






























































































































































































































































CRACK IN THE SHIELD

Donovan swung back. “That’s
typical! So there are only two types
of people nowadays—the ones in
clans, and hoods? Brother!”

“Well, everyone knows there’re
a few people outside who—"

“A few! Do you know just how
many people exist without clan
membership, without a shield, in
this day and age?”

“I—no, I'm afraid I don’t.”

“Nor does anybody. Because
nobody cares enough to keep rec-
ords. I'll tell you. More than twen-
ty million.”

“Well, I suppose there could be.
Out in the country . . .” Philip
waved vaguely.

Donovan laughed hollowly.
“The country! That’s just a net-
work of food stations and phony
resorts. All shielded. It's a waste-
land in between. No, that figure’s
for the ¢ities.”

His knowledgeable manner
grated. Philip found himself re-
sisting it.

“If nobody keeps records, how
can you be so sure of the figure?”

“We got sampling shots. Then
it was just a matter of scaling up
by area.”

“You mean . .
went down there?” ‘

“What—in the flesh! Do you
take me for some kind of an idiot?”

“Inside a shield . . .”

“Huh—you'd find a shield a fat
lot of good! We sent three robot
cameras down there. If you were
a human, they’d just hem you in

. you actually
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and starve you out, no matter how
many food pellets you stowed in
your belt. With the robots they
blacked them out with smoke-gas,
then shoved them along and into
the river. The second one we had
fitted with caterpillar treads and
engines to match, but that finished
up two hundred feet down in the
mud like the first. We located it—
it was still transmitting—but we
could hardly send a gang down
there to retrieve it, could we?

“The third one got back—Dby
courtesy of an inter-gang war that
broke out among the cars clus-
tered round it. And we had infra-
red cameras fitted on that one, We
got some hair-raising pictures of a
hoodlum battle in full blast.”

“How do they fight? If they've
all got shields?”

Donovan raised a fresh glass
and leered.

“Now, that would be telling,
wouldn’t it? You'll be seeing it all
on your screens in due course. Real
shots like that, mixed with recon-
structions for the human angle.”

He downed his drink in a fero-
cious gulp and wiped his lips with
the back of a hand.

“Have you ever imagined what
it would be like to live from day
to day without a shicld? Like the
old days, only a hundred times
worse? Mob riots, people sudden-
ly running amok. And all the time
at the mercy of hoodlum gangs.
Man—that'’s the naked life.”

A look of annoyance flickered
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across his face, and Philip—de-
spite being a bit high himself by
now—realized that the other had
just let slip the projected title of
the series. Donovan talked past it
quickly. “All you millions of peo-
ple behind your smug little per-
sonal shields and car shields and
house shields are living in a
womb.”

Philip was conscious of some-
body leaning into the conversation
—a thin man with a blank face.
The face became animated now.

“Nonsense! If people care to
live like that, it’s their own fault.
Any man’s got a right to a shield.
And any man worth his salt can
get hold of one. Millions are made
every year.”

Donovan wheeled lurchingly on
him.

“And do you know how much
a shield costs?”

“I surely do. You can see my
badge; I'm a Turtle. A standard
personal shield, atomic pack in-
cluded, costs two thousand three
hundred, tax paid. And prices go
down every year.”

“Do they now? Well, the
chances of an outcast being able
to buy one also go down every
year. Every day. Milked dry by
hoods at threat of his life—what
chance do you think anybody
down there’s got to save that kind
of money?”

“He can still apply for mem-
bership in a clan, at ground level.
Millions of lower status clanspeo-
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ple have never bought a shield in
their lives. They don’t have to, be-
cause they never leave the clan
house.” He coughed. “That doesn’t
happen in the Turtles, of course.
And I've been pressing my chiefs
to mount an all-out campaign on
the hard core in other clans. But
the fact remains—"

Philip knew that he ought to
exploit the opening and put in
some smart talk on behalf of a
Peacock promotion, but found
himself feeling singularly unzeal-
ous.

The lanky scriptwriter, for his
part, had turned away in distaste
from the Turtle. Now he swung
back.

“Don’t you think I've researched
that? Every inferior job in clans
is filled. I know, brother, I tested
it. I applied to a dozen for admis-
sion.”

“They probably detected that
You didn’t really want admission,”
countered the Turtle. “They cer-
tainly would have in our clan.
We've got some pretty efficient
screening procedures.”

“Impregnability to the Turtles
and all that—” Donovan was get-
ting obviously drunk by now—
“but personally I wouldn’'t want
to be a member of a clan that capi-
talized on a situation like that.”

“Concord to the Ants,” said the
Turtle, red in the face, “and let
me tell you that our Vice-Chief
himself is a third-generation
ground entrant. His grandfather
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was a barber shop machine oper-
ator.”

“I didn’t mean that,” said Don-
ovan, his voice loud. “And you
know I didn’t. I mean the situa-
tion—" he waved a hand—“down
there. If your lot had any human
decency they'd go down there and
distribute shields free to the
needy.”

A few heads turned, among
them Freda’s father. His look was-
n’t pleasant. He was in a group of
top brass from the Swallows.

Philip felt a sudden perverse
impulse to join in with Donovan
and the Turtle and have a real
slanging match—hedged in, of
course, by inter-clan formalities,
but they could be used to cutting
effect—and really scandalize
R.G. But he couldn’t summon the
necessary enthusiasm. One had to
have a certain liking even for one’s
adversaries, and he couldn’t warm
to the machine-like clan loyalty of
the Turtle. And he fancied that
Donovan, for all his lofty protes-
tations of concern on behalf of
suffering humanity beyond the
shields, was only concerned with
the exploitation of the situation
for his own ends, for the synthetic
emotion he could wring out of it.

He drifted away from the pair,
murmuring formal phrases which
neither of them heard, and taking
a fresh drink from the bar dis-
penser on the way. He intended to
find Freda; instead, he found him-
self facing Gloria Paston.
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“Why, hel-lo,” she breathed.
“Where have you been hiding
your georgeous self all this time?”

Philip, looking back on that
fateful evening, would never re-
member just what he said in re-
ply, but it made the Paston wom-
an chuckle throatily and rub—
there was no other word for it—
her magnificent body against him.
He would remember that he got
her a drink—and another for him-
self —that he found himself shar-
ing a sofa with her in a shadowy
corner of the room; that, some
time after—he would certainly
remember that—he looked up into
the aghast eyes of Freda.

“Hello, honey,” he said blithe-
ly. “Do you know Gloria—"

But Freda had turned on her
heel and was stalking off.

“Pardon me,” he said to the
blonde, and lurched to his feet.
He caught up with Freda by the
door, but not before stumbling
over somebody’s feet and causing

a chain-reaction through the
crowded room.
He grabbed her by the arm.

“What'’s all the indignation in
aid of? I-was only having a drink
with her.”

“Only! Why do you think she
latched on to you? Because we'd
put the word round to get her boy-
cotted for that dress. You, as an
artist, ought to appreciate that.”

“What the hell has my being an
artist got to do with it?”

“You ought to have enough
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taste, that’s why.” She detached
her arm. “But I'm not arguing with
you. I'm leaving.”

Everything came to a focus then
—despite the fact that his eyes
could only do so by an effort. But
his words were clear and vehe-
ment as he said, “Bloody well do
as you like,” and he turned and
pushed his way back to the bar.

As he passed, R.G. said grimly,
“I'll see you at the office tomorrow.”
Philip stalked loftily on and
dialled himself another drink.

He took it out on the balcony.
Gloria Paston was there. She gave
him a gratified smile and came
close to him.

But at this moment he wasn’t
interested. He looked out over the
city, past the great clan blocks—
a million lights shining inside the
faint night-haloes of their shields
—out past the business and fac-
tory sections, to the hinterland be-
yond. To a dark section, defined
only by the lights of the surround-
ing areas and the river. Within
that section only a few scattered
lights shone. As he watched, a red
glow woke and died. A bomb
blast? He waited for the noise,
but none reached him across the
intervening distance.

It was at that point that Philip
Tawn ran amok. As men had once
in the primitive world before
shields. All the resentments that,
until this moment, he had never
realized he felt—against his job,
against being an artist in a world
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that demanded machine-minders,
against a fiancé who filled her wak-
ing hours with feuds and senseless
points of formality, against every-
thing—exploded.

But he ran amok—such being
the world in which he lived—with
the utmost probity, within himself.
He handed his glass to the Paston
woman and walked quietly out of
the apartment, without this time
stumbling over a single foot.

He sat in a frowzy all-night bar
on the edge of the factory section.
Faint light was streaking the hori-
zon. He had on a day suit from
which he had snipped the badge
before leaving his apartment. His
clan cloak and shield were in the
poky reception cubicle of this
place; his car was in a garage three
blocks away.

He felt free, as he never had in
his life before. It couldn’t last . . .
no more than a few hours . . . but
it was a heady feeling, replacing
the effects of the drinks he had had
at the party. Those had worn off

by now; the tablet he had taken

beforehand took care of that and
any danger of a hangover. Now
the world of clan parties and pre-
cautionary tablets and little
Friends seemed a universe away.
He was ready to take the last step.

He flung some coins on the table
and went out. He passed through
the cubicle and was deadly calm
as the exit door slid back and he
walked straight through, without
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checking out either his cloak or his
shield. The monitor's voice
squawked out a canned reminder,
to be cut off abruptly as the door
slid shut behind him.

And he was alone in the world
—defenseless.

A shiver ran through him, and
he told himself that it was only the
cold of dawn upon his cloakless
frame. The great blocks of the sky-
line looked as if they had been cut
out by giant shears. He turned his
back on them and walked toward
the wilderness.

Nobody else shared the street
with him. It vanished into a pile
of rubble. He skirted it and knew
that he had reached his destination.

He remembered pictures from
old films of slums, only this was
worse. Lampposts had been sawn
off or uprooted bodily. The crum-
bling houses had few panes of glass
left. Sacking had been stretched
over as a substitute. Basement
areas gaped up to the street from
behind barricades of earth and
rusting wire, Over all hung a smell
of decay.

And he had an overpowering
sense of eyes watching him.

A green car accelerated out of
nowhere, screaming around a cor-
ner, zooming in evil faces to his,
shuddering to a stop a few feet
from him.

He turned and ran.

Behind him the car engine
whined back to life, there was a
scream of tires. He pounded on,

)

dodging piles of rubble, praying
that they would slow the progress
of the hoodlums’ car. But it kept
on coming. His lungs were aching
as he squeezed through a gap in a
ruined wall, and out into a junk-
land beyond.

He scuttled between tumbled
blocks of masonry to put as much
distance between himself and the
hoods as he could find. He
stumbled out into a street, or what
remained of one . . . and the car
was waiting for him, the faces. The
thudding of his heart and lungs
must have blanketed the sound of
its engine as the car had swept to
cut him off. Unless this were an-
other, identical one.

But there was no time to debate
the point. Senseless now to scuttle
back into the junkland; they could
soon wear him out by such cat-and-
mouse maneuvering. There was
another opening in the wall fifty
yards away. There might be an es-
cape route there. Desperately he
turned and made a break for it.

And knew that he would never
reach it.

He stopped, turned, spread-
eagled against the wall. The car
bore down on him. He closed his
eyes against the red shock of death.

There was a squeal of brakes—
and the impact stopped short of
destruction. Every muscle in his
body had been tensed. A lifetime
behind shields had sapped them;
iven so, the blow barely winded

im.
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He opened his eyes. He was
pinned against the wall, a foot
from the car’s bumper. The three
hoods leoked out at him with eyes
like dark glasses. The driver
reached down, and the pressure
against Philip stopped abruptly.
The driver leaped out, a repeater
cannon in his fist, covering the
street behind the car. The other
two climbed out, carrying automa-
tic pistols.

One gestured. There was no
mistaking the meaning. Philip
made to comply, to strip off his
jerkin, but—summoning up all
the strength he had left—swung a
punch at the hood. He ducked it
with ridiculous ease, said “Naugh-
ty, naughty” and beckoned with
finger and thumb. ,

There was nothing else for it.
Philip stripped off his jerkin.

The hood grabbed it and
searched the pockets, while still
keeping his gun on him. His mate,
squat and hairy, ran his hands
over Philip. He swiftly found the
small wad of bills in his hip pocket
and held them up, riffling them
with practiced fingers.

“A good start to the day,” his
mate ebserved, fingering the ma-
terial of Philip’s jerkin.

The squat one snatched it from
him and flung it back at Philip,
who put it on again, gratefully in
the morning chill. “Two hundred
and forty,” he growled. Philip felt
reality wavering as the hood thrust
half the wad back at him.
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“Whaddya want—more than
fifty percent? Where you from,
anyway? You'll soon learn!”

The hood reached in a pocket
of his own jerkin and lunged at
Philip’s forehead. “You're under
Bear protection from now on.” He
fiddled at the rubber stamp. “Pull
your sleeve back.” A rough head
and 120 in numerals were
stamped on Philip’s wrist in green.

“You got the same Bear’s head
mark on your forehead. That com-
mands a lot of respect round here.
Any trouble, you call us. Like
Wolves or Apes musclin’ in.”

“Where—how do I call you?”

The hood smirked. “Just yell.
We're always around.”

They got back in the car. It
backed in one swift arc and
wheeled away. Philip stood there
in a daze. Surprises had come too
fast—surprise number one being
that he was still alive.

He shook himself, finally, and
moved on. '

The streets were waking now.
Basements were being opened up
and goods put out on stalls. He
bad never seen anything like this,
except in ancient films or tran-
scriptions. Twice a year the guilds-
women of the Peacocks held a
rummage sale for lowlier members
of the clan. But that was more of
an exercise in internal economy
—in surplus disposal—than any-
thing else. And totally artificial.

Here fresh fruit was being ar-
rayed; sides of meat; rolls of cloth;
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junk. And people were filtering
out of the houses to buy. They
seemed unafraid—and surpris-
ingly well dressed. Nothing so neat
—or stereotyped—as clan dress,
but he had expected to find them
in rags.

He walked along, fascinated.

Hc L:zd barely passed out of the
market street when another car, a
red one, baqre down on him. This
time he neither closed his eyes nor
ran.

Three hoods—it seemed to be
the standard complement—got
out.

He had survived an hour in this
world. If he were to survive for
much longer he would have to start
learning its customs—if only by
trial and error. He pointed to his
forehead.

The hoods scowled; one still
came to search him. Philip shoved
him back and bared his wrist. Un-
deterred, the hood reached out and
tore open his jerkin.

And Philip—there being noth-
ing else for it—yelled. His experi-
ence here, brief as it was, shaped
the word on his lips: “Bear!”

The jerkin was off his back.

“Bear!”

A gun spoke from somewhere.
The hood holding the jerkin
dropped to a knee, grabbing at his
wrist and cursing. Philip snatched
the jerkin back before it became
stained with blood.

The guard hood wheeled and
sprayed masonry with shells. The
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invisible gun barked again and he
spun, the repeater cannon flying
from his hands. When he recov-
ered his balance his right arm was
dangling, and a red stain was
spreading at the shoulder.

All three of them bolted back
into the car, the third hood grab-
bing up the scattered armory on
the way. They were barely in their
seats when another car, a green
one, hurtled round a corner.
Philip scuttled for cover, flattening
himself into a doorway. He looked
out.

The two cars were drawn up
facing each other. He remembered
Donovan’s words at the party. Was
the kind of battle he claimed to
have filmed about to take place?

The two cars bore down on each
other, like bison charging, and re-
bounded violently from the impact

-of their shields. Philip felt a sense

of anticlimax. Was this to be all?
Merely a succession of head-on col-
lisions?

Then he knew that it had been
only a throwing down of the
gauntlet, for now they drew back,
and a cannon jutted from the open
front of each car. The shields were
just visible in the level rays of the
morning sun—then clearly visible
as both started to flicker. With a
kind of iridescence. The cannons
erupted with a roar.

For a moment he thought that
something had gone wrong with
both shields simultaneously. But
that would have been against all
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the odds. They had to be working,
from the number of shells that
were ricocheting around. Nobody’s
aim could be that bad. The two
cars were only forty feet from each
other.

A shell whanged off the brick-
work above him, showering him
with ochre dust, at the moment
that a memory clicked—from a
stereo serial he had scen when he
was a kid. Flyers in the First World
War had used something like this
—guns synchronized to shoot
through the sweep of their air-
screws. A shield now was as much
a barrier to violence from within
as without.

The bonnet of the green car
went up in a burst of metal. A shell
had obviously got through a split-
second interstice in its shield. He
felt a pang of remorse, the waking
of a new and strange loyalty. A
Bear car—if the colors had the
meaning he thought they did—it
had come to his aid. And now

. three heads lifted unblood-
ied from it, but their cannon
mounting was shot away, their
shield gone. They were helpless.
There was a deafening blast.

Through a noise in his ears like
cymbals clashing, a voice said,
“Come on.” It was a woman’s
voice—a woman’s figure, undeni-
ably so even in shirt and jeans,
that brushed past him.

Just when he thought that he
had begun to make some kind of
scnse out of things, they had gone
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crazy on him again. The green car
was still there. But the red one was
tipped over, its  occupants
sprawled. One of them was half
out of it at an impossible angle,
screaming curses, one hand out-
thrust against. the weight of his
body. The fingers were missing
from the hand, and blood was an
iridescent whirl about it. Philip
felt sick. Somcthing else had found
an interstice in a shield.

One of the other hoods must
have found the shield switch. The
man slumped to the ground as the
flickering stopped abruptly. The
girl in jeans was standing over the
car, something lifted in her hand

. . a grenade.

A wad of bills was thrown out
of the red car. The girl stooped
quickly to pick it up, then moved
to the green car. Another wad was
already lying on the ground. The
gir] grinned, her teeth white
against the brown of her face. She
stuffed the money into her belt.

Philip had come out of cover,
shaking the dust out of hair and
eyes. The girl beckoned him ur-
gently. He went to her.

“Let’s move,” she said. She took
him by the arm and hurried him
out of the street. As they rounded
a corner, gunfire started up behind
them.

“What—what happened?” he
asked dazedly.

“I lobbed a stick of dynamite at
the Ape car. You can’t crack a
shield, of course, but you can tip
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a car over, with luck, if you aim
low.”

She was quite composed. He
stopped in his tracks. She looked
so slender, fragile almost.

“What are you? Some kind of
free-lance assassin?”

She doubled up in laughter. He
noticed a wolf’s head in faint
mauve against her suntanned fore-
head.

“I don’t get it. Surely I'm an en-
emy too?”

She made as if to speak, but
turned at the sound of a motor. A
red car swung round a corner and
screamed past them.

“Save your questions.” She
grabbed his arm. “Come on. It’s
not far away.”

At the next block they turned
and the girl stopped. She gestured
down into an area.

He followed her down the steps,
wondering what lay beyond the
doorway. A gang hideout? But she
guided him through the gloom
to a corner table. It was a café.

“Two coffees,” she hollered.
They came with a speed that Philip
had never encountered uptown.
He took a sip and looked up.

“This is good.” It was an under-
statement. He felt that he had
never tasted coffee before.

“It should be. They only hijack
the best. It's the water too, of
course. Ever stop to think where
the water comes from uptown?
Better not. Down here the Wolves
have drilled out a good supply.”
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“The Wolves? But they're just
hoodlums.” He bit his lip. “I'm
sorry. I mean, like the Bears and
the Apes. Aren’t they?”

She smiled. “That’s all right. I
can tell you're new here. We make
allowances. I guess that’s why I
—” She broke off.

“Why you what? Why vou saw
that I got clear back there?”

“That’s right.” Why did she
seem relieved? “But you want to
forget all that old clan loyalty
junk. We don’t owe them any loy-
alty. As for the question of the
Wolves and the water supply—
they've got to give some service for
their money, haven’t they? The
same as the Bears with the power
supply.”

“Power?” He couldn't keep a
pitying tone out of his voice. Peo-
ple had survived down here, but
only barely. “There isn’t even any
street lighting.”

“There are more important
things. Power for the factories, for
instance. They haven’t got areund-
to putting up lamp standards
again yet. But they will.”

“I should have thought the
hoods could make money easier
sticking people up.”

“That’s what they thought once.
They soon learned to be reason-
able.”

“You call fifty percent reason-
able? That’s what they took off me
before I'd been here five minutes.”

“That’s pretty normal. Hoods
can spot a bare forehead blocks
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away. In theory a Bear squad can
stop you any time and shake you
down for half of anything you've
got. In practice—well, if you
think you're getting squeezed you
can always appeal to your clan
chiefs. It works out. Anyway, how
much does an uptown clan mem-
ber pay out of his salary in dues
and taxes?”

He did a rough calculation. To
the clan. The service clans. Ant
license. Camel tax. The rest. “It
must be nearly sixty percent.”

“There you are then.”

“But that Ape car was sticking
me up for a cut, too."

“Now you know why nobody
likes the Apes. You get these up-
start clans from time to time. They
don’t last long. Any hood’s fair
game. Apes are just more so.”

“Fair game! Don’t you mean the
other way round—we’re fair game
for them? Or does everybody here
walk around with a hand grenade
in one pocket and a stick of dyna-
mite in the other?”

“Of course not. It's not exactly
a habit of mine, either. But you'd
be a bit slow not to take the chance
when something like that happens
outside your ov:z: door.”

“But you're so calm about it all.
From now on won’t every Ape in
the place be after you?”

“Highly unlikely. Both gangs in
that little clash will be doing their
best to forget my existence. The
clan chiefs don’t have much sym-
pathy with bunglers.”
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He shook his head. “Every-
thing'’s topsy-turvy here.”

“Why? It might seem that way,
coming straight from uptown. But
that’s where it’s topsy-turvy. They
didn’t solve the problem of vio-
lence, only retreated from it. That
only bred other things——confor-
mity, sterility of ideas.”

He realized that she was only
putting into words his own feel-
ings, the feelings that had come
to a climax at that disastrous party.
But the very fact of their being put
so confidently made him feel sorry
for her, made him protest them.

“That’s easy to say if you've
never known any other way of life.
Anyone who—" He broke off.
“Why are you laughing?”

“You jump to conclusions,
don’t you? I've only been here
three years. I don’t know the exact
figure—they don’t take censuses
here—but I'd say that over half the
people here are like me, ones who
opted for this place. This kind of
place in every town. We're in touch
with other cities. And it’s growing
all the time. It’s a movement. One
by one people are coming out of
the shielded uptowns. Aren’t you
one? Why did you make the
break?” She flapped a hand.
“Rhetorical question. We don’t
bother with people’s reasons. It’s
enough that they made the break.”

He smiled. “You sound like a
member of a welcoming commit-
tee.”

“Hardly that. I just happened
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to be around when the Apes stuck
you up.”
“Wait—I'm an idiot!
shots—that was you too?”
She flushed—it was a charm-

Those

ingly incongruous sight—and
dropped her eyes. “Anybody
would have—"

“But you saved my life!”

She looked up, covering her
embarrassment with a show of
something close to anger.

“Can’t you get it into your head
that hoods only kill other hoods?
We're their living. They need us.”

“How do I know that’s the
truth?” He faltered. “I'm sorry—
I mean—"

“What do you mean? That I
had other motives?” She looked at
him teasingly now.

He looked back at her. She
wasn’t beautiful by the formal
standards of uptown—he tried to
imagine Freda in this setting and
failed—but beauty was relative.
This girl, with her cropped fair
hair and blue eyes, her direct man-
ner, excited him,

The excitement died before a
sense of his own inadequacy in a
world like this—to a woman like
this. He couldn’t even show his
gratitude.

He suddenly realized that he
could. He got to his feet.

“Wait here.”

“But——”

“Just wait. Please.” And he was
out of the place before she could
say anything more.
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He stood in the cubicle of the
bar that he had left that dawn,
only a few hours before.

“The banks have been cleared,”
said the canned voice of the moni-
tor. “There will be a servicing
charge of five dollars. Kindly pre-
sent your identity plastic.”

It seemed so unreal now, this
mechanical hedging around of
even the small details of existence.
But he presented his plastic, grate-
ful that he still had it on him.

There was a series of clickings
from behind the panel. “Insert five
dollars now,” said the robot voice.
He complied. More clicking, then
his shield pack materialized from
a transitory hole in the counter top.

He picked up the pack and went
out into the light of day.

He stood there. Nothing could
be easier than to strap on the pack
and walk to where his car was.
Things could be smoothed over. So
he would lose a year’s promotion—
it surely wouldn’t be more. Clan
loyalty and time would heal all
wounds.

He could find the words to pla-
cate Freda. And he would have a
great story to tell, of how he had
dared life among the hoods with-
out a shield. The next time he ran
into Donovan he would be able to
stuff that hack’s words, his remote-
control stories, straight down his
throat. Hecould . . .

He stowed the pack, unacti-
vated, under his jerkin and headed
back into the wilderness.
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His eyes adjusted quicker to the
gloom this time. The café was
quite full now—but he couldn’t
see the girl. Another couple were
seated at the corner table. He
pushed his way to the counter.

“Where’s—" He realized that he
didn’t even know her name. “The
girl with the fair hair, in the check
shirt?”

“Kim, you mean? She left a
message. She’s down at the
Center.”

“The Center?”

“Turn left out of the door. Two
blocks down. You can’t miss it.”

Somebody came up the steps
behind him and plucked at his
sleeve. Philip turned. It was a
sharp-faced runt of a man in a
leather jacket.

“Pardon me, pal. I couldn’t help
seeing what you've got under your
jerkin. When you leaned over the
counter. Does it work?”

“Of course it—mind your own
damn business,” Philip told him.
He sct off down the street. The
man tagged along beside him.

“Now, that’s no way to be with
a fellow clan member. I'm a Bear
too. If you don’t want the pack for
yourself, I can give you a good
price for it. Five hundred.”

“I told you, I'm not interested.”

‘lSix"’

“Go to hell.”

The man only fell back. Philip
could hear his shuffling footsteps
behind him. He put him out of his
mind.
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The man in the café had becn
right. You couldn’t miss the Cen-
ter; it was the only building stand-
ing in its street. But squads of
workmen were toiling nearby, put-
ting up what looked like a row of
shops. The Center—a painted
sign spelled it out in full as the
Community Center—looked like
an old warehouse. A coat of bright
yellow paint over its brickwork did
little to conceal its ancestry.

He went in. He could hear
music. He pushed open swing
doors and found himself in an au-
ditorium. On the stage was an
orchestra. In front stood the girl,
Kim—-conducting it.

He made his way down the aisle
wonderingly.

It was a small orchestra, of no
more than fifteen players. But that
there should be an orchestra here
at all was a startling enough fact.
The music sounded raw to his ears
after the smooth harmonies of elec-
tronic ensembles. Two trumpets
were blaring to. a rhythm punc-
tuated by a tympani.

They cut off in mid-blast at a
rap from the conductor’s baton.
Philip took his opportunity and
called out to her.

She turned and half-smiled,
half-frowned, as she saw him. She
turned back to the orchestra. “Take
it from the top of page four again.”

Philip shrugged philosophically
and sat down on the front bench.
Some scores were lying on it, and
a stub of pencil. He took the shicld
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pack from his jerkin and laid it on
the bench. He looked at the scores;
they seemed to be only odd sheets.
He picked up the pencil and began
sketching on the backs of them to
fill in the time,

His hand was unpracticed, but
he soon became absorbed in ren-
dering the angle of fingers to flute,
the stance of Kim as she beckoned
in the violins to a less strident pas-
sage.

The music stopped. He put the
pencil and paper down guiltily as
Kim said “Take ten” and came
down from the stage. He stood up.

“How did it sound?” she asked.

“Pretty violent.”

“All art is a kind of violence.”

“Is it? I'd never thought of it
that way before.”

“Well, conflict then. Of an ar-
tist with his material, with his
audience. And then a coming to
terms. If the thing works, that is.
I'm not sure yet that this does. It’s
only my second suite for orchestra.”

“You wrote it?”

She looked apologetic. “We have
to plug our own work a bit. We
haven’t got that many composers
down here yet. And there’s nothing
worthy of the name of music being
produced uptown.”

“But I thought—"

" “Thought what? Not still that
I was a professional assassin?”
She laughed, but only briefly, see-
ing the expression on his face. “I
should have explained sooner.
This is my work., My main work.

9

Of course, anything any of us
make on the side goes in the kitty.
We should be self-supporting in a
year or so. Until then we've got to
survive.”

To survive. He had forgotten.
His ideas about her had suffered a
violent reassessment. But that
made what he could offer her all
the more important. He reached
down for the shield pack and held
it out to her.

He was totally unprepared for
her reaction. She stared at it, then
thrust it back at him as if it were
something unclean.

“Take it,” he insisted. “I want
to help you.”

“I'm sorry.” She took his arm.
“You don’t understand, do you?
You will. Wear a shield down here
and you're automatically one of
them. Fair game. I told you—or
tried to.”

“Hell!” He flung the shield pack
down on the bench. “Can’t I do a
thing right down here?”

“Don’t be upset. I appreciate
the thought. A shield does have a
certain value down here. To a cer-
tain kind of person. You always
get a few failures whose only am-
bition is to get into the hoodlum
ranks.”

“Please,” he said. “You're only
making it worse.”

“What are these?” He had for-
gotten to turn the score sheets
over. She picked them up.

“‘I'm sorry,” he muttered. “I
only used the backs.”
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“That’s all right. But these aren’t
bad.”

“I was only doodling.”

“Do you paint, too?”

“I used to.”

“Well, that’s something you can
start doing right.”

“You mean, people actually buy
pictures down here?”

“Why not? They're coming to
concerts.”

“I'd need materials.”

“You can get anything in the
markets. Mind you, it might be dif-
ficult to get what you want when
you want it. The same as us with
instruments. You'd have to impro-
vise.”

“What's wrong with having to
improvise?” He felt confidence
burgeoning in him. He could make
a start here. He looked down at
the shield pack and felt suddenly
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like destroying it for the useless
symbol it was. He had a better
idea.

“Excuse me a minute.”

He grabbed the pack and
dashed up the aisle and into the
street. The sharp-faced man was
still hanging around.

“What did you say your top
price was?”

“Seven hundred.”

Philip was on the point of ac-
cepting, but reminded himself that
he was in a tough world. A real
world, a world where anything
could happen, but a tough one. “1
don’t hear so well.”

“Seven fifty,” the other said.

“You've got a deal.”

Philip went back into the hall.

The orchestra was back in re-
hearsal. The trumpets sounded
fine.
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SCIENCE"

THE SEVENTH METAL

by Isaac Asimov

As 1 MENTIONED SOME YEARS Aco (YOU, TOO, CAN SPEAK
GAELIC, F & SF, March 1963), it is very difficult for an ivory-tower
chemist such as myself to demonstrate competence in the practical as-
pects of the science. Consequently, it is always with a sinking heart that
I watch anyone approaching me with a down-to-earth problem in chem-
istry. It always ends in a personal humiliation.

Well, not always.

Once, in the days when I was working toward my Ph.D., my wife
came to me in alarm. “Something,” she said, “has happened to my wed-
ding ring.”

I winced. I was still in my early stages as a chemist, but I had already
had time to demonstrate my incompetence many times over. I didn’t
enjoy the prospect of having to do so again.

I'said, “What happened?”

She eyed me censoriously. “It’s turned into silver.”

I'stared at her with astonishment. “But that’s impossible!”

She handed me the ring and, indeed, it had the appearance of silver,
yet it was her gold wedding ring, inscription and all. She waited and I
felt, uneasily, that she suspected I had bought her a ring of low-grade
gold. Yet I could think of nothing!

I said, “I just can’t explain this. Except for mercury, therc’s nothing
in the world —"

“Mercury?” she said, with rising inflection. “How did you know about
the mercury?”

I had apparently said the magic word. I saw instantly what had
happened. Inflating my chest and putting on an air of lofty condescen-
sion, I said, “To the chemist’s eye, my dear, it is at once obvious that
what one has here is gold amalgam and that you 've been handling mer-
cury without removing your wedding ring first.”

101
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That was it, of course. At the laboratory I had had access to mer-
cury and was fascinated by it, so I brought home a small vial of it to
amuse myself with now and then. (It rolls around in enticing fashion
and doesn’t wet anything.) My wife found the vial and couldn’t resist
pouring a drop into the palm of her hand so she could play with it. But
she kept her wedding ring on, and mercury rapidly mixes with gold to
form a silvery gold amalgam.

Yet despite this sadly dramatic and highly personal instance of mer-
cury’s fascination, I discussed the seven metals known to ancient man
last month (THE FIRST METAL, December 1967) with hardly a word
for the most unusual of them-—mercury. But that wasn’t neglect; I was
merely saving it for an article of its own.

Mercury is riddled with exceptional characteristics. I am sure, for in-
stance, that it was the least familiar of the seven metals and strongly
suspect that it was the seventh metal (and the last) to be discovered
by the ancients.

As for its being the least familiar, we might see what the Bible has
to say about it, if only because it is a long and intricate book written
by people who had little or no interest in science. It might be consid-
ered the authentic voice of the ancient non-scientist.

Gold, of course, is the standard of excellence and perfection to all,
even to the Biblical writers. To say something is more worthy than gold
is to give it the highest possible worldly praise. Thus:

Psalm 119:127, Therefore I love thy commandments above gold;
yea, above fine gold.

And as non-scientists, what do the Biblical writers say about the other
metals? For ecconomy’s sake, I've searched for a verse that mentions as
many metals as possible, and here’s one where Ezekiel is quoting God
as threatening the sinners among the Jews:

Fzekiel 22:20. As they gather silver, and brass, and iron, and
lead, and tin, into the midst of the furnace to blow the fire upon it,
to melt it; so will I gather you in mine anger and in my fury, and
I will leave you there, and melt you.

The sinners are compared to the various metals, notably excluding
gold, to show that they are imperfect.

Here, by the way, we must remember that the English words of the
King James version are translations of the original Hebrew and may be
mistranslations. The Hebrew word “nehosheth” was used indiscrimini-
nately for pure copper and for bronze, an alloy of copper and tin. The
King James version invariably translates it as “brass,” which is an alloy
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of copper and zinc and is not what the Biblical writers meant. The
Revised Standard Version replaces all the “brass” in the King James with
“bronze” or “copper.”

If we substitute copper for brass in the verse from Ezekiel, you will
see that I have managed, by using merely two Biblical verses, to men-
tion six of the ancient metals: gold, silver, copper, iron, tin, and lead.
That leaves only mercury. What does the Bible say about mercury?

The answer is: Nothing!

Not a word! Not in the Old Testament, or the New, or the Apocry-
pha. It seems clear that of all the seven metals, mercury was the most
exotic, the least used for everyday purposes, the most nearly what we
would today call a “laboratory curiosity.” The non-scientists who wrote
the Bible were so little acquainted with it, they never had reason to men-
tion it, even in figures of speech.

"As to why it should be the last to be discovered; that seems to me
to be no mystery. It is comparatively rare, for of the seven metals, only
silver and gold are less common. Nor does one come across mercury
ingots, naturally, since it is liquid.

What led to its discovery was the accident that its one important ore
was brightly colored. This ore is “cinnabar,” which, chemically speak-
ing, is mercuric sulfide, a compound of mercury and sulfur. It has a
bright red color and can be used as a pigment. When so used, it is called
vermilion, a word also applied to its color.

Cinnabar must have been in considerable demand and, undoubtedly,
there must have been occasions when it was accidentally heated to the
point where it broke up and liberated drops of metallic mercury. There
is evidence in the Egyptian tombs that mercury was known in that land
at least as far back as 1500 B.C. This sounds ancient enough, but com-
pare it with copper, silver and gold, which date back to 4000 B.C.

Even after mercury had been isolated, there seems to have been dif-
ficulty in rccognizing it as a new and separate metal. The fact that it
was liquid may have made it too different from the other metals to put
on an equal par with them. Perhaps it was only one of the other metals
in molten form. .

It had the look of silver about it. Could it be, then, liquid silver?
Silver itself, ordinary solid silver, could be melted if raised to a good red
heat, but mercury was a liquid silver at ordinary temperatures. To the
ancient workers, such a difference was perhaps not as significant as it
would be to us. If there could be a hot liquid silver, why not a cold one?

In any case, whatever the thought processes of the early discoverers
of mercury, it remains true that mercury was the only one of the seven
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metals not given a name of its own. Aristotle called it “liquid silver”
(in Greek) and in Roman times, the Greek physician, Dioscorides, called
it “water-silver,” which is essentially the same thing. The latter name is
“hydrargyros” in Greek and became “hydrargyrum” in Latin. And in
fact, the chemical symbol for mercury remains Hg, in honor of that
Latin name, to this day.

The Roman writer, Pliny, called it “argentum vivum” meaning “liv-
ing silver.” The reason for this is that ordinary silver was solid and mo-
tionless (that is “dead”) whereas mercury quivered and moved under
slight impulse. If a drop fell, it shivered, and the droplets darted away
in all directions. It was “alive.”

An old English word for alive was “quick.” We still use it with that
meaning in the old phrase “the quick and the dead.” We still say that
vegetation “quickens” in the spring. If we cut past the outermost dead
callus of the skin, to the soft, sensitive tissue beneath, we “cut to the
quick.”

Naturally, “quick” came to be applied to the more notable charac-
teristics of life, one of which is rapid motion. To be sure, there are
forms of life, such as oysters, sponges and moss, which don’t show not-
able motions, but the language-making commonalty indulged in no such
fine side-issues. They knew the distinction between a race horse and a
hobby horse. Consequently, “quick” came to mean “rapid.”

Nowadays, that last meaning of “quick” has drowned out everything
clse, and the older meaning remains only in the old cliches that never
die and that remain to puzzle innocents. (Moderns would imagine “the
quick and the dead” refers to Los Angeles pedestrians.)

Keeping all this in mind, we see why Pliny’s “argentum vivum” can
be literally translated as “quicksilver” and that is, indeed, the old Eng-
lish name for it.

Where, then, did the name “mercury” come from?

The medieval alchemists approached their work in a thoroughly mys-
tical manner. Since most of them (mnot all!) were incompetent, they
could best mask their shortcomings by indulging in windy mysteries.
What the public could not understand, they could not see through.

Naturally, then, alchemists favored metaphorical speech. There were
seven different metals and there were also seven different planets, and
surely this could not be coincidence, could it? (See TWELVE POINT
THREE SIX NINE, July 1967.) Why not, then, impressively speak
of the planets when you meant the metals?

Thus, the four brightest of the planets, in order of decreasing bright-
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ness, were the Sun, the Moon, Venus and Jupiter. Why not match these
with gold, silver, copper and tin respectively, since these were the four
most valuable metals in order of decreasing value.

As for the others—

Mars, the ruddy planet of the war-god, is naturally iron, the metal
out of which war-weapons are made. (As a matter of fact, the ruddiness
of Mars may be due to the iron rust in its soil. It’s this sort of coincidence
that causes modern mystics to wonder if “there might not be something
in alchemy.” To counter that, one need only say that any random suc-
cession of syllables is bound to make words now and then, and if you
carefully select out the words and don’t touch anything else, you can
easily convince yourself that nonsense is sense. )

The slow-moving Saturn, slowest of all the planets, is naturally
matched to lead, the proverbial standard for dullness and heaviness.
Mercury, on the other hand, which swings rapidly from one side of the
Sun to the other is equated with the darting droplets of quicksilver.

Some of these comparisons still hang on in the form of old-fashioned
names for certain compounds. Silver nitrate, for instance, appears in
old books as “lunar caustic” because of the supposed relationship of silver
and the Moon. Again, colored iron compounds used as pigments are
sometimes called by such names as “Mars yellow” or “Mars red.” Lead
poisoning was once referred to as “saturnine poisoning” and so on.

The only planet to enter the realm of modern chemistry in a respect-
able way was Mercury. It became the name of the metal, ousting the
older quicksilver. Perhaps this came about because chemists recognized
that quicksilver was not an independent name and that mercury was
not merely silver that was liquid or quick.

Oddly enough, metals were named for planets in modern times, too,
and the modern names stuck, of course. In 1781, the planet Uranus was
discovered, and in 1789, when the German chemist, Martin Heinrich
Klaproth, discovered a new metal, he named it for the new planet and
it became “uranium.” Then, in the 1940’s, when two metals were found
beyond uranium, they were named for two planets, Neptune and Pluto,
that had been found beyond Uranus. The new metals became “neptun-
ium” and “plutonium.”

Even the asteroids got their chance. In 1801 and 1802, the first two
asteroids, Ceres and Pallas, were discovered. Klaproth dlscovered an-
other new metal in 1803 and promptly named it “cerium.” The same
year, an English chemist, William Hyde Wollaston, discovered a new
metal and named it “palladium.”
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Mercury gained unusual distinctions during the Middle Ages.
Throughout ancient and medieval times, the chief source of mercury
was Spain, and the Moorish kings of the land made spectacular use of
it. Abd ar-Rahman III, the greatest of them, built a palace near Cordova
about 950, in the courtyard of which a fountain of mercury played
continuously. Another king was supposed to have slept on a mattress
that floated in a pool of mercury.

Mercury gained another medieval distinction of a more abstract na-
ture. It seems that one of the chief aims of most medieval alchemists
was the conversion of an inexpensive metal like lead to an expensive one
like gold.

That this could be done seemed likely from the old Greck notion that
all matter was made up of combinations of four basic substances, or
“elements,” which were called “earth,” “water,” “air” and “fire.” These
were not identical with the common substances we call by those names,
but were abstractions which might better be translated as “solid,” “lig-
uid,” “gas” and “energy.”—It was not really a bad guess for the times.

The medieval alchemists went beyond the Greek notions, however.
It scemed to them that metals were so different from the ordinary
“earthy” substances, like rocks, that there must be a particular metallic
principle involved. This metallic principle, plus “earth,” made a metal.
If one could but locate the metallic principle, one could add “earth” in
different ways to form any metal, including gold.

Naturally, by adding “earth” to the metallic principle, one added so-
lidity to it and produced a solid metal. What about mercury, then? It
was a liquid, and that must be because it had so little “earth” in it? Per-
haps what little it did have could be removed in some fashion, leaving
the metallic principle itself.

Many alchemists began to work indefatigably with mercury, and since
mercury vapors are cumulatively poisonous, I wonder how many of them
died prematurely. (The vapors affect the mind, too, but I suppose its
hard to tell when an alchemist is speaking real gibberish.) —For that
matter, I wonder about that Moorish king who slept over a pool of mer-
cury. And how did ke feel as the months wore on?

Some alchemists must have reasoned further that gold was unique
among metals for its yellow color; therefore, what must be added to
mercury (itself silvery in color) is a yellow “earth.” The obvious candi-
date for a yellow “earth” is sulfur. Sulfur was unusual in that, unlike
other earths, it could burn, producing a mysterious blue flame and an
even more mysterious choking odor. It seemed easy to seize on the idea
that mercury and sulfur represented the principles of metallicity and
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inflammability respectively. The combination of the two would there-
fore put fire and solidity into mercury and turn it from a silvery liquid
to a golden solid.

To be sure, mercury and sulfur did combine—to form cinnabar. This
was a perfectly ordinary red “earth,” nothing like gold, but the dullness
of fact was rarely allowed to spoil the glorious alchemical vision.,

These medieval theories slowly died in the course of the eighteenth
century, when real chemistry passed through its lusty infancy. During
that century, the role of mercury as a metallic principle received a cruel
knock on the head. As such a principle it would have to be a perpet-
ual liquid, but was it?

The year 1759 was a very cold one in St. Petersburg, Russia, and on
Christmas day there was a blizzard and the mercury sank very low in
the thermometers. The Russian chemist, Mikhail Vassilievich Lomono-
sov, tried to get the temperature to drop still lower by packing the ther-
mometer in a mixture of nitric acid and snow. The mercury column
dropped to —39° C. and would drop no lower. It had frozen! The
world, for the first time, saw solid mercury, a metal like other metals.

By that time, though, mercury had gained a new value that far out-
weighed its false role as a metallic principle. In a way, this new value
was based upon its density, which is 13.6 times that of water. A pint
of water weighs roughly a pound; a pint of mercury would weigh about
13%2 pounds.

This is an amazingly high density. Not only would steel float in mer-
cury, lead would do so. Somehow we don’t expect this of a liquid; too
much of our experience is with water. Thus, when a young chemical
student is brought face to face with his first sizable jug of mercury, he
can be spectacularly astonished. If he is asked, casually, to pick it up
and put it somewhere, he puts his hand around it and automatically
gives it the kind of lift he would give a jug of water of corresponding
sizel. And of course the mercury acts as though it were nailed to the
table.

In 1643, the Italian physicist, Evangelista Torricelli, made use of
mercury’s density. He was puzzling over the problem that a pump could
only lift a column of water 34 feet above its natural level. He reasoned
that the actual work of raising that column .was done by the pressure
of the atmosphere. A column of water 34 feet high exerted a pressure at
its base equal to the full pressure of the air, so the water could be raised
no higher.

To check that more conveniently (a 34-foot column is a clumsy thing
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to handle) Torricelli made use of mercury, the densest liquid known.
A column of mercury (13.6 times as dense as water) would produce
as much pressure at its base as a column of water 13.6 times as high.
If 34 feet of water balanced the total air pressure, then 2.5 feet Cor 30
inches) of mercury would also balance it.

Torricelli therefore filled a yard-long tube with mercury and upended
it in a bowl of mercury. The mercury began pouring out, but only so
far. When the height of the column had decreased to 30 inches, it then
stayed put, balanced by the air. Torricelli had demonstrated his point
and had invented the barometer. Mercury entered a new career as a
unique substance (a very dense, electricity-conducting liquid) adapted
to use in numerous instruments of science.

Incidentally, if the air were as dense all the way upward as it is at
Earth’s surface, we could easily calculate what the height of the atmo-
sphere would be. Mercury is 10,560 times as dense as the surface air.
Therefore, a column of mercury would balance 10,560 times its own
height of air. This means that 30 inches of mercury would balance 5
miles of air.

The air, however, is not evenly dense all the way upward. It grows
less dense as we rise and therefore bellies upward to great heights.

Of all the metals known to the ancients, mercury had the lowest
melting point. It was the only metal to remain liquid at ordinary tem-
peratures.

Since ancient times, chemists have discovered dozens of new metals,
but none can shake the record low melting point of mercury. It was
and remains champion. A number of the metals discovered in modern
times, however, melt at the temperature of melting lead or less. Here is
the list:

Metal Melting Point (°C)
Mercury -39
Cesium 28
Gallium 30
Rubidium 38
Potassium 62
Sodium 97
Indium 156
Lithium 186

Tin 232
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Bismuyth 271
Thallium 302
Cadmium 321
Terbium 327
Lead 327

There you are—the fourteen lowest-melting metals. Five of the eight
lowest are the “alkali metals” which, in order of increasing atomic
weight, are lithium, sodium, potassium, ribidium and cesium. Notice
that the melting points arc 186, 97, 62, 38, and 28 respectively. The
melting point goes down as the atomic weight goes up.

The melting point of cesium is second only to that of mercury (for
stable metals anyway). A temperature of 28° C. is equivalent to
82.4° F. This means that cesium would be liquid at the height of a
summer day’s heat, and cesium is twice as common as mercury is. Could
we play with cesium as we play with mercury if the day is hot enough?

Not likely. All the alkali metals are extremely active and react vio-
lently with, among other things, water. Let the alkali metals come in
contact with the perspiration film on your hands and you will be sorry
indeed. Since the alkali metals grow more active with increasing atomic
weight, cesium is the worst of the lot that I've listed. No playing with
cesium!

There is a sixth alkali metal, francium, with an atomic weight still
higher than that of cesium. It is radioactive and has only been prepared
in excessively minute quantities, and its chemical properties are not
known. It would be safe to predict, however, that its melting point
would be about 23° C. (73° F.) and it would therefore be liquid through
most of a New York summer.

However, combine its chemical activity with its radioactivity, and the
fact that only a few atoms at a time can be brought together—and for-
get francium.

Metals can be mixed to form alloys, and such mixed metals generally
have lower melting points than any of the pure metals making the alloy
up.
Suppose, for instance, we melt together 4 parts of bismuth, 2 parts of
lead, 1 of tin and 1 of cadmium, and let the mixture solidify. The re-
sult is “Wood’s metal.” While no component metal of the alloy melts
at a temperature lower than 232° C., the alloy melts at 71° C. It is a
“fusible alloy,” one that melts below the boiling point of water. Lipo-
witz’ alloy, in which the proportion of lead and tin are raised slightly,
will melt at ¢emperatures as low as 60° C.
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Fusible alloys have their chief uses as safety plugs in boilers or auto-
matic sprinklers. The recipe can be adjusted to give them a melting point
slightly above the boiling point of water. A too-high rise in temperature
melts them and allows steam to escape from the boiler, relieving danger-
ous pressure, or allows water to pass through the automatic sprinklers.

Fusible alloys are also used in practical jokes. A teaspoon of Wood’s
metal is passed to someone who then innocently stirs his hot coffee
while carrying on an animated conversation. To connoisseurs of such
things, the look on the victim’s face when he finds himself holding the
mere stub of the handle of the spoon, is supposed to be delectable indeed.

You can also form alloys of the alkali metals which would melt at
lower temperatures than any alkali metal alone—and which will, in
some cases, melt at temperatures lower, even, than that of mercury.

But suppose we confine ourselves to solid metals we can handle with
impunity. The alkali metals and their alloys cannot be touched. Neither
can solid mercury, which is too cold for comfort. What metals that can
be touched are most easily melted.

There are the fusible alloys of which I've just spoken, but lower melt-
ing than any of them is gallium — a pure metal, safe to touch, and melt-
ingatonly 30° C.

And now that I have finally reached it (see introduction to last
month’s column) I intend to go on with its story—next month.
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Sonya Dorman has written and published a considerable amount
of good poetry, which accounts for the fact that there is a force
to this prose tale about four inmates in a mental institution that
extends beyond its narrative, as perfect and strong as that narra-
tive is. We urge you not to start this story until you are sure you
will not be interrupted while reading it—and for some time there-

after.

LUNATIC ASSIGNMENT

by Sonya Dorman

FourR MEN, DRESSED IN LIMP
white shirts and slacks, were
grouped about one of the small
ward beds. In the hall beyond the
locked door, nurses moved on hard
feet, with the sound of ponies gal-
loping. The men stood with their
backs to that door.

“It's this way,” Braun said, his
upper lip pressed into a grimace
to keep his teeth, those awful for-
eign objects, in place. “If we don't
make the effort now, there’s no
chance for us, and we’ll live here
forever.  Understand?”  Braun
looked around at them.

There was a murmur from the
others. It was early in the morn-
ing; the light was dim. Keepsy
glanced at the tall, wired windows
and back again. He was a thin
man, the lines of his ravaged face
had once been clean cut as if in
stone; now his thickening whisk-
ers blurred them like moss.
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Keepsy said, “I'll go first.”

“Oh good boy,” Fomer said. He
had a round, white head and a va-
cant face, waiting to be tipped up
and filled.

“Good man,” Keepsy corrected
him, and they laughed, their heads
back, each face opening into the
mask of tragedy as they howled
their appreciation.

“Yes, men, men,” Arrigott re-
peated, swinging his arms vigor-
ously backward and forward.
“Youre all men here, boys that
you are.”

Again the circle of thrown-back

“heads, wobbling tongues, the jump

of Adam’s apples.

The locked door gave a clack!
as the bolt was drawn and the
group dissolved, two of them
slumping on a bed, Arrigott stand-
ing in the aisle on his toes, Braun
facing the door and holding his
upper teeth in place with his lip



112

drawn back. Fomer, as usual, bent
his head, resigned. The male nurse
came in, a dark man with a long
jaw and bristly hair.

He said, “Keepsy, you ready?”

“Ready,” Keepsy said, pulling
the white slacks up in place. His
waist was so thin and his belly so
flat that without suspenders no
pants would stay up. While he had
other mannerisms more character-
istic, he was forever tugging at the
waistband to raise his pants.

Keepsy followed the nurse into
the hall and down its length, his
shadow falling on the pale green
walls and his face assuming a con-
templative expression. In his mind
he concentrated on the taste of a
martini, the cold bite of juniper,
the salt of the olive, the red, rolled
flag of the pimento. He placed one
hand over his heart as he walked,
where his flag was rolled, salty and
strong. His skin was pale as gin,
and only a glass could contain
him. Rather than a martini, as he
turned the corner, he felt himself
beginning to fume like nitric acid
in its flask.

In the elevator, he felt himself
pouring from one bottle to anoth-
er, from gin to nitric acid, but he
was so adaptable after eight years
in this tumbler that the constant
change actually refreshed him.

Dr. Manner was waiting in his
office, and Keepsy sat down in the
slippery walnut chair with its
orange Naugahyde cushion. He
hated the color of orange and sat
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on it cautiously. Dr. Manner had
warned him before that his fan-
tasies must be consistent with his
realities; he did hate that color.

“Good morning, Doctor,” he
said cheerfully, and was pleased
that the other man secmed taken
aback at the greeting.

“Dear doctor of this marvellous
world,” Keepsy continued, pour-
ing himself out, “I've come to that
decision. It’s taken me a long time,
hasn’tit?”

“Yes, tell me about it,” Dr.
Manner said. His blond hair was
brushed into a wave over his wide
forehead to make him look younger
than he could ever be. He often
looked sideways when he spoke, as
if he were sneaking up on the con-
versation, and as if his fantasy did
not coincide with anyone’s reality,
least of all his own. Braun said if
he chose to go straight at some-
thing, he would accomplish more.

“I've  been thinking about
money. I'll concede that I had a
very cavalier attitude toward it. I
realize now there’s nothing I can
do, that T want to do, without
money. I've kept up my drawing
and singing, and I feel that I could
step into an excellent job and live
outside.”

“Are you still unable to eat
meat?” the doctor asked.

Keepsy went on, “I've becn
thinking; after all I've had plenty
of time to think. I must come to
grips with reality, and correlate
my fantasies. This has sort of been
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working in me. I know I was con-
fused about the corporate image,
the shadow of my father. I realize
now it was only a shadow. I'm sure
that I could step into a real life sit-
uation and hold the job success-
fully. I don’t want to waste my
life.”

“Hmm,” Dr. Manner said, look-
ing at the wall. “We’ll have to talk
about it a good deal more. Would
you like to look at some of those
cards again?”

A black blot like a thundercloud
fell on Keepsy's brow, but he never
moved a muscle. His respiration
increased, but he was careful to
breathe through his nose, and he
replied genially, “Of course. Cer-
tainly. Right now?”

Dr. Manner pressed the button
on his intercom and requested the
box of big cards from the girl in the
outer office. She brought them in.
Her shadow fell on Keepsy, and he
inhaled it for nourishment. As she
turned to go, she pulled his cork
and he began to evaporate, so he
clutched the arms of the chair and
hated the color of orange until she
closed the door behind her.

The Doctor opened the box,
took out the cards, and presented
one to Keepsy. It was a dark ma-
roon pattern, hideously symmetri-
cal, and although it might have
been as simple as dried blood, it
might have been a flayed terrier
or even better, as he looked at it,
a baby run over by a tractor and
squashed flat, That certainly corre-
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lated, Keepsy thought. “It’s a car-
ousel,” he said. “See? The little
animals all around the edge? And
a pipe-organ playing a loony tune
as it goes around.”

“Oh,” Dr. Manner said, looking
keenly sideways at Keepsy's face.
“A carousel. All right. And this
one?” He presented another card.

It was black like the angel of
death, with viridian moths flutter-
ing at its burning edges. Keepsy
could swallow it in one gulp and
knew how it would taste: bitter,
making his tongue crinkle and
cleave to the roof of his mouth;
a portrait in epicac, his father’s
heart with the skin removed.

“That’s a school yard; the kids
are out playing. See the kites?”
Keepsy used his curved, yellow
thumbnail to indicate the green
things, but was careful not to
touch them, for they would run up
his absorbent fingerskins and spoil
his coloring. “They’re flying kites
on a windy spring day,” Keepsy
said. “I used to, when I was a kid.
On the hill above the railroad cut.”

“Your father allowed you to fly
kites?” Dr. Manner asked sharply.

Keepsy soothed himself back in
the chair. “Of course he allowed
me to. My sister and I flew our
kites whenever the wind was right.
I remember the crabapple blossom-
ing over by the station. It was a
nice old tree.”

“I see,” the Doctor said, put-
ting the card away. “Keepsy, you
wouldn’t be kidding me?”
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“I don’t know what you mean.
I told you what I saw. I can’t help
it if I don’t see what you think I
should see.”

Dr. Manner opened the top
drawer of the desk, which
squeaked, looked into it, and
closed it. “All right,” he said. He
threw the lid back on top of the
card box.

“No more?” Keepsy asked.

The Doctor slapped the arms of
his padded chair, and sighed. “Not
right now. I'll want to talk with
you again. We're making some
progress, but you know it doesn’t
happen overnight.”

His words were as transparent
and slippery as little green onions.
Keepsy wrinkled up his nose and
tried not to breathe too much; he
wasn'’t sure if he had succeeded at
all in his major effort.

Dismissed, he got up and
walked out to where the nurse
waited for him. He wondered if it
had been worth the effort, if they
were really going to get out, and
which of them would finally turn
the table, spilling china and din-
ner onto the harmonious rugs. He
hummed as he trod down the corri-
dor, watching his shadow pass on
the green walls, until they came to
the ward door, shining behind its
veil of amber shellac. He liked the
taste of shellac.

“Arrigott!” the nurse said. He
stopped swinging his arms and
tightened his fingers into fists, into
which he tucked his thumbs, but
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then he untucked them again and
put them on the outside of the
fists, because Braun had told him
if you hit someone with your
thumb inside your fingers, you
would break the knuckles. Noth-
ing was worth breaking knuckles
for; Arrigott had suffered several
broken bones, including a fracture
of the skull when he jumped his
motorcycle over a median divider
to evade a pursuing patrolman.
Knowing what broken bones felt
like, as a rule Arrigott stepped
only on his toes, carefully.

Today Arrigott walked flat-
footed through the halls, and told
himself there was a certain satis-
faction, a sound of assurance and
utter credibility, if you came down
on vour heels, but he was confused
about whether you came down on
your heels first and then let the
toes slap down, or whether you
looked better, more confident, if
you stepped out on your toes and
then let your heels come down. He
tried both ways, neither seemed
just right, and by the time he got to
Dr. Manner’s office he was shift-
ing from one method to the other.

You walk on your heels first,
you advised yourself. But you have
been told not to talk about walk-
ing; it leads to running, and you
know the other rules.

“Cheers, Doctor,” you said,
rushing into the comforting wal-
nut arms of the chair. The cushion
was soft, and sighed when you sat
on it. You could look out the clean



LUNATIC ASSIGNMENT

glass of the window behind the
Doctor and see the pigeons shitting
on the windowsills across the way.
The pigeon shit dribbed in white
commas across the stone; if you
learned to punctuate well, there
was no doctrine you could not
write.

“Good morning, Arrigott,” the
doctor said.

“You enjoy your walks in these
halls, though after all, you see
them every day,” Arrigott said, and
smiled. If you smiled, there was no
one you could not charm.

A charm of silence fell on him,
although you thought: you are
failing, you are not saying what
you came to say, what they sent
you for. You must say it. I, Arrigott
said in his mouth, and it lay there
like a marble. Oh good Christ, if
you swallow it you will die an
awful death. I, I, Arrigott thought
frantically; you must say it.

You opened his mouth a little
and breathed through dry lips. “I
am here,” you said to the Doctor.
“I have been thinking you should
not spend a whole life aimlessly
scratching around,” Arrigott said.

“Ah,” the Doctor said, surprised
and pleased. “That’s very good.
Tell me about it.”

“Tell you,” Arrigott said, the
marble rolling around in his
mouth. You arched your tongue
to keep it from going down his
throat. I, fat as a belly button,
don’t swallow, for Christ’s sake.
“I,” Arrigott said, coming down on
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it like a heel, with good assurance.
“I, I, L,” he shouted, tucking his
thumbs inside his fingers where
you would be safe, warm, unsee-
ing, nor smell the bread for break-
fast with the nostrils pinched in-
side the fingers.

“Take your time,” Dr. Manner
said. “You don’t have to rush. I? I.
Very good. Tell me about it.”

“Tell you,” Arrigott said. “I am
trying. I try.”

“You're doing fine.”

“But there’s no reason,” Arrigott
suddenly protested. “No reason to
state the obvious, is there? You
don’t need to say it, when every-
one can see it. If you choose not to
use the first person, if you choose
not to be the first person, didn’t
Christ choose not to be the first
person? All other persons were
first, you see.” Oh Arrigott, you
have failed, you are a total wash-
out, your bones aren’t worth a
penny, not even to the devil.

“You, vyou,” Arrigott -cried,
writhing in the arms of the chair,
on the mango colored cushion
which sighed like a woman each
time you shifted your weight. “You
can’t do it. You. I. Them,” he wept.

“You're doing much better than
you seem to realize,” Dr. Manner
said. “You've made immense stri—
gains. Hmm.” He became reflec-
tive. He looked sideways, and then
he burst out, “Would you like to
tell me about walking?”

“Walking?” Arrigott shrieked.
“Heels?” He writhed in the chair,
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muttered, “Heels?” and looked out
the window where the sight of
pigeon shit comforted him; it was
so white, so pure, not dark like
the bare heels after stepping—
“Heels?” you repeated, still trying.

“Toes?” Dr. Manner suggested.

Arrigott shuddered. “Toes,” you
repeated obediently. “Toes and
heels,” you said, triumphantly.
First on the heels, then on the toes,
walking, running, jumping, I, I,
I!” Arrigott raved.

“Very good,” Dr. Manner said.
“Wonderful! I can hardly believe
it. We'll have another talk tomor-
row.”

Arrigott was so sweaty and
weak he could hardly raise himself
up from the chair, and Dr. Man-
ner knew better than to touch his
arm to help you; you must not be
touched. After a moment or two,
you managed by ourself, oh you!
you! Arrigott, you did try.

He walked on his toes for the
sake of it all the way back to the
ward, where Braun sat in melan-
choly state, their weary leader.
“You didn’t do any harm,” Arrigott
reported to him glad not to smile,
“You tried. Dr. Manner said you
did very well.”

Braun chewed his lip, waiting
for the nurse to go out and close
the door. “Did you say it?” he asked
Arrigott, who was standing in the
aisle, swinging his arms.

Arrigott parted his lips, and
breathed out. “I,” he breathed.
“You did try very hard. You be-
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lieve it is worth it, to go away from
here.”

Keepsy was asleep on his bed,
his nose erect as a penis, his toes
turned in kindly toward each
other; Keepsy was lovers all by
himself, his hand over his pecker.
He always slept that way. So did
the others, except Arrigott, who
crossed his hands on his breast, but
they had not until Keepsy slept in
daylight on his back outside the
covers. Not till then did they sleep
that way in comfort. It was said
the satisfaction was greater.

At any rate, Braun knew, it was
all the satisfaction one could get
in this place. To sleep, to touch, to
gently hold, the dove’s body throb-
bing. Rape was out of the ques-
tion; he must not think about peo-
ple but learn to relate to objects.

“I suppose I'm next,” Braun
said casually, standing up. “I will
go and forget about relating so
much to people, and learn to see
the objective world full of objects.
Abstracts. Things. Flat sides, tall
walls, stones, green and strawber-
ries.”

“Can we do it?” Fomer asked
sadly, wagging his empty head.
“I'd like ta be told how.”

“You will,” Braun assured him,
“In a couple of weeks we'll be out-
side, and you may follow me. It's
a matter of relating to objects.
Things. Walnuts, yellow, and
women.” His mouth worked.

Fomer looked at the man who
was obviously his master, and in
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a respectful voice he said, “Maybe
you should practice things.”

“Houses,” Braun said. “Moth-
ers, sisters, aunts, governesses,
headmistresses,” his eyes began to
roll, “mistresses, mothers, doves,
blood, seeds, little seeds, I'm full
of millions of little seed people, lis-
ten to me,” he continued.

“Shut up,” Keepsy remarked,
waking.

“What do you mean?” Fomer
asked. “What is shut up? We are
shut up. How can you tell us to
shut up some more?”

Braun said, “If we fall to thiev-
ing among ourselves, we won’t
have honor enough left to get out.
Don’t you want to get out?”

“Pure as pigeon shit,” Arrigott
said, rolling the nice white ends of
his shirt between his fingers. “You
did try, you did.”

The lock clacked, the door
opened. The nurse came in and
said, “All right, time to go.”

They got up. Keepsy hiked his
pants up and Arrigott tucked his
thumbs into his fingers. Fomer
walked behind Braun where he
belonged, following. They went
down the hall with the bristle-
headed nurse in front of them.
Into the elevator. Down, down,
everybody going down, to relate to
objects, to unroll the red flags, to
be the first person.
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They lined up at the assign-
ment point, where a man in a raw
silk suit stood with his clipboard,
calling out the vacancies. “Min-
ister,” he called, and Arrigott
stepped out, pronouncing “You,”
in a loud voice. He got into the
black limousine and was driven to
his job.

“Soldier,” the man called, and
Fomer moved across the walk, got
into an olive green truck which
roared away.

“Teacher,” the man called.

Keepsy hesitated a moment,
then went to the taxi which was
waiting for him.

“Doctor,” the man said. No one
moved., He looked up from his list,
shrugged, and went on. “Physi-
cist.” :

Braun walked off with slow
dignity to the sedan at the curb,
flattening his upper lip to hold in
his false teeth.

“That’s the lot,” the man with
the clipboard said. “Yesterday and
today, not one doctor. And we've
used them all up.”

“Have to haul in a few, why
don’t you tell the patrolmen?” the
nurse asked. “I've got to look in on
Dr. Manner; he should be resting
after his B12 shot. No doctors,” he
muttered as he turned away. “How
the hell can we run a city with no
doctors?”



- Lloyd Biggle’s last appearance here was with AND MADLY TEACH
(May 1966), an absorbing look at a school of the future. This is
an equally fine offering about a man stranded on an emergency
space station with only robots and a lunatic for company. Many
sf stories are concerned with the effects of the machine on man;
this one carries the man-machine relationship a step further than
usual, and the result is a fresh and pointed tale with a double-

barreled impact.

IN HIS OWN IMAGE
by Lloyd Biggle, Jr.

THE SUN'S SHRUNKEN DISC
hung above the shallow horizon
like an inflamed evil eye, but the
light that delineated the buildings
was the pure, hard radiance of a
million clustering stars.

Gorton Effro stepped from the
door of the communications shed
and looked about curiously. He
had served on space liners for
twenty years without ever seeing
an emergency space station—or
wanting to. Somewhere he’d got
the notion that they were man-
made, but this one had been con-
structed on the planed surface of
an inhospitable chunk of rock. A
landing cradle thrust up through
the transparent dome, spreading a
spidery embrace vast enough to
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contain the largest star-class liner.
Its supports were springs mam-
mothly anchored in concrete. In
that feeble gravity the danger was
not collapse, but that the shock of
an inept landing might bounce the
station into space.

Maintenance and storage sheds
formed an oval about the anchors.
Beyond, in a larger oval, stood the
circular hostels. The emergency
manual had promised ample ac-
commodations for a thousand, or
as many as two thousand if the
refugees didnt mind being
crowded. Effro eyed the buildings
skeptically and growled, “The
liars,” though he couldn’t have
said why he cared. There was only
one of him.
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The station’s logbook contained
ten previous entries covering a
hundred and seven years, all of
them by maintenance and supply
crews. It was untouched by time,
undisturbed by man except for
those fleeting, widely spaced in-
spections, unneeded and unysed.
All of the incalculable expense
and meticulous planning that
went into its making had been
squandered to this end: that one
lifeboat could lock onto its rescue
beacon and eventually discharge
into its life-sustaining environ-
ment one passenger: Gorton Effro.

The lifeboat perched at the end
of the landing cradle like a small
parasite attached to a gigantic ab-
stract insect. The solitary pas-
senger fingered his tight collar
irritably and savored his disap-
pointment. He had known what
he would find here—the lifeboat’s
emergency manual described it in
tedious detail—but through the
long days of sterile solitude he had
come to think of this place, not as
a way station to be touched en
route to rescue, but as a destina-
tion. A refuge, waiting to welcome
him with warmth and hospitality.

It was only a larger solitude.

The lifeboat’s landing had trig-
gered the station out of its frozen
hibernation. The air outside the
communications shed was notice-
ably warmer than it had been
when he entered, and a robot
cleaner snuffed past him, pa-
tiently searching for impurities he
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might have tracked in. Effro
moved with slow steps toward the
nearest hostel, still looking about
curiously. A movement off to his
left caught his attention; it was
only another robot cleaner, but he
watched it for a moment, and
when he turned his head . . .

The shock halted him in mid-
stride. A man stood near the
hostel's entrance. Before Effro’s
stunned mind could quite compre-
hend what his eyes were seeing,
the strange figure hurled itself for-
ward in a weird flutter of ragged
garments. Effro backed away, his
trembling hands raised defen-
sively, but the man sank to his
knees in front of Effro and said,
eyes averted, voice a supplicant
whine, “May I have your blessing,
Excellency?”

“Blessing?” Effro exclaimed.
His purser’s uniform had been
mistaken for a priest’s costumel!

He took another step backward,
staring down at the man, and sud-
denly comprehended that the
threadbare clothing was meant to
be some kind of ecclesiastical ap-
parel. The robes were tattered
vestments, the ridiculous head-
piece a strangely fashioned miter,
the clicking footwear crudely
shaped metal sandals. He looked
like a devilish caricature, an athe-
ist’s mocking concept of a priest.

Effro knew the type. The man
was a lay predicant, a self-ap-
pointed, self-educated, self-
clothed religious, a wanderer by
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found in the pietistic pose a sure-
fire means of increasing his daily
take.

But the last call at this remote
station had been logged fourteen
years before! “What the devil are
you doing here?” Effro demanded.

Still on his knees, the man
waited silently. “I'm no ‘Excel-
lency’,” Effro said. “I was purser
on the spaceship Cherbilius. It
blew up nineteen days out of Don-
ardo, and as far as I know, I'm the
only survivor. Toasts I can give
you, and a few first-rate curses, but
not blessings. I don’t know any.”

The predicant raised his eyes
slowly. His face was old, its flesh
shriveled and taut. His eyes,
widely dilated in the dim starlight,
stared expressionlessly. He held
his left arm bent awkwardly in
front of him.

He said uncertainly, “Do you
come to instruct me, Excellency?”

“I come because my lifeboat fol-
lowed the station’s rescue beacon.
In other words, by accident. If I'd
hit another station’s beacon first,
I'd have gone there.”

“There are no accidents,” the
predicant said. His right hand’s
sweeping gesture traced a cross.
“The will of God brought you
here.”

Effro said bitterly, “Then God
destroyed more than four hundred
people to do it. I suppose that’s a
small price for such a splendid
achievement—bringing together a
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drunken thief and some kind of
fugitive pretending to be a priest.
Cut the nonsense and stand up.”

The predicant got to his feet in
a flutter of ragged clothing. Effro
asked, “Is there anyone else here?”

“I have my flock,” the predicant
said proudly.

“Flock? Here?”

A cleaning robot snuffed past
them, and the predicant stooped,
halted it with a caressing gesture,
and held it hissing and rumbling
above the ground.

He released it. “Such are my
flock,” he said quietly,

“Machines?”

The predicant met Effro’s eyes
boldly. Only an idiot, Effro
thought, could look so divinely in-
spired. An idiot or a saint.

“Did not our Lord say, ‘Inas-
much as ye have done it unto one
of the least of these my brethren,
ye have done it unto me." And
these—"” His ragged gesture en-
compassed the cleaning robots and
the rows of silent machines by the
maintenance sheds. “These, Excel-
lency, are the least of all.” He sank
to his knees again. “May I have
your blessing, Excellency?”

The sheer, pleading ecstasy in
the man’s voice, the dumb depth
of veneration in his eyes, un-
nerved Effro and moved him
strangely. He knew that forever
afterward he would consider it a
cowardly act, but he extended his
blessing.

He gesticulated vaguely and
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resurrected a half-forgotten phrase
from the buried memories of his
childhood. “In the name of the Al-
mighty, may your graces be magni-
fied and your faults forgiven.”

He stepped around the predi-
cant and strode hurriedly toward
the hostel. He did not look back
until he reached it. The predicant
was moving slowly in the opposite
direction, still holding his bent
arm awkwardly in front of him.
Three cleaning robots were snuff-
ing after him in single file.

“His flock,” Effro muttered dis-
gustedly.

He chose the sleeping room
nearest the entrance, and the first
thing he examined was its door—
to make certain that it had a lock.

The hostel was a self-sustaining
unit, complete with airlock to safe-
guard its inhabitants in the event
of damage to the dome. Effro’s first
concern was for a bath, and he
lolled in warm water for an hour,
soaking off the accretions of his
long journey, while a massaging
machine worked over him ex-
pertly. A valet machine accepted
his begrimed uniform and re-
turned it to him in spotless,
pressed condition. A dispenser
furnished three complete outfits of
new clothing. He dressed himself
in one of them and carried the oth-
ers, and his uniform, to his sleep-
ing quarters with a cleaning robot
dogging his footsteps. His bed,
which he had tested perfunctorily,

121

had been remade by a domestic
robot. It was occurring to him that
the predicant’s flock was no small
congregation.

Opening drawers to put away
his clothing, he encountered a
book.

Thy word is a lamp unto my

feet and a light unto my path.

This Bible was placed here for

your spiritual solace by the So-

ciety of Saint Brock.

Impulsively Effro searched the
adjoining room and two others
across the corridor. All contained
Bibles. Probably every sleeping
room on the station had a Bible,
but one would have sufficed. And
if a lonely man, marooned here for
years, chose to occupy himself
with a Bible, he might in time be-
come a fairly competent theologist.

“Why the Bible,” Effro mused,
“when each hostel has an adequate
library?”

There was no accounting for in-
dividual taste. The real question
was why he had stayed marooned.
He had only to break a seal and
pull a handle, and the station
would have broadcast a distress
signal until rescue came—in days,
weeks or months. No one would
hurry, because, paradoxically, a
distress signal from an emergency
space station did not signify an
emergency. The full passenger
contingent of a star-class liner
could be accommodated there for
a year or more with no risk except
boredom. Sooner or later, but
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probably sooner, rescue would
have come.

Effro had found the seal un-
broken. The man must have come
here since the last inspection ship
called fourteen years before, and
in all that time he had not per-
formed the one simple act that
would have brought rescue. It
made so little sense that Effro un-
easily returned to the communica-
tions shed, but the oscillating
distress signal was still ornament-
ing the steady beeps of the rescue
beacon.

“The guy is nuts,” Effro told
himself. “And no wonder. If I
were here that long, maybe I'd
start preaching sermons to robots,
too.”

One of the hostel’s lounges sup-
plied another clue: it was
decorated with religious paintings,
several of them showing priests in
ceremonial regalia—undoubtedly
the inspiration for the predicant’s
costume. The poor, lonely fanatic!

He browsed through the library,
wincing when he found a shelf of
books on theology, inspected a
music room, read the repertory of
a theater that offered him his
choice of a hundred films. There
were robots everywhere. The hostel
had accommodations and service
for perhaps fifty, and all of the
service automatically concentrated
on Effro. Every time he turned
around he stumbled over a robot.

He went to the dining room,
summoned a serving robot with the
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touch of a button, and punched
out his order for dinner. The robot
rolled away; another button
brought a beverage robot to his
side, and he dazedly contemplated
controls that offered mixed drinks
in a thousand combinations. He
ordered a large one, straight, and
the robot served it in a plastic
tumbler. A cleaning robot hovered
nearby—like a house pet, Effro
thought, waiting for him to drop
something,

The serving robot brought his
food. After the lifeboat’s concen-
trated rations, it tasted delicious,
but those same rations had caused
his stomach to shrink. He ate what
he could, pushed the remainder
onto the floor to give the cleaning
robot something to do, and ordered
another drink.

When the predicant entered
some time later, Effro was feeling
at peace with himself and the uni-
verse: bath and massage, clean
clothing, an excellent meal, and
now he was nursing his fifth drink.

He gave the predicant a
friendly wave and called, “Join
me. Have a drink.”

The predicant abashed him by
sinking to the floor at his feet.
“Instruct me, Excellency,” he
pleaded.

“I'm out of uniform,” Effro said,
not unkindly because he felt sorry
for the man. “I wasn’t an ‘Excel-
lency’ to begin with. I was purser
on the Cherbilius, and the day be-
fore it blew up I was found guilty
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of insubordination, intoxication
while on duty, impertinence to
passengers, larceny from the ship’s
liquor stores, and spitting into the
ventilation system. I was ordered
confined to quarters under arrest.
I stole another bottle of the best
Donardian brandy—with a record
like that one morc bottle was of
very small consequence—and af-
ter drinking it I climbed into a
lifeboat in the hope of sleeping it
off without the interruption of
further recriminations. When I
woke up the lifeboat was adrift in
space, surrounded by debris that
included an uncountable number
of charred corpses in various stages
of dismemberment. So here I am,
maybe the only survivor, and I
wouldn’t be competent to hand out
religious instruction even if 1
knew any, which I don’t. What'’s
your excuse?”

The predicant regarded him
blankly.

“Where do you come from?”
Effro persisted.

“I was reborn here. The time
before rebirth has no meaning.”

“You probably jumped ship
here,” Effro said. “That last in-
spection ship. At a guess, you were
also a stowaway and a fugitive
from justice, and this looked like
as good a place to hole up as any.
Eventually you went star crazy.
Call it being reborn if you want
to.”

He aimed his plastic tumbler at
the cleaning robot and missed; the

123

robot sniffed after it and gathered
it up. Effro punched the beverage
robot and accepted another drink.
“Cheers,” he'said. “Your ‘flock’ is
taking good care of me.”

“They bcar another’s burdens,
and so fulfill the law of Christ.”

Effro  chuckled drunkenly.
“They’re stinking machines and
you know it.”

“All of us are laborers together
with God.”

“All of us? We're men and
they’re machines.”

“Both are houses of clay, whose
foundation is the dust.”

“Touché,” Effro said agreeably.
He considered himself a reason-
able man, and if this character
wanted to elevate machines to the
status of angels, that was nothing
to him. “Man evolved from a glob
of slime, they say, and is still
evolving. Machines have evolved,
too, and theyre getting more hu-
man all the time. These old-fash-
ioned robots still look like
machines, but some of them are
disgustingly human in their ac-
tions—which I suppose makes
them morally suspect. There’s no
profit in arguing theology with a
preacher, self-ordained or other-
wise, but it does seem to me that
everything you've said about ma-
chines could be said about an-
imals, too, and animals are God’s
creatures—or so I was told when
I was young enough to listen to
such nonsense. And they’re flesh
and blood. Machines are metal
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and plastic and electricity. Maybe
God created animals and men, but
you'll have to admit that man cre-
ated the machines. If they have
anything of God in them, they
came by it second hand.”

“Man creates only as God or-
dains,” the predicant said. “Metal
and plastic are one with flesh and
blood, for neither can inherit the
Kingdom of God. On the Day of
Reckoning all will be equal, ma-
chines and men. Then shall the
dust return to the Earth as it was,
and the spirit shall return unto
God who gave it.”

Effro shrugged and drained his
tumbler. “So?”

“The spirit returns unto God
who gave it.” The predicant fixed
Effro in a gaze of terrible intensity.
“The spirit is God’s gift to man. If
in His wisdom He choose to do so,
can He not bestow the same gift
on the machine?”

“I suppose he can,” Effro con-
ceded, still being reasonable.

“I pray that He will do so,” the
predicant said simply. “So that
these, who are the very least, can
praise Him—for they are fearfully
and wonderfully made. If God can
bless sinful man, Excellency, can
He not bless these, who are with-
out sin?”

Effro muttered inarticulately.

“I did not understand, Excel-
lency.”

“I said,” Effro growled, “that if
I weren’t drunk, I wouldn’t have
gotten into this discussion in the
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first place. You want to fill heaven
—whatever that is—with ma-
chines? I couldn’t care less. I'm
one of the least myself, and a sin-
ner as well, and if there is a
heaven, I won't be seeing it. All 1
ask is that you stop calling me ‘Ex-
cellency.””

The predicant scrambled to his
feet. He was of less than average
height, but he towered over the
seated Effro. “You—are a sin-
ner?”’

Effro flung an empty tumbler
aside and punched for another
drink. “In a mediocre sort of way.
Didn't I just get threugh telling
you I'm a drunken thief?”

“We must hold a special service
and pray for you. Will you come?”

“A service? You and your ma-
chines?”

“My flock and 1.”

Effro guffawed. “I've been
prayed over by experts without
any noticeable result, but if you
don’t mind working for practice,
hop to it.”

“Will you attend our service?”

“No,” Effro said, still being rea-
sonable, but wanting to make it
clear that there were limits. “Don’t
let that stop you, though. If your
prayers have any kick to them,
they’ll work whether I'm there or
not.”

The predicant took a step back-
ward. His right arm pointed at the
ceiling; his bent left arm curved
protectingly over his head as
though to ward off the rage of an
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offended deity. He said incredu-
lously, “You don’t believe in God!”

“No, I don’t. And if such a
creature exists, I have no use for
him. The Cherbilius had a passen-
ger list of three hundred and sev-
enty-two and a crew of forty.
It also had an illegal cargo.
Nitrates, 1 think. The crew re-
ceived hefty bribes to look the
other way while it was being
loaded. We accepted the money
and the risk. The passengers ac-
cepted the risk without knowing it.
Now all of them are dead except
me, and the owners are gleefully
collecting insurance on forged
bills of lading. The greedy bas-
tards. If I were to go back and file
a complaint, they’d have me prose-
cuted for failing to inform them
before the voyage of a condition
tending to threaten the ship’s
safety. If you can fit your God into
that, let me know.”

He raised his tumbler in a mock
toast to the predicant’s retreating
back.

-He downed four more drinks,
tossing the tumblers to the points of
the compass and watching the
cleaning robots chase after them,
and finally he staggered to bed. He
was not too drunk to remember to
secure his door, but he got up twice
to make certain that it was locked.

On the third day he became
convinced that the machines were
watching him. A cleaner would
snoop at his heels along a corridor
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until he turned; then it would
scurry off as if to report. He locked
one cleaner in a cabinet, to be let
out whenever enough mess accu-
mulated to keep it busy, and the
others he dumped outside one by
one as he was able to corner them.
They could not negotiate the air-
lock without help, and to make
certain that the predicant didn’t
help them he smashed the latch re-
lease. The predicant couldn’t get
in; he couldn’t get out, but he’d
worry about that when he wanted
out.

He cursed the twist of fate
that miraculously placed a com-
panion on this lonely station and
at the same time utterly deprived
him of companionship. If the
predicant hadn’t got hooked on re-
ligion, he and Effro might have
staged some uproarious poker mar-
athons. His remote presence only
heightened  Effro’s  loneliness.
Effro saw him occasionally at a
distance, and once he found him
looking through the airlock—try-
ing to say something, he thought,
but he did not go close enough to
find out what it was. He'd had
enough sermons.

Effro ate and drank; he watched
films; he tried to interest himself in
books. Mostly he drank. Rescue
might come on the morrow—or in
a month, or in a year. It was best
that he didn’t think about it, and
he avoided thought most success-
fully when he was drunk. He
drank, slept, chased his hangover
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with more drink, Time passed, but
whether it was days or hours he
neither knew nor cared.

He woke abruptly from a
drunken slumber and jerked erect
in bed. He had heard a noise—
the wind sighing, or something
like that—but on this dead frag-
ment of a world there was no wind.
He went to the door of his sleep-
ing room. As always, it opened
onto monumental silence.

Silence and loneliness. Puzzled,
he pulled on clothing with fum-
bling fingers and staggered to the
dining room. He seated himself,
and eventually his trembling
hands closed on a button and
pushed it.

There was no response. He
jabbed a second time, and a third,
and finally turned a bewildered
stare on the long rack where the
beverage and serving machines
stood in orderly ranks when not in
use. The rack was empty.

With a snarl of rage he lurched
toward the airlock. It stood open.

The space between the hostels
and the maintenance and storage
sheds was filled with machines—
beverage and serving robots alined
like a row of squat idols, massag-
ing machines, valet machines,
domestic robots, mammoth
machines with specialized func-
tions relating to forms of indiges-
tion in the largest atomic engines,
clothing dispensers, film pro-
jectors, ranks of cleaning robots,

FANTASY AND SCIENCE FICTION

large machines, small machines,
even rows of automatic clocks, all
facing toward a makeshift pulpit
of supply canisters where the
predicant stood with his right arm
upraised.

Effro shouted, “Dring them
back, damn it! I want a drink!”

The predicant remained mo-
tionless. Suddenly Effro heard the
noise that had awakened him: the
predicant began to hum.

The sound vibrated softly, like
the distant whir of a machine, and
the gathered ranks of machines
answered. The heavy maintenance
apparatus emitted a deep grinding,
the robot cleaners added a shrill,
chorusing whine, and as the others
joined in, the tumult swelled to a
violent pulsation that shook the
building. Effro shouted again and
could not hear his own voice. He
staggered forward angrily

The predicant held his hands in
front of him, palms facing. A blue
spark leaped between them and
hung there. Showers of brilliant
sparks crackled around the huge
maintenance machines, and daz-
zling flashes of light began to dart
at random from machine to ma-
chine. The shuddering sound
crescendoed until Effro clapped
his hands to his ears and turned
to flee. He was too late—he was
already among the machines, and
the leaping sparks formed a barri-
cade about him. For a suspenseful
moment they sizzled harmlessly,
and then a tremendous flash im-
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paled him. He hung paralyzed for
an instant and dropped into dark-
ness.

“Only one?” the captain ex-
plained incredulously.

The mate nodded.

“That’s a forty-passenger life-
boat!”

“We’ve turned the station inside
out, I tell you. There’s only one,
and he’s star crazy.”

“He’s only been here two
months.”

“Evidently two months is
enough,” the mate said dryly.

“Bring him along, then. We've
wasted enough time here.”

The mate turned, motioned,
and two crewmen brought out
Gorton Effro.

“Good God!” the captain ex-
plained.

“He must have made the outfit
himself,” the mate said. “One of
the lounges has a collection of re-
ligious paintings. He'’s copied a
priest’s costume.”

Effro faced the captain blankly.
His miter was slightly askew; his
vestments were torn in several
places. In his left hand he clutched
a Society of Saint Brock Bible.

“He keeps tripping over his
robes and falling,” the mate said.
“He doesn’t even seem to feel it.
Know what he’s wearing on his
feet? Metal sandals. I'm telling
you, he’s as star-touched as they
come.”

Suddenly Effro scurried for-
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ward and knelt at the captain’s
feet. “Do you come to instruct me,
Excellency?”

“Cut the nonsense,” the captain
snapped. “What happened to the
Cherbilius?”

“He can’t remember,” the mate
said.

“He’d better remember. How
come you're the only one that made
the lifeboat, fellow?”

Effro did not answer.

“How’d you get here?” the cap-
tain persisted.

“I was reborn here,” Effro said.
“The time before rebirth has no
meaning.”

“Try that line on the Board of
Inquiry, and it'll masticate you in-
to little pieces. There’s been a
major space disaster, and you'd
better be prepared to cooperate
fully.”

Effro gazed up at him. “May I
have your blessing, Excellency?”

“Couldn’t you get anything at
all out of him?” the captain asked
the mate.

“Just some Bible quotations. He
doesn’t seem to have any trouble
remembering them.”

“The word is a lamp unto my
feet and a light unto my path,”
Effro murmured.

“I see what you mean,” the cap-
tain said. “Well, it’s not our prob-
lem. Take him on board and assign
someone to keep an eye on him.
We'll leave as soon as the lifeboat
is secured.”

The crewmen jerked Effro to his
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feet and hustled him-up the ramp.
He did not resist, but he waved
the Bible protestingly.

“We'd better report this to the
Interstellar Safety Commission,”
the mate said. “Putting all those
Bibles in the emergency space sta-
tions maybe wasn’t a good idea.”

“Sure,” the captain said. “And
while we're at it we can send a re-
port to the Society of Saint Brock.
Their most recent convert just
stole one.”

The predicant did not emerge
from hiding until the ship was a
fading spark on the rim of the star-
flecked sky. He stood watching it
until it disappeared.

They were disturbed because
the purified one’s knowledge of his
sinful past had been obliterated,
but that was the way of rebirth.
Cast away from you all your trans-
gressions and make you a new
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heart and a new spirit.

The predicant was loath to see
him leave, for the purified one had
been an apt and willing student,
but it was God’s will, he told him-
self humbly. The success of the
purification had so suffused him
with pride that he had been peril-
ously close to sin himself. When
pride  cometh, then cometh
shame: but with the lowly is wis-
dom.

And he had been neglecting his
duties to his flock.

He went first to a maintenance
shed. He plugged himself in at a
power outlet, and while his charge
was being topped off, he adminis-
tered a squirt of lubricant to his
corroded left arm.

Then, after humbly crossing
himself, he powered his way to-
ward the machine shop, where
three cleaning robots were waiting
to confess.
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