thought. “But different. Oh God, how different.”

				He felt his hands crawl unconsciously toward the phone.

				Click.

				“Hello, old Barton, this is young Barton. One year older, though. I’m twenty-one today. In the last year I’ve put voice brains in two hundred towns on Mars, I’ve populated it with arrogant Bartons!”

				“Yes.” The old man remembered those days six decades ago, those nights of rushing over blue hills and into iron valleys of Mars, with a truckful of machinery, whistling, happy. Another telephone, another relay. Something to do. Something clever and wonderful and sad. Hidden voices. Hidden, hidden. In those young days when death was not death, time was not time, old age a faint echo from the long blue cavern of years ahead. That young idiot, that sadistic fool, never thinking to reap the harvest so sown.

				“Last night,” said Barton, aged twenty-one, “I sat alone in a movie theater in an empty town. I played an old Laurel and Hardy. Laughed so much. God, how I laughed.”

				“Yes.”

				“I got an idea today. I recorded my voice one thousand times on one tape. Broadcast from the town, it sounds like a thousand people living there. A comforting noise, the noise of a crowd. I fixed it so doors slam in town, children sing, music boxes play, all by clock works. If I don’t look out the window, if I just listen, it’s all right. But if I look, it spoils the illusion. There’s only one solution. I’ll populate the town with robots. I guess I’m getting lonely.”

				The old man said, “Yes. That was your first sign.”

				“What?”

				“The first time you admitted you were lonely.”

				“I’ve experimented with smells. As I walk clown the deserted streets, the smells of bacon and eggs, ham steak, filets, soups, come from the houses. All done with hidden machines. Clever?”

				“Fantasy. Madness.” 

				“Self-protection, old man.”

				“I’m tired.” Abruptly, the old man hung up. It was too much. The past pouring over him, drowning him….

				Swaying, he moved down the tower stairs to the streets of the town.

				The town was dark. No longer did red neons burn, music play, or cooking smells linger. Long ago he had abandoned the grim fantasy of the mechanical lie. Listen! Are those footsteps? Smell! Isn’t that strawberry pie! No, he had stopped it all. What had he done with the robots? His mind puzzled. Oh, yes….

				He moved to the dark canal where the stars shone in the quivering waters.

				Underwater, in row after fish-like row, rusting, were the robot populations of Mars he had constructed over the years, and, in a wild realization of his own insane inadequacy, had commanded to march, one two three four! into the canal deeps, plunging, bubbling like sunken bottles. He had killed them and shown no remorse.

				* * * *

				BRRRRINNNNG.

				Faintly a phone rang in a light-less cottage.

				He walked on. The phone ceased.

				Brrrrinnnng. Another cottage ahead, as if it knew of his passing. He began to run. The ringing stayed behind. Only to be taken up by a ringing from now this house—Brrrrinnnng! now that, now here, there! He turned the corner. A phone! He darted on. Another corner. Another phone!

				“All right, all right!” he shrieked, exhausted. “I’m coming!”

				“Hello, Barton.”

				“What do you want!”

				“I’m lonely. I only live when I speak. So I must speak. You can’t shut me up forever.”

				“Leave me alone!” said the old man, in horror. “Oh, my heart!”

				“This is Barton, age twenty-four. Another couple of years gone. Waiting. A little lonelier. I’ve read War and Peace, drunk sherry, run restaurants with myself as waiter, cook, entertainer. And tonight, I star in a film at the Tivoli—Emil Barton in Love’s Labor Lost, playing all the parts, some with wigs, myself!”

				“Stop calling me,” the old man’s eyes were fiery and insane. “Or I’ll kill you!”

				“You can’t kill me. You’ll have to find me, first!”

				“I’ll find you!” A choking.

				“You’ve forgotten where you hid me. I’m everywhere in Mars, in boxes, in houses, in cables, towers, underground! Go ahead, try! What’ll you call it? Telecide? Suicide? Jealous, are you? Jealous of me here, only twenty-four, bright-eyed, strong, young, young, young? All right, old man, it’s war! Between us. Between me! A whole regiment of us, all ages from twenty to sixty, against you, the real one. Go ahead, declare war!”

				“I’ll kill you!” screamed Barton. 

				Click. Silence.

				“Kill you!” He threw the phone out the window, shrieking.

				In the midnight cold, the ancient automobile moved in deep valleys. Under Barton’s feet on the floorboard were revolvers, rifles, dynamite. The roar of the car was in his thin, tired bones.

				I’ll find them, he thought. Find and destroy, all of them. Oh, God, God, how can he do this to me?

				He stopped the car. A strange town lay under the late twin moons. There was no wind.

				He held the rifle in his cold hands. He peered at the poles, the towers, the boxes. Where? Where was this town’s voice hidden? That tower? Or that one there! Where! So many years ago. So long gone. So forgotten. He turned his head now this way, now that, wildly. It must be that tower! Was he certain? Or this box here, or the transformer half up that tower!

				He raised the rifle.

				The tower fell with the first bullet. 

				All of them, he thought. All of the towers in this town will have to be cut apart. I’ve forgotten. Too long. 

				The car moved along the silent street.

				Brrrrinnnng!

				He looked at the deserted drugstore. 

				Brrrrinnnng!

				Pistol in hand, he shot the lock off the door, and entered.

				Click.

				“Hello, Barton? Just a warning. Don’t try to rip down all the towers, blow things up. Cut your own throat that way. Think it over….”

				Click.

				He stepped out of the phone booth slowly and moved into the street and listened to the telephone towers humming high in the air, still alive, still untouched. He looked at them and then he understood.

				He could not destroy the towers. Suppose a rocket came from Earth, impossible idea, but suppose it came tonight, tomorrow, next week? and landed on the other side of the planet, and used the phones to try to call Barton, only to find the circuits dead? Yes, imagine!

				Barton dropped his gun.

				“A rocket won’t come,” he argued, softly, logically with himself. “I’m old. It won’t come now. It’s too late.”

				But suppose it came, and you never knew, he thought. No, you’ve got to keep the lines open.

				Brrrrinnnng.

				* * * *

				He turned dully. His eyes were blinking and not seeing. He shuffled back into the drugstore and fumbled with the receiver.

				“Hello?” A strange voice.

				“Please,” pleaded the old man, brokenly. “Don’t bother me.”

				“Who’s this, who’s there? Who is it? Where are you?” cried the voice, surprised.

				“Wait a minute.” The old man staggered. “This is Emil Barton, who’s that?”

				“This is Captain Leonard Rockwell, Earth Rocket 48. Just arrived from New York.”

				“No, no, no.”

				“Are you there, Mr. Barton?”

				“No, no, it can’t be, it just can’t.” 

				“Where are you?”

				“You’re lying, it’s false!” The old man had to lean against the booth wall. His blue eyes were cold blind. “It’s you, Barton, making, making fun of me, lying to me again!”

				“This is Captain Rockwell, Rocket 48. Just landed in New Schenectady. Where are you?”

				“In Green Town,” he gasped. “That’s a thousand miles from you.” 

				“Look, Barton, can you come here?” 

				“What?”

				“We’ve repairs on our rocket. Exhausted from the flight. Can you come help?”

				“Yes, yes.”

				“We’re at the tarmac outside town. Can you rush by tomorrow?”

				“Yes, but—”

				“Well?”

				The old man petted the phone, pitifully. “How’s Earth? How’s New York? Is the war over? Who’s President now? What happened?”

				“Plenty of time for gossip when you arrive.”

				“Is everything fine?”

				“Fine.”

				“Thank God.” The old man listened to the far voice. “Are you sure you’re Captain Rockwell?”

				“Damn it, man!”

				“I’m sorry!”

				He hung up and ran.

				They were here, after many years, unbelievable, his own, who would take him back to Earth seas and skies and mountains.

				He started the car. He would drive all night. Could he do it? What of his heart—It would be worth a risk, to see people, to shake hands, to hear them near you.

				The car thundered in the hills. 

				That voice. Captain Rockwell. It couldn’t be himself, forty years ago. He had never made a recording like that. Or had he? In one of his depressive fits, in a spell of drunken cynicism, hadn’t he once made a false tape of a false landing on Mars with a synthetic captain, an imaginary crew? He jerked his grey head, savagely. No. He was a suspicious fool. Now was no time to doubt. He must run under the moons of Mars, hour on hour. What a party they would have!

				The sun rose. He was immensely tired, full of thorns and brambles of weakness, his heart plunging and aching, his fingers fumbling the wheel, but the thing that pleased him most was the thought of one last phone call: Hello, young Barton, this is old Barton. I’m leaving for Earth today! Rescued! He chuckled weakly.

				He drove into the shadowy limits of New Schenectady at sundown. Stepping from his car he stood staring at the rocket tarmac, rubbing his reddened eyes.

				The rocket field was empty. No one ran to meet him. No one shook his hand, shouted, or laughed.

				He felt his heart roar into pain. He knew blackness and a sensation of falling through the open sky. He stumbled toward an office.

				Inside, six phones sat in a neat row. 

				He waited, gasping.

				Finally.

				Brrrrinnnng.

				He lifted the heavy receiver.

				A voice said, “I was wondering if you’d get there alive.”

				The old man did not speak but stood with the phone in his hands.

				The voice continued, “An elaborate joke. Captain Rockwell reporting for duty, sir. Your orders, sir?”

				“You,” groaned the old man. 

				“How’s your heart, old man?”

				“No!”

				“Hoped the trip would kill you. Had to eliminate you some way, so I could live, if you call a transcription living.”

				“I’m going out now,” replied the old man, “and blow it all up. I don’t care. I’ll blow up everything until you’re all dead!”

				“You haven’t the strength. Why do you think I had you travel so far, so fast? This is your last trip!”

				The old man felt his heart falter. He would never make the other towns. The war was lost. He slid into a chair and made low sobbing, mournful noises from his loose mouth. He glared at the five other silent phones. As if at a signal, they burst into silver chorus! A nest of ugly birds screaming!

				Automatic receivers popped up. 

				The office whirled. “Barton, Barton, Barton!!”

				He throttled the phone in his hands, the voice, the youth, the time of long ago. He mashed, choked it and still it laughed at him. He throttled it. He beat it. He kicked at it. He hated it with hands and mouth and blind raging eye. He furled the hot wire like serpentine in his fingers, ripped it into red bits which fell about his stumbling feet.

				He destroyed three other phones. There was a sudden silence.

				And as if his body now discovered a thing which it had long kept secret, it seemed to decay upon his tired bones. The flesh of his eyelids fell away like flower petals. His mouth became a withered rose. The lobes of his ears melting wax. He pushed his chest with his hands and fell face down. He lay still. His breathing stopped. His heart stopped.

				After a long spell, the remaining two phones rang.

				Twice. Three times.

				A relay snapped somewhere. The two phone voices were connected, one to the other.

				“Hello, Barton?”

				“Yes, Barton?”

				“Aged twenty-four.”

				“I’m twenty-six. We’re both young. What’s happened?”

				“I don’t know. Listen.”

				The silent room. The old man did not stir on the floor. The wind blew in the broken window. The air was cool.

				“Congratulate me, Barton, this is my twenty-sixth birthday!”

				“Congratulations!”

				Laughter drifted out the window into the dead city.

				 

				

 THE ONE WHO WAITS

				 

				First published in Arkham Sampler in the summer of 1949, this little story has been reprinted and collected multiple times from 1951 up to 2000 in over 25 publications, including magazines, books, textbooks, and even appeared in comic form. However, this has remained an unchronicled Martian tale.

				 

				* * * *

				 

				I live in a well. I live like smoke in the well. Like vapour in a stone throat. I don’t move. I don’t do anything but wait. Overhead, I see the cold stars of night and morning, and I see the sun. And sometimes I sing old songs of this world when it was young. How can I tell you what I am when I don’t know? I cannot. I am simply waiting. I am mist and moonlight and memory. I am sad and I am old. Sometimes I fall like rain into the well. Spider webs are startled into forming where my rain falls fast, on the water surface. I wait in cool silence and there will be a day when I no longer wait.

				Now it is morning. I hear a great thunder. I smell red fire from a distance. I hear a metal crashing. I wait. I listen. Voices. Far away.

				“All right!”

				One voice. An alien voice. An alien tongue. I cannot know. No word is familiar. I listen.

				“Send the men out!”

				A crunching in crystal sands.

				“So this is Mars!”

				“Where’s the flag?”

				“Here you are, Sir.”

				“Good, good.”

				The sun is high in the blue sky and its golden rays fill the well and I hang like a flower pollen, invisible and misting in the warm light.

				Voices.

				“In the name of the Government of Earth, I proclaim this to be the Martian Territory, to be equally divided between the member nations.”

				“Amen.”

				What are they saying? I turn in the sun, like a wheel, invisible and lazy, golden and tireless.

				“What’s over here?”

				“A well!”

				“No?”

				“Come on and see.”

				The approach of warmth. Three objects bend over the well-mouth and my coolness rises to the objects.

				“Good!”

				“Think it’s good water?”

				“We’ll see.”

				“Someone get a bucket.”

				“I will!”

				A sound of running. The return.

				“Here we are.”

				I wait.

				“Let it down on the rope. Easy.”

				The water ripples softly as the bucket touches and fills. I rise in the warm air toward the well-mouth.

				“Here we are. You want to test this water, Regent?” 

				“Let’s have it.”

				“What a beautiful well. Look at that construction. How old do you think it is?”

				“God knows. When we landed in that other town yesterday Smith said there hasn’t been life on Mars in ten thousand years.” 

				“Imagine.”

				“How is it, Regent? The water.”

				“Pure as silver. Have a glass.”

				The sound of water in the hot sunlight. Now I hover like a dust, a cinnamon, upon the soft wind.

				“What’s the matter, Jones?”

				“I don’t know. Got a terrific headache. All of a sudden.” 

				“Did you drink the water yet?”

				“No, I haven’t. It’s not that. I was just bending over the well and all of a sudden, my head split. I feel better now.”

				Now I know who I am.

				My name is Stephen Leonard Jones and I am twenty-three years old and I have just come in a rocket from a planet called Earth and I am standing with my good friends Regent and Shaw by an old well on the planet Mars.

				I look down at my golden fingers, tan and strong. I look at my long legs and my silver uniform and at my friends. 

				“What’s wrong, Jones?” they say.

				“Nothing,” I say, looking at them. “Nothing at all.”

				The food is good. It has been ten thousand years since food. It touches the tongue in a fine way and the wine with the food is warming. I listen to the sound of voices. I make words that I do not understand but somehow understand. I test the air.

				“What’s the matter, Jones?”

				I tilt this head of mine and rest my hands holding the silver utensils of eating. I feel everything.

				“What do you mean?” this voice, this new thing of mine, says.

				“You keep breathing funny. Coughing,” says the other one. 

				I pronounce exactly. “Maybe a little cold coming on.” 

				“Check with the doc later.”

				I nod my head and it is good to nod. It is good to do several things after ten thousand years. It is good to breathe the air and it is good to feel the sun in the flesh deep and going deeper and it is good to feel the structure of ivory, the fine skeleton hidden in the warming flesh, and it is good to hear sounds much clearer and more immediate than they were in the stone deepness of a well. I sit enchanted.

				“Come out of it, Jones. Snap it. We got to move!”

				“Yes,” I say, hypnotized with the way the word forms like water on the tongue and falls with slow beauty out into the air.

				I walk and it is good walking. I stand high and it is a long way to the ground when I look down from my eyes and my head. It is like living on a fine cliff and being happy there.

				Regent stands by the stone wall, looking down. The others have gone murmuring to the silver ship from which they came.

				I feel the fingers of my hand and the smile of my mouth.

				“It is deep,” I say.

				“Yes.”

				“It is called a Soul Well.”

				Regent raises his head and looks at me. “How do you know that?”

				“Doesn’t it look like one?”

				“I never heard of a Soul Well.”

				“A place where waiting things, things that once had flesh, wait and wait,” I say touching his arm.

				* * * *

				The sand is fire and the ship is silver fire in the hotness of the day and the heat is good to feel. The sound of my feet in the hard sand. I listen. The sound of the wind and the sun burning the valleys. I smell the smell of the rocket boiling in the noon. I stand below the port.

				“Where’s Regent?” someone says.

				“I saw him by the well,” I reply.

				One of them runs towards the well. I am beginning to tremble. A fine shivering tremble, hidden deep, but becoming very strong. And for the first time I hear it, as if it, too, were hidden in a well. A voice calling deep within me tiny and afraid. And the voice cries, Let me go, let me go, and there is a feeling as if something was trying to get free, a pounding of labyrinthine doors, a rushing down dark corridors and up passages, echoing and screaming.

				“Regent’s in the well!”

				The men are running, all five of them. I run with them but now I am sick and the trembling is violent.

				“He must have fallen. Jones, you were here with him. Did you see? Jones? Well, speak up, man.”

				“What’s wrong, Jones?”

				I fall to my knees, the trembling is so bad.

				“He’s sick. Here, help me with him.”

				“The sun.”

				“No, not the sun,” I murmur.

				They stretch me out and the seizures come and go like earthquakes and the deep hidden voice in me cries This is Jones, this is me, that’s not him, that’s not him, don’t believe him, let me out, let me out! And I look up at the bent figures and my eyelids flicker. They touch my wrists.

				“His heart is acting up.”

				I close my eyes. The screaming stops. The shivering ceases. 

				I rise, as in a cool well, released.

				“He’s dead,” says someone.

				“Jones is dead.”

				“From what?”

				“Shock, it looks like.”

				“What kind of shock?” I say, and my name is Sessions and my lips move crisply, and I am the captain of these men. I stand among them and I am looking down at a body which lies cooling on the sands. I clap both hands to my head.

				“Captain!”

				“It’s nothing,” I say, crying out. “Just a headache. I’ll be all right. There. There,” I whisper. “It’s all right now.” 

				“We’d better get out of the sun, sir.”

				“Yes,” I say, looking down at Jones. “We should never have come. Mars doesn’t want us.”

				We carry the body back to the rocket with us, and a new voice is calling deep in me to be let out.

				“Help, help.” Far down in the moist earthenworks of the body. “Help, help!” in red fathoms, echoing and pleading.

				The trembling starts much sooner this time. The control is less steady.

				“Captain, you’d better get in out of the sun, you don’t look too well, Sir.”

				“Yes,” I say. “Help,” I say.

				“What, sir?”

				“I don’t say anything.”

				“You said, ‘Help’, Sir.”

				“Did I, Mathews, did I?”

				The body is laid out in the shadow of the rocket and the voice screams in the deep underwater catacombs of bone and crimson tide. My hands jerk. My mouth splits and is parched. My nostrils fasten wide. My eyes roll. Help, help, oh help, don’t, don’t let me out, don’t, don’t.

				“Don’t,” I say.

				“What, Sir?”

				“Never mind,” I say. “I’ve got to get free,” I say. I clap my hand to my mouth.

				“How’s that, sir?” cries Mathews.

				“Get inside, all of you, go back to Earth!” I shout.

				A gun is in my hand. I lift it.

				“Don’t, sir!”

				An explosion. Shadows run. The screaming is cut off. There is a whistling sound of falling through space.

				After ten thousand years, how good to die. How good to feel the sudden coolness, the relaxation. How good to be like a hand within a glove that stretches out and grows wonderfully cold in the hot sand. Oh, the quiet and the loveliness of gathering, darkening death. But one cannot linger on.

				A crack, a snap.

				“Good God, he’s killed himself!” I cry, and open my eyes and there is the captain lying against the rocket, his skull split by a bullet, his eyes wide, his tongue protruding between his white teeth. Blood runs from his head. I bend to him and touch him. “The fool,” I say. “Why did he do that?”

				The men are horrified. They stand over the two dead men and turn their heads to see the Martian sands and the distant well where Regent lies lolling in deep waters. A croaking comes from their dry lips, a whimpering, a childish protest against this awful dream.

				The men turn to me.

				After a long while, one of them says, “That makes you captain, Mathews.”

				“I know,” I say slowly.

				“Only six of us left.”

				“Good God, it happened so quick!”

				“I don’t want to stay here, let’s get out!”

				The men clamour. I go to them and touch them now, with a confidence which almost sings in me. “Listen,” I say, and touch their elbows or their arms or their hands.

				We all fall silent.

				We are one.

				No, no, no, no, no, no! Inner voices crying, deep down and gone into prisons beneath exteriors.

				We are looking at each other. We are Samuel Mathews and Raymond Moses and William Spaulding and Charles Evans and Forrest Cole and John Summers, and we say nothing but look upon each other and our white faces and shaking hands.

				We turn, as one, and look at the well.

				“Now,” we say.

				No, no, six voices scream, hidden and layered down and stored forever.

				Our feet walk in the sand and it is as if a great hand with twelve fingers was moving across the hot sea bottom.

				We bend to the well, looking down. From the cool depths six faces peer back up at us.

				One by one we bend until our balances are gone, and one by one drop into the mouth and down through cool darkness into the cold waters.

				The sun sets. The stars wheel upon the night sky. Far out, there is a wink of light. Another rocket coming, leaving red marks on space.

				I live in a well. I live like a smoke in a well. Like vapour in a stone throat. Overhead, I see the cold stars of night and morning, and I see the sun. And sometimes I sing old songs of this world when it was young. How can I tell you what I am when even I don’t know. I cannot.

				I am simply waiting.

				 

				THE END
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