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I

WHEN GYUL KODRAN took his place on the rostrum in the hall of the United Nations, there were more eyes watching him, more ears attentive to what he was going to say, than ever before in the tangled history of Planet Earth. That was understandable. Never before had so much hung on what a single person said.

Never before. That was the only notable distinction about the occasion.

Before the assembled delegates, before the dozens of television cameras, before the microphones, Gyul Kodran remained as usual, impassive, never betraying a hint of what his feelings might be. His voice—that curious, distant, not quite ordinary voice, with its measured diction—was absolutely steady. Possibly he—he?—was used to addressing vast audiences. One couldn’t know. He hadn’t said anything about the subject.

By now his form was quite familiar: roughly man-height, not by any stretch of the imagination man-shape, garbed—again, one had to guess at this, as one had to guess at “his” sex, or indeed whether the race to which he belonged had sexes—in a kind of iridescent whirling through which it was quite possible to see if one allowed one’s mind to wander from the distracting patterns of it. Practically no one on Earth who had passed within range of a television set in the past six months would have failed to see him. Him. Automatic assumption.

He spoke, as usual, in Esperanto. He had previously made it clear that the idea of national differences was something he could appreciate only intellectually; not being able to feel it, and act instinctively in accordance with his feelings, he had decided to use only Esperanto during his stay on Earth, as being a language belonging to no national group that might feel slighted if he chose to speak in another tongue. Purely as a by-product of his visit, the vocabulary of Esperanto had grown by forty per cent and was now at least partly untranslatable into most other human tongues. To convey the spirit of those words which Gyul Kodran had influenced, you had to use lengthy roundabout paraphrases.

The television commentators finished their recapitulation of the events—known to everyone, but still sufficiently startling after six months to warrant repeating—that had led up to this extraordinary session of the UN General Assembly, to this planetwide hookup of TV and radio, to this weighing of mankind in the balance …

They finished there. Not just because Gyul Kodran had taken his place on the rostrum and was plainly going to begin his address. Also because there was a corollary to that phrase about “weighing in the balance.” Something about being found wanting.

At last all was ready. The tension could be felt all over Earth. Almost the heart of the world had ceased to beat; they estimated that an unprecedented sixty-one per cent of the entire human population was concentrated now on watching and listening. Every available channel was turned over to this momentous broadcast. Every TV repeater-satellite was carrying it on all its channels. In the night hemisphere of Earth, people were sitting up, or had risen before dawn, to watch, listen, and find out.

Gyul Kodran began to speak, and the voices of interpreters brought his message to every language group on Earth.

He said, “I have been impressed.” And waited. The tension dropped with a sound one could all but hear: a gigantic sigh.

He said again, “I have been impressed. As you know, there are already some hundreds of intelligent life-forms affiliated to the Federation of Worlds; without exception, their achievements have surpassed yours, of course, but you have certain very individual achievements to your credit.”

He paused a second time. “I have seen,” he said, “the way in which, during a long and bleak passage of your history, you more than once reached the verge of annihilating yourselves—and thus, naturally, settled the question of your affiliation to the Federation of Worlds beyond doubt.” He paused a third time, and people chuckled, not because it was any real kind of a joke, but as children chuckle over their own silliness once a night of darkness has passed without ghosts and devils. Gyul Kodran did have a sense of humor, of course; it had been his ability to crack a joke that had first breached the intuitive distrust most human beings felt for him.

But that was to be the last pause. Now Gyul Kodran began to speak rapidly and to the point. He said:

“Nonetheless, I am compelled to break the tentative promise I made to you on my arrival. Last night I discussed the question of your affiliation to the Worlds with the Supreme Council of the Federation and made a number of points to them which I, and they, were compelled to regard as significant.

“The first and most telling was that you are unique. There has never before risen such a situation as now faces us. We have known of species which arose on certain planets and which spent time quarreling among themselves, even to the extent of exterminating themselves. We were, for instance, aware of a race of chlorine-methane breathers on a planet of the star you call Spica, who had achieved space travel of a limited kind in spite of being handicapped by continual warfare, but who eventually reduced their germ-plasm to uselessness by continued atomic bombardment of each other. Indeed, until we became apprised of what you had done on your planet, we regarded this rule as having the force of a natural law, to wit: warlike races destroy themselves before leaving their own systems.

“I must expand this point a little further, so that you may see for yourselves why we regard it as important.

“In our Federation, as I said before, there are some hundreds of races. Contrary to popular belief, the reason that I came among you disguised in this flow of forces is not because of any poisonous constituent of your atmosphere—indeed, I can breathe it very satisfactorily. Nor is it for fear that some bacteria of yours might infect me with a sickness; we have other and better means of armoring ourselves against infection. It is solely and simply so that you do not see me as I am.

“You must understand that we have never revealed ourselves to a species whose history included a great many examples—of panic reaction and violence against intelligent persons exhibiting minor differences: differences in the reflection of light from the hide or skin, for instance, or differences in the inflection of a language. Or indeed, differences regarding the nature and origin of the universe.

“And this brings me to my second point. Technologically, you are at the point where you will come to us, or would have come had we not come to you. The starship now being assembled in orbit around your planet will almost certainly operate as designed—that will interest your engineers, no doubt,” he added parenthetically. “Nonetheless, you appear to us to be precariously balanced on the knife-edge of tolerance. It is still necessary for you to take conscious steps to prevent the growth of intolerance among your children; in another generation or two, it may not be so, or the situation may change radically for the worse again. In view of this, we felt it dangerous to permit you to come among us immediately.

“And my third point is this: Some means must be found to settle the problems raised by the foregoing.

“After weighing evidence submitted by every authority who has studied your race and other similar races, the Supreme Council last night approved the plan I myself favored after my six months’ inspection of your planet. And that is that one citizen of the planet shall be permitted to go to the capitol world of the Federation. That he shall live there—you will understand that I use ‘he’ because your languages have no indeterminate pronoun, but it might be a woman if you so choose—for thirty days, your days. That you shall be allowed to affiiliate with the Federation if your representative can survive and can demonstrate his ability to exist in a civilized society with creatures whose outward appearance and manner of thinking differ from his or her own.

“At the end of this period, the chosen representative shall be returned to your planet. He or she will inform you of the verdict. In the case that it is favorable, you will be permitted to send your starships to other systems of the galaxy. In the other event, we shall prevent your doing so. We are not given to violence, but I think after the small proofs of our ability which I have given you during my stay on your planet, you will agree that we are perfectly capable of keeping our word in this respect.”


There was silence. It broke finally, with a hushing noise like water lapping round a rock: the noise of bated breath being at last released.

Gyul Kodran remained at his place on the rostrum. He was not going to speak further, that was obvious. Behind him the highest officials of the United Nations conferred hastily in whispers, and after a moment the secretary general—a Chilean, for the current term, called Briaros—stood up and spoke.

“Will there be any chance of an appeal against the verdict?”

Gyul Kodran said flatly, “No.”

“Nor of a—rehearing at a later date?”

“It is the consensus of opinion among the experts consulted by the Supreme Council that in the event of your representative failing to pass this test, the matter of a rehearing will not arise. You will have proved to be too intolerant of one another to survive.”

A murmur grew in the body of the hall. Sweating, Briaros pressed on.

“But just supposing—”

“No suppositions,” said Gyul Koddran. “None. You have one year in which to select your representative; the representative you choose will, of course, indicate to us a good deal about your civilization and the psychology of your species. Therefore in one year’s time, to the day, our ship will call to collect your chosen individual. And after the test, you will learn the verdict. I wish you luck.”

He sounded sincere.

Then there was a sound like a clap of thunder as air rushed into a space suddenly vacated—and Gyul Kodran was gone.






II

“THE QUESTION is—where did we fall down?”

There was a ragged edge to the voice of Ward, President of the United States of America, who uttered the question. He sat in a deep, comfortable arm-chair in Briaros’s apartment, in a block close to the United Nations building, where the great men of Earth had come together informally at the secretary-general’s invitation to try and relax sufficiently to consider the problem facing them. They had almost all seized the suggestion as a brilliant idea; it did not seem, on the face of it, that any rational conclusion could be reached by the normal procedure of arguing through conferences and diplomatic channels. Consequently the apartment was now crowded with the most important persons on the planet. It was a measure of the shaking mankind had had.

Ward had spoken in English; everyone present spoke the language more or less well. In response, heads shook. Grave expressions were on every face.

Briaros—as host, he was to speak first—regarded the fine glass between his hands thoughtfully. He said, “Maybe we couldn’t have done any better. Maybe Gyul Kodran is quite right.”

“Only too possible,” said Heirach, Prime Minister of Israel. He tried not to glance across the room at Ibn Mostaq of the UAR, and failed. “After all, our history is as he said: marked with intolerance and violence for petty and stupid reasons.”

Ibn Mostaq flushed a little under his sallow Arab skin. He said half-defensively, “But it’s no good raking up the dirt of the past, is it?”

“On the contrary,” said the slightly lisping voice of Wang Tong, President of China. “As I see it, Briaros, we were naturally wrong because our bad conscience brought us to show Gyul Kodran that we were better than we had been. We went out of our way to show him the steps we have had to take to rid ourselves of the plague of war and intolerance. Had to take; I stress that particularly.” He glanced at Pandit Chandramurti. “I think our honored colleague from India will bear me out.”

“Indeed yes!” said Chandramurti emphatically. “It is a matter of bad conscience. It has always been said—that Hinduism is the most tolerant religion evolved by man, and one points to the ceremony which was formerly current for re-receiving into the Hindu faith those who had adopted Christianity for motives of gain. Likewise the other great religion, Buddhism, which was born on our subcontinent, preaches tolerance and self-denial. Yet we in India had a bad conscience—hatred of Islam preys on us yet!”

“I also feel guilty,” sighed Briaros. “Not that the thing is actually my fault … Yet I feel it unfortunate that a Chilean should have occupied my position at the time when Gyul Kodran came to us. For after all my country’s territorial limits were established by one of the very few entirely successful wars of aggression in human history.”

“If you will pardon my saying so,” put in the Prime Minister of the United Kingdom, Mrs. Marchbanks, in her dry, rather soft voice, “I think we’re just throwing words about. I think we should frankly admit that we are all scared stiff.”

Briaros glanced at her. She seemed to have put her finger on a vitally important point, for people began to nod and after a covert glance at one another they relaxed noticeably.

Heinrich von Heusinger, of the German Union, grunted. He said, “Yes, we are scared! But how are we to face the problem? How to eliminate this fear? How are we to even begin to select the man—or woman,” with a glance at Mrs. Marchbanks, “on whom our future will depend?”

Briaros hesitated. He turned at length, rather reluctantly, to Solomon Katinga, Council Chairman of the United States of Africa, and addressed him diffidently.

“I hope you won’t take this amiss, Mr. Katinga,” he said. “But it seems to me that whoever is selected will be in the position of a primitive brought suddenly into a great modern city—a Bakongo in New York, say. And possibly you might be equipped to guide us on the point.”

Katinga answered self consciously, as everyone turned to look at him with deep attention and interest. “No, Mr. Secretary, I don’t take it amiss. You see, I was that kind of man; I was twenty before I was at an airport, and I was twelve before I wore shoes. I think I know maybe better than all of you what the feelings are like of a man brought suddenly into a new and terribly strange world.”

“Let’s face it—there’s the one problem that our man won’t have. That’s the problem like of people deliberately grinding him down. We can guess that these Federationers would rather have us with them than not, so we’ll get help and the benefit of the doubt, right? But then there’s the rest of the problem. I mean, like simply staying alive. I nearly walked under cars a dozen times when I was first in a city. I couldn’t but more than slightly read, too, and I couldn’t find my way about. I got on wrong buses and wrong trains, and I was always being late for appointments because I wasn’t geared to clocks.”

“What we do then is this,” said von Heusinger indicating approval. “We find as many people as we can who’ve done as Mr. Katinga did—who know the problems facing the outsider, as one says. And we then make our choice of the man best suited to represent us.”

“All respect,” said Wang Tong softly. They turned to him; they always heard Wang Tong out of regard for his awe-inspiring intellect. No other country except China, with its age long tradition of worshipping wisdom, would ever have elected a philosopher to its highest office; that China had done so was the world’s good fortune, and people admitted the fact.

“This is good,” said Wang Tong. “But it is not enough. I also know the feeling of coming out of the old world to the new, for I was born one of eight children on an under-mechanized farm, and when I was five years old I knew better how to plant rice in a paddy than how to speak my language. But I say it is not enough. We must also weigh other factors. There is—for one example—civilized behavior. There is etiquette. There is language. There is the question of the social graces. These are the things which make men tolerable to one another. They are not superficial; they are the insulation which we have to prevent us from knocking against others and doing damage by which anger and revenge may be called forth.”

Briaros nodded. He said, “I think we have an impossible task, friends. I do not know of anyone on Earth who is fit to be chosen. Except possibly—yourself.”

“You flatter me,” said Wang Tong. “And, I may say, you are also in error. Forgive the bluntness of an old man. But I am old, and I have grown blunt and intolerant by my own standards. How then shall I pass the exacting test of those in the Federation of Worlds?”

“Don’t underestimate the importance of simple survival,” said Prince Naborit of Thailand suddenly. “After all, Gyul Kodran did mention that as the prime qualification our representative must possess.”

Ksesshinsky of the USSR chuckled into the silence that followed the Prince’s dampening remark. He said, “I apologize for ill-timed laughter. But it has just occurred to me what my predecessors might have said on this subject—that of course any citizen of the post-state society would be fit to undertake this task. Indeed, what we are looking for is the man defined as the end-product of Marxist evolution.”

Ward, who had not spoken since his question launched the discussion, unexpectedly cracked an answering smile. “And I’m pretty sure that my predecessors would also have had an answer,” he said. “They’d have insisted upon our selecting one with the indomitable pioneering spirit and the urge to get ahead.”

The relaxation was spreading. Mrs. Marchbanks said, “Without wishing to usurp any place in the sun for my own people, I’d venture to suggest that if our Chinese colleague is right, an English type would be ideal—with his stiff upper lip, his lack of emotion and his formal manners. Of course,” she added, “you could make out an equally good case for Mr. Katinga, who has had the right kind of experience, or for anyone here at all.”

“I keep worrying about another point Gyul Kodran made,” said Duleira of Brazil. “Prince Naborit has reminded us that survival ability is at a premium, in Gyul Kodran’s opinion. He also told us, though, that the nature of our choice would indicate a good deal to the Federationers about us.

“A good point,” said Briaros. “Let us then try and stress what we are rather than what we have been. What are the achievements we regard as our highest, aside from the reforms we’ve made in our social order?”

People looked dubious. “The matter of medicine?” suggested Mrs. Marchbanks. “Specifically, the regrowth of lost limbs and the use of prosthetic organs?” “Biology, then,” said Briaros, making a note on a pad.

“I beg your pardon” said Wang Tong softly. “But these prosthetic organs are rather a triumph of engineering than of medicine.”

“How about the building of our starship?” Ward proposed. “I think that’s important; Gyul Kodran said it would probably be successful.”

“Engineering, then,” Briaros said.

“Not just engineering,” said Ksesshinsky. “It’s applied physics, that starship. More to the point, perhaps, they say that pure mathematics is the highest creative activity of our intelligence.”

“Physics and pure mathematics, then,” agreed Briaros.

“I don’t think we can altogether sidestep our social reforms,” said Heirach. “We must admit that our advances in this respect are due to our growing knowledge of ourselves. Of psychology in all its forms.” “Psychology,” agreed Briaros.

“And another point to which Gyul Kodran attached a great deal of importance,” said Duleira. “Language. You recall his selection of Esperanto and his one-man evolution of it into a higher language than any other we have? I’d say it was a cardinal point to learn very quickly the local language and use it well, which will involve understanding of the mores of its speakers.”

Briaros looked at his list glumly. “So we apparently require someone who’s brilliant in all these fields: engineering; biology; physics; mathematics; psychology and I suppose anthropology and linguistics and ethnology and social engineering and everything associated therewith. Friends, the man we’re looking for does not exist.”

The Russian struggled to form words, and it was obvious that his difficulty was due to uncontrollable excitement. He said eventually, the words pouring over one another, “No! Maybe he is not existing now but why not when we have all the people like this—there must be the finest of all these among us somewhere and we must find them!”

“But we can only send one man!” objected Prince Naborit.

“Yes! Yessss!” The Russian’s eyes were gleaming. “We can send only one man physically!”

Briaros said feebly, “But we only have a year!”

“A year!” almost shouted Ksesshinsky. “A year is time enough for miracles! I’m a materialist, friend! What man can think of, man can do!”

Slowly, as they saw what Ksesshinsky meant, the others began to nod.

“All we can do is try,” said Mrs. Marchbank. “So—we try.






III

DARKNESS HAD already fallen by seven-thirty. Joe Morea had to use his headlamps in the quiet suburban street to locate Maggie’s number; he had only been to the house once before, by daylight. He was driving cautiously. It was strange to be back in a vehicle operating in two dimensions instead of three, strange to have his weight pressing down continually on the seat cushions instead of only when he gunned the power. He had just come back to Earth from the orbit where they were assembling the hull of Old Stormalong.

He left the car standing by the roadside and went to the door of the house. He rang and was admitted by the doorbot on simply announcing his name. Obviously it had been set to recognize him. A recorded message in Maggie’s pleasant contralto came from it, saying, “I won’t keep you a moment, Joe. I’m almost ready. Sit down in the lounge.”

He nodded absently and went through into the lounge, glad to drop his heavy-seeming body into the comfort of a deep chair. From the doorbot came a postscript to the invitation to enter: “Dial yourself a drink while you’re waiting, if you like.”

The liquor console was within arm’s reach; he dialed a Tom Collins because he hadn’t had a Tom Collins since leaving Earth for orbit, and sipped it when it was delivered. He tried to maintain a sense of relaxation, and failed. He ought to have been glad of the unrequested furlough; he ought to be glad that he was here, in a comfortable Earthside house, drinking a Tom Collins and waiting to take a pretty girl to dinner.

Frowning, drawing his bushy brown eyebrows together on his handsome though lantern-jawed face, Joe cradled the glass in his large capable hands and stared at it, past and through it.

Why was he here, anyway? It had been the shock of his life when Chief Engineer Malik called him to his office three days back and put the question to him bluntly: “How’s about a short furlough Earthside, Joe?”

Startled, Joe’s answer had been automatic. “You kidding? I’d love it!”

“Okay,” Malik had said. “There’s space on the shuttle tomorrow. Your section is almost fifteen days ahead of schedule, thanks to that dodge of yours. We’ll get along without you.”

And Joe hadn’t stopped then to ask any more questions; he’d been too afraid the furlough might turn out to be imagination. The worry came later. It was just ridiculous that he should have been given this furlough for no other reason than that space was vacant on the shuttle ship. He’d signed on for a full twelve-month tour, and he was satisfied to look forward to his three months’ leave afterward. The dodge he’d worked out for hull-plate assembly—the one which, as Malik had said, had put his section fifteen days ahead of schedule on their job—was something anyone might have come up with; it was superior to welding or even to Johannsen-block mating, because it produced an intra-crystalline bond. But it was no more than a special application of the same principle that lifted the shuttle ships—polarization of gravity. You just polarized the molecular binding forces of the surface to be joined, brought them together under pressure so that as it were the crystals of the metal slid into and between one another, and then switched off the power so that they stayed interpenetrated. It was that simple.

Or so Joe felt. Other people had smacked their foreheads and called him a genius. It made him uncomfortable to be called a genius; for his money, geniuses couldn’t really prove their claim to the title till they were at least forty, and he was only twenty-eight.

So why had he been sent back to Earth?

His reflection was cut short by Maggie’s entrance, looking like a pin-up come to life: her dark hair dusted with gold, her figure displayed to perfection by a red dress which was only by courtesy formal, and clung in some important places and fell in graceful folds in others, contriving to hint that these were still more interesting. Joe’s mind emptied at once of practically everything except her.

He hauled himself to his feet—still finding it hard work, because his muscles were adjusted to free-fall movement after his months in orbit—and said delightedly, “Maggie, you look terrific.”

She grinned impishly and came over for a kiss. “I know,” she said. “I thought you deserved it.”

“I’m flattered.”

She perched on the arm of his chair and put one delicately manicured finger on the dial of the liquor console. “Don’t hurry to finish your drink,” she said. “There’s time enough. What are you having?”

“A Tom Collins.”

“I’ll join you.” She dialed, picked up the glass when it was filled, and raised it to him. “To a long and happy acquaintance,” she said.

“Agreed. I wish I knew how long. They didn’t set a limit to my furlough, and it’ll only be ten days or so at most, I imagine.” He dropped back into the chair.

Maggie sipped her drink, and then set it down on her knee with a thoughtful look. “I’m awfully glad I met you, Joe,” she said. “I’ve often thought about your people up there in orbit, working on the starship. Like a kind of defiant gesture, isn’t it?”

Joe blinked. “I’m not with you,” he said after a pause.

“No?” She turned large, liquid eyes on him. “Oh, but surely! I mean, some people would just have chucked their hands in after Gyul Kodran’s ultimatum—”

“Oh, do we have to talk about that?” Joe broke in. “I was hoping to get away from it! That’s about all we ever talk about, up there with Old Stormalong. Whether the Federationers can really keep their word, and how they’ll keep it, if our representative doesn’t pass their test.”

“I’m sorry,” said Maggie. “But I’m afraid that’s about all anyone talks about down here nowadays. Haven’t you seen the papers, for example?”

“I haven’t taken time to look at one since I landed yesterday.”

“Well, practically every paper has a big red box on the top of page one now, with the number of days remaining before the Federation ship comes to take our representative. It’s about a hundred and forty-eight days now, I think. And there’s still no news. Nothing!”


Joe sipped his drink. He said, “Well, one wouldn’t expect them to announce their decision in advance anyway, because everyone would be able to think of a reason for not sending the person they selected.”

“But there’s a storm of complaint about not having any news at all, which is probably worse.”

She glanced at him. “Tell me, how do people feel about this—up there with Old Stormalong, as you said?

“As to what we think about it all—” Joe sighed. He had not really expected to start the evening with Maggie talking about this of all subjects, but it was understandable, he supposed. After all, this was probably the most crucial single problem ever to have faced the human race.

“You’re just determined to go ahead and be damned to Gyul Kodran and his ultimatum, I guess,” suggested Maggie.

“Not exactly. We are going ahead, true. But the way we see it, we’re not qualified to even begin to think of who ought to go as our representative to the Federation capitol. So all we can do is put our trust in the people who are—the psychologists and the sociologists and the other experts.”

“But who’s an expert when it comes to this?” Maggie demanded. “It’s never happened before! You know, a lot of people are saying that when the Federation ship comes back we should go out and tell it to go to hell, and we’ll come to the Federation capitol under our own power when we’re good and ready.”

“I think that’s absurd,” said Joe heatedly. “Were you watching Gyul Kodran when he made his last speech at the UN?”

“Wasn’t everybody?” countered Maggie with a sarcastic smile.

“Right, then you’ll remember how he disappeared—literally and physically disappeared. How was that trick worked? We’ve beaten our brains out over that one a hundred times, up at the station, and the best conclusion we’ve come to is that the Federationers could probably do exactly that with any ship we try to send to them. They could ship it back where it started from. It’d take power, but it looks as though they could do it.”

“I think they’re damnably highhanded,” said Maggie with a sigh, and emptied her glass. “Shall we go?”


They went. But somehow they continued to talk about the same subject over dinner; there just wasn’t any other subject of comparable interest. And it began to be borne in on Joe that people were worried. He caught snatches of talk from adjacent tables in the restaurant where they ate, which indicated that the subject of conversation was the same there.

And outside the hall where they went to dance afterwards, when they emerged, there was a man on a speaker-platform haranguing a crowd in fanatical tones.

“What on earth is this?” Joe demanded of Maggie, startled.

“Him? Oh, he’s a One-Worlder. There are a lot of them about. Their idea is that since the Federation doesn’t welcome us on our terms, we ought to tell them they can have their galaxy and we’ll carry on our own way. It’s sort of sour grapes.”

To judge from the eighty to a hundred people who had gathered about the One-Worlder’s platform, and who were nodding and muttering in sympathy or agreement with him, there were quite a few people sharing that point of view. Joe shouldered his way closer to hear more clearly what the man was saying.

“Gyul Kodran comes and preaches to us about our lack of tolerance then he turns right round and tells us he’s not going to tolerate us! How could you trust someone like that? We can’t trust him!”

“How do you know that?” countered Joe. Several people in the crowd turned menacing looks on him; he ignored them.

“Why, I just proved it!”

“You haven’t proved anything yet, ’cept that you’re afraid our representative will fail the test. In fact you’ve made up your mind in advance that he’s going to fail. Mister, you sound like a traitor to the human race—you don’t believe we’re good enough to stand up to the Federationers. I say we are!”

The menacing looks faded towards puzzlement, and Joe shouldered his way back towards Maggie at the fringe of the crowd. Behind him, he heard another questioner take up the point he had left festering, and he gave Maggie a mirthless grin.


“Let ’em chew that one over!” he said. “Shall we go on home?”

Maggie looked at him thoughtfully. “I like that idea,” she said finally. “You know, you’re making me believe it, too.”






IV

DR. MARGARET REYNOLDS came into Schneider’s office with a look of satisfaction. Schneider did not at first notice her entry; he was at the far end of the room studying a wriggling trace-pattern on the face of a cathode ray tube. After a few moments, however, he sighed and turned around. His thin mouth curved into a smile, and he automatically brushed back his white hair with a sharp gesture, as though making a concession to conventional tidiness.

He said, “Good afternoon, Maggie. How is it with you?” He spoke English with a blur of German accent, but fluently.

“He’ll do,” said Maggie, dropping into a chair beside Schneider’s desk and sliding her brief case on to its polished top.

“Are you sure?” Schneider came forward, opened a box on the desk, and took out a cigar which he clamped between his teeth.

“As sure as I’ll ever be. We’ve lived practically in each other’s pockets for the past ten days; I’ve seen him in just about every conceivable circumstance. He’s the one.”

Schneider, having lit his cigar, sat down chuckling behind the desk. “You enjoyed yourself?”

“That too, that too. In fact, if it wasn’t for the way you armored me up to here with post-hypnotics, I could see myself getting very fond of him. He’s a nice guy, Fritz. Extremely well-adjusted socially, sexually, every way. And bright.”

Schneider perched silver-rimmed glasses on his nose and sought out documents from a pile on his desk. He said, “About that, of course, there is no doubt possible at all. We have here all the reports from the starship assembly station, from Malik his chief, from the men with whom he was working. He is good. He is probably the most original engineer on the whole project. He has gifts for looking at problems and turning them upside down so they lose their difficulty.”

“I can imagine.”

“So then we send for him. They will be sorry to lose him at the starship station.” Schneider put his cigar aside absently and went on re-reading his papers. “This is a hell of a responsibility, hey, Maggie?”

“You’re not kidding,” said Maggie with phony brightness. “I think you’d better take my word for it and get him called in right away before I start having second thoughts.”

Schneider gave her a sharp stare. “You expect to have second thoughts?”

“Probably. But by then you’ll have had a chance to confirm my estimate, and they won’t bother me.”

“I see,” grunted Schneider. “Well, that makes sense—of a twisted kind. We will then take necessary steps. It will be his body, you understand, if it is agreed he is suitable.”

Maggie repressed a slight shiver. “I wonder what he’ll be like—afterwards,” she said.

“Ach, that depends on what happens out there at the Federation capitol,” shrugged Schneider. “We have no doubt in our ability to restore the individual psyche afterwards; it is a matter of careful recording, of hypnosis and electrical transference.”

“What will happen to the other bodies, by the way?”

“They will be kept. It is not hard to preserve them for a mere month or two. They may indeed be better, less aged, for the superior efficiency of the artificial metabolism, when the owners reclaim them.” He broke off, picking up his cigar again.

“You worry in spite of your protestations of confidence, Maggie. What is wrong—do you know?”

Maggie gave a faint smile and nodded. “I know very well. It’s only thinking about how much hangs on this gamble. There’s always the risk that the Federationers might find out and decide that we were cheating.”

“We have the answer to that,” said Schneider. “It is un-fair—we maintain and declare—to ask that a race be judged on a single individual.”

“Especially a race as cranky and ornery as ours,” Maggie put in.

“Precisely so. With races more homogeneous, more uniform in their reactions and emotions, and their skills, yes, perhaps. In our case—we being as Gyul told us unique—we are not so to be judged. Let them reason it out if they discover. We are at least their intellectual equals, we believe.”

His manner grew brisk. “You would perhaps like to tell him yourself that he has been selected?”

“Much rather not,” said Maggie. “For a variety of reasons. Mainly, I think he might take it amiss if he knew that what he assumed to be a pleasant, casual furlough affair was actually part of the plot. In fact, probably it would be best if that could be kept from him altogether.”

Schneider gave her a thoughtful look. “The hypnotic armor had holes,” he said.

Maggie shrugged. “I guess it probably did. I am fond of him. I’d really welcome the opportunity to meet him again afterwards on a—uh—on a more conventional footing. I think he likes me enough to want it to go on, too.”

“Then as you say we will be well advised to keep the truth of your meeting from him.” Schneider scribbled a note, using the hand that held his cigar and spilling ash all over the paper with the rapidity of his movements. He didn’t look up as he said, “And that is why you are disturbed at the idea of what may happen to him—out there?”

“Not so much about that. I think he’d probably make out pretty well just as he is—but maybe I’ve got prejudices now. I realize that’s unreasonable. No, it’s more the problem of what effect the—the treatment will have.”

“The effect will be far graver on those who go with him,” said Schneider soberly. “I know. I am myself still disturbed from my original trials, although I understood perfectly everything that happened.”

Maggie nodded. A faraway look came into her eyes. She said, “I wonder how it feels to see another face than one’s own come back from the mirror.”

“Disturbing,” said Schneider. He thrust his cigar back between his teeth. “Very much disturbing!”


When Maggie had gone, Schneider sat quietly, alone in his office in the middle of the project building, thinking. One hundred and thirty-eight days to go. And by a miracle, that was going to be sufficient.

The human element permitting, of course.

He turned his cigar between his fingers, thinking of the effort that had already been invested in the plan. He remembered the sense of astonishment and wonder that had possessed him when he was called to the UN—to the secretary-general himself—and was given Ksesshinsky’s original memorandum on the subject. In common with almost every other intelligent person on Earth, Schneider had then for days been beating out his brains over the choice of the representative who should go to the Federation capitol.

The problem called for a superman. And there was not a superman. Solution: build the superman. It was as simple as that.

They had asked the computers dozens of questions. What will our representative need to accomplish during his stay? What qualities will enable him to accomplish them? Where can these qualities be found? Have the possessors of these qualities any serious disadvantages?

After the computers, they asked the people themselves—covertly, as Maggie had asked Joe Morea. Watching, searching, spying, weighing factor against factor, they met disappointment after disappointment. The world’s greatest mathematician is subject to epilepsy—grand mal. Too much of a risk. The world’s most brilliant biologist is tetchy and antisocial; he might overcome his tendencies for the time being, but then again he might not. Too great a risk. The world’s leading psychologist has a monumental understanding of other people’s problems, but on close inspection it turns out that his work is an attempt to solve his own problems, caused by the combination of an IQ of 173 with an unhappy child-hood. Too great a risk.

But most of this Schneider had not seen at first hand. He was too preoccupied with the development of the actual manufacturing techniques to be employed in creating the superman. The techniques existed, but only in embryo; he knew where to look, but not what he would find.

Slowly, success began to seem less remote. Still spewing forth data, the computers proposed investigating a biologist in China who had not only done remarkable and original work but was also highly regarded for her delicately beautiful water color paintings. They checked. Well balanced. Socially adjusted. Amazing. Success began to loom larger yet.

In Africa a social engineer, linguist and anthropologist, whose work in assimilating people from a tribal society to a city society had given him material for four distinguished novels and a famous screenplay. They checked. Score two.

In India, a mathematician who had provided some of the fundamental equations used in the design of the hyperphotonic engines now being assembled in Old Stormalong—at the age of eighteen. At the age of twenty, an epic in Hindi which people compared with the traditional epics and did not find wanting. They checked. Score three.

In Russia, a physicist who had contributed several original papers to scientific journals on the nature of matter and energy, and who was also an Olympic running medalist. They checked. Score four, with slight reservations.

Right in the middle of the project itself, a psychologist and cyberneticist who had actually passed through the first trials of his own technique and emerged unscathed. A man with invaluable experience, therefore. Score five. The idea made Schneider more than somewhat apprehensive. Yet it was remorselessly logical to choose him; his work on the project had put him the equivalent of ten years ahead of anyone else in understanding the physical basis of human thought processes.

And now, with Maggie’s news: score six. That was probably the absolute limit; theory indicated that up to twelve might be possible, but in such a radically new technique one had to allow for at least fifty per cent inefficiency.

Schneider looked again at Joe Morea’s documents. They were all here—reports from the starship project about his technical ability, revealing that he had a rare gift for seeing the concealed possibilities in a new device; medical and psychological reports, indicating that he was in excellent health and mentally very stable indeed; reports from friends, acquaintances, former employers, relations, childhood doctors, schoolteachers, everyone.

Schneider put out his cigar. He went through the papers another time yet, trying to construct out of the cold words on the page a picture of the living human being to whom he was soon going to be closer than hands or feet. Schneider looked towards the blank wall of his office and conjured up a vision of Joe Morea. “Hi, Joe,” he said as if to an old friend. “I hope we get along.”

Not for the first time, a cold shiver overtook him as he reflected on all that hung on this desperate gamble. He spoke aloud again to reassure himself.

“Well,” he said musingly, “at any rate we’re giving them six of the best. And we can’t do more.”






V

“LETTER FOR YOU, honey,” said maggie, coming from the kitchen to the bedroom with a tray loaded with breakfast. Her voice betrayed the slightest hint of tension, but Joe failed to notice, for he was fuzzy with sleep. He grinned, his head sunk deeply back into the plump white pillow.

“You look terrific in that housecoat,” he said. Maggie pulled a face at him and placed a tray on the bedside table.

“You’ve got a letter,” she repeated. She picked it up and held it out; he waved it aside and caught her other hand, trying to pull her towards him. She detached the hand from his grip gently.

“Look, you’d better open it,” she said. “It’s official. It has the UN frank on it, and the return address is in the UN district of New York.”

Joe came alert suddenly. “Not my recall!” he said, jerking to a sitting position. “Here—gimme!” He began to tear the envelope open, and stopped in mid-movement. His forehead creased with a frown.

“That’s odd,” he said.

“What is, honey?”

“It’s addressed directly to me here. Not ‘care of’ you, or anything. Not forwarded from my box at the post office either—though they wouldn’t forward anything. How’d they know where I was staying?”

There was a bad blunder. Maggie covered her taut alarm by pouring fruit juice into glasses and adding ice cubes. She said, “Let’s face it, honey, I haven’t been exactly trying to conceal your presence here—and believe me, some of the neighbors are beginning to wonder about that!”

Joe hesitated. At length he shrugged and took out the letter. It was a single sheet of printed letterhead, with a brief but pointed message. The heading was “United Nations Selection Project, Office of the Board of Control”—which meant nothing to Joe at first sight. He read on:


Dear Mr. Morea,

You have been selected as a candidate for the task of representing this planet at the capitol of the Federation of Worlds. Accordingly, I would request you to present yourself at this office at your earliest convenience. I would remind you that this falls under the category of “extraordinary special services” which is referred to in Clause Eighteen of your contract with the United Nations Star-ship Project, and is therefore semi-mandatory.

I look forward to making your acquaintance.



The signature, bold and black, was “Fritz Schneider, for the Board of Control.”

“What is it, honey?” Maggie said in a voice she had to keep steady by main force.

Joe didn’t answer for a moment—just went on staring at the paper. After a while, he snorted and thrust it towards her. “A hoax, probably,” he said. “Either that, or someone at the UN has gone out of his mind.”

Maggie took the letter and studied it for long enough to give the impression that she was reading it. Then she said, “But Joe! That’s absolutely wonderful! Goodness, you must be so proud!”

“Proud of what?” said Joe shortly. “I think it’s probably a hoax. That’s why it was sent directly here, instead of to my box address.”

“But that doesn’t have to be right,” Maggie objected. “If they’ve been considering you as a candidate, then they’ve probably been keeping a watch on you pretty closely. Naturally they’d know where you were. And besides, this signature—he really is one of the Board of Control. Fritz Schneider, I mean.”

“How do you know?”

“Why, his picture was in the papers a few weeks ago! Joe, this is wonderful! I’m so proud!” She dropped the letter on the breakfast tray and caught his hands affectionately.

“Well, I’m afraid you’d better prepare yourself for a big disappointment,” sighed Joe. “Look, if Schneider’s name and picture were really in all the papers, then anyone could know about him.”

“But—oh, Joe, who’d go to such lengths? Look, why don’t you just call the number given on the letter? That’d tell you at once if it was right or not.”

Joe shook his head. “I don’t want to,” he said reluctantly. “Honey, I—I just don’t want to.”

She looked at him, not saying anything.

“Besides,” Joe went on in a low tone after a long pause, “I don’t think they’d consider me if they actually knew I was living here, would they?”

Maggie stared at him blankly. After a moment she threw her head back and went off into peals of laughter. “Lord above, honey! Lord above! Is there some worry about the code of morals my neighbors subscribe to bothering you? Sweetie, I don’t think it’s a hoax, and in fact I think it shows that the people on this selection project have a hell of a lot of good sense. I think I’ve gotten to know you a lot better in a short time than anyone else I’ve ever met, and for my money you’ll do perfectly. You’re kind, you’re well-adjusted, you’re easy to get on with, you’re generous, you enjoy being alive—”

“Are you trying to talk me into this?” broke in Joe.

“Well—” Maggie bit her lip. “All right, I guess I am. I happen to have met you, I happen to know that you’d do a hell of a good job if they pick you. And—well, okay, there’s some vanity involved, too. I’d like to think that if you did it, and came back, you might consider coming back to me.”

She felt herself flushing, and failed to control it.

“Well, I’ll be—” said Joe slowly. “Give me that letter!” He snatched for it, and picked up the phone at the side of the bed.

All the way to New York, he felt that he was basking in warm sunlight. In spite of everything—in spite of the overwhelming apprehension he felt at what lay before him, in particular—he felt good. He felt terrific. Nothing like Maggie had ever happened to him in his life before; there had never been that sensation of clicking with a woman, as though his personality and hers had matched with Johanssen-block precision. And most especially his mind kept running over and over what had happened in the brief time available before his plane left. It was as though she were giving him a gift—a very personal, intimate gift, which could never be lost or stolen, but would stay in his memory and bloom there like an everlasting flower. That too was new. Very new. Unique to him. Unique to them.

When his mind wandered away from that memory, it was to the now obvious fact that the reason for him being sent to Earth must have been so that he would be available if the computers decided on him as a candidate. They must have had their eyes on him for some time, as Maggie had suggested.

Somehow, by the evening, hardly having thought about what he was doing, he found himself entering Schneider’s office, having been obsequiously brought through the elevators and corridors of the project building under the guidance of a silent youth who might or might not have known why he had come.

“Professor Schneider,” said the silent youth; and he closed the door.

Schneider proved to be thin-lipped, white-haired, aged about fifty, with sharp china-blue eyes. For a long time he kept those eyes on Joe’s face, scrutinizing him, like a specimen in the field of a microscope.

At length, when Joe was beginning to feel uncomfortable, Schneider relaxed magically, laughed, and waved him to a chair.

“I apologize for the long stare, Mr. Morea,” he said. “But you will understand that I was most interested to see in person someone about whom I feel I already know so much. Will you smoke?” He opened and offered his box of cigars.

“Thanks, I don’t. We can’t, up there at Old Stormalong, so I quit.”

“Yes, of course. Well, anyway.” Schneider leaned back and folded his hands. “I gather that this was a surprise to you?”

“You’re not kidding. I didn’t believe it at first. I guess I still don’t—not really.”

Schneider chuckled. “Yes, you called here to find out if it was true or a legpulling, yes? I regret I did not answer your call personally; I was in conference with Señor Briaros, the secretary-general.”

Joe shifted a little on his chair, unable to be comfortable. He felt as though he had suddenly been turned into a boy again, an uncertain teenager facing an examiner at the oral for his engineering diploma or some other such test. He said, having to lick dry lips, “But I still don’t see what makes me even a candidate, as you said in your letter, let alone a choice for the actual job itself.”

“You may be assured, Mr. Morea, that we know what we are doing. At least, we know what we have to base our choice on. I dare not say more than that. But as you say, you are at present no more than a candidate, and in fact we have altogether some six candidates, whom you will of course meet if you, and they, pass our most stringent tests. You may refuse, naturally; I only hope you will not, because you are definitely among the very best possible selections.”

“On what grounds?”

“On all grounds.” Schneider made a casual gesture. “Original mind. Adaptable to various kinds of company and environment. Sociable. Well-liked. Capable. In excellent health. But the rest you will discover.” He drew himself forward and leaned both elbows on the desk.

“Mr. Morea, what we must ask you to do is this. We wish to establish by various tests—psychological and physical—that you in fact match the information on record about you. Some of the testing may not be pleasant; it will be designed to find out if you have irrational fears from childhood, which we can eliminate, or not. Then we will bring you together with the other candidates, to establish your sociability beyond doubt. We think it will be very good; we have chosen with care. And then, ultimately, it will be a choice.”

“Who are the others?” Joe felt his throat remain dry in spite of his best efforts to relax.


“You will discover if they are also passed by our testers.”

“I see.”

There was a pause. Schneider consulted some notes on his desk. “You will be assigned accommodation here—rather like hospital accommodation, I regret, but necessarily so, for the observation will have to last the clock around. The tests may last about a week; then you will be informed of the result and meet your colleagues.”

Joe shrugged and said confessedly, “I suppose I ought to feel this as a great honor. I must say I don’t. I feel it as a load of unwanted responsibility.”

Schneider gave him a thoughtful stare. “Yes,” he said. “So do we all. Not us alone, on the project itself, but the whole human race. We resent the arbitrary way in which Gyul Kodran and the others responsible for the dreadful decision presented to us. We may feel confident of doing our best, but we have no way of knowing that our best will be good enough.

“But, rationally regarding the problem, we realize that we can do no more than our best. Accordingly, we decide by consulting our best sources of knowledge what we must do. And we are driven by pure logic—which is all we can trust in this matter, for logic must be shared by thinking beings, where emotion or intuition must necessarily differ with different metabolism, different sexual orientation, different environments—we are driven, as I say, to some conclusions which we may not feel instinctively to be right but which our intelligence advises us to accept. You, Mr. Morea, are such a conclusion.”

He got to his feet and extended his hand across the desk. “I wish you luck,” he said, “as a sop to the intuitions and superstitions we cannot altogether discard.”

Joe managed a smile in response, and shook the hand. “I feel superstitious right now,” he said. “I’ll cross my fingers, too.”






VI

Now I know what it feels like to be a focus.

The thought ran through Joe Morea’s mind a dozen times a day in the course of the following week. It was as though he had been transported into a sealed universe in which he was the only object worthy of attention. There were other people with him in this universe, but they existed there only because of him. They were serious-faced, intent men and women, so much alike in their physical characteristics that he took to tabbing them by minute differences of behavior rather than by name.

The days began to acquire a rhythm like music—a sort of smooth but not uniform rise and fall, from examination to trial to examination again.

White-coated like the others, a young man with glasses came to the comfortable but stark accommodation they had provided for him. He said, “Please come with me.”

Obediently Joe followed him through featureless corridors and through swinging doors till he halted before another door like that through which they had started. He indicated that Joe should precede him.

Joe reached for the handle, pressed it, slid the door back and hurled himself backwards into the corridor, gasping.

The room beyond the door had no floor. It seemed to drop like an elevator shaft, sixty or seventy feet straight down into a kind of bluish twilight. Joe lashed out at his companion angrily. “What’s the idea?” he demanded. “You want me to break my neck? I thought I was supposed to be a valuable piece of property.”

The young man with glasses, who wore about his neck on a sling a tape recorder with a mike taped to his vocal cords, recorded a comment and then spoke aloud. He said mildly, “We shall have to do something about that panic reaction in face of heights.”

“What?”

The young man smiled faintly and gestured through the door. “Go across the room, please.”

Bewildered, Joe looked again. He dropped on one knee and felt to find out whether the drop beyond the threshold was an illusion or real. It was real. His groping arm encountered nothing solid.

Frowning, he rose to his feet again and looked about him. The room was not a room. It was just a shaft. The light—bluish, even—revealed a door opposite the one where he was standing. It also revealed rings like a gymnasium’s, hung on ropes from the ceiling. If he jumped, he could probably make the nearest ring with one hand. Then he could swing along the line of rings till he got a footing on a plank about six or eight inches wide, cantilevered out from the far wall. He could walk along the plank for twenty feet and come within arm’s reach of the other door.

He took a deep breath, poised himself, trying to remember that he was subject to gravity of thirty-two feet per second squared—in free orbit, he wouldn’t have thought twice about a journey like this—and sprang.

Grimly, he caught the first ring; the second; the third, and by then his muscles were complaining. How long was it going to take him to readjust completely to gravity? He finished his swinging, and found that hanging from the last ring he was still three inches away from the plank.

He swung; dropped; wrapped his arms around the plank and levered himself up to a shaky balance. He walked forward, as though he were following a line on level ground, ignoring the sixty feet of air beneath him.

He leaned one hand on the wall and pressed the door handle with the other hand. The door opened. At the same moment the bluish light in the shaft dimmed. Beyond the newly opened door there was darkness. In the darkness there was a sound of breathing—wet breathing, with a sucking edge to it. Something large and dry rustled. A hairy touch brushed across the back of his hand.

He shivered involuntarily. From across the shaft the voice of the young man came to him, level and casual.

“What does that bring to mind, Joe?”

Joe cursed under his breath. He said sharply, “Spiders!”

“You don’t like spiders?”

“Not in the dark. In the light, I don’t care.” Joe felt the hairy touch on his hand again; then something sticky and thick wrapped itself around his wrist. He snatched free, and felt sweat trickle on his forehead.

“Any idea why not?” the calm, questioning voice went on.

Joe took a deep breath, pushed himself away from the wall and the door, and balanced in darkness on the narrow plank. He said as steadily as he could, “Yes, as a matter of fact I do know. When I was just a kid, I was put out in the garden under a tree in a carriage, and a spider came and spun a web across my face.”

“We’ll clear that one out easily enough,” said the young man with glasses briskly. Joe thought how crazy the situation was—discussing phobias on a six-inch plank above a drop like an elevator shaft.

“Go through the door,” directed the young man from behind him. “I’ll see you on the other side.”

Cautiously, Joe stepped into the opening. It was clear now. The rustling sound and the heavy wet breathing had faded into silence. He stood where he was. After a moment there was light, and he found himself in a featureless corridor again, facing the young man with glasses.

There were fangs three inches long thrusting down the young man’s lower lip. The front of his white coat was soaked red with fresh blood. The sickly smell came clearly to Joe’s nostrils.

He said after a moment, “Very funny. Good gag.”

The young man recorded another comment, moved his arms upwards across his body and face, and threw the disguise aside into a corner. He said, “You have no reaction to blood as far as you know?”

“My reaction is to reach for bandages,” said Joe.

“Fair enough.” The young man repeated his faint smile. “I imagine by now you’re thinking this is some kind of ghost train you’re riding.”

“Approximately,” agreed Joe after a fractional pause.

“Why do you think we’re fooling around this way?”

“You’ve already made it clear to me. You’re trying to trip me into revealing any phobias I carry around with me.”

“Correct. So there’s more to come, I’m afraid. We have to take an elevator for the next test. That door there, marked in red.”

Joe glanced around. It was an ordinary elevator door, with five floor-signal buttons on a panel beside it. “Which floor?” he said.

“Ground.”

Joe pushed the button. The door slid open. He stepped into the car.

Behind him the door shut with a click. He had half turned before the lights went out. When he did turn, he saw luminous lettering on the door.

YOU HAVE TWELVE HOURS TO WAIT.

After a little while, the letters faded. They were hardly more than mist at their brightest, not bright enough for him to read the hands of his watch before they vanished.

The elevator car was about seven feet high, five feet wide and five deep. It was just long enough in the diagonal for him to stretch out at full length. His first resolution was to do so. He was certainly being watched.

How to occupy his mind for twelve hours? He thought of Maggie, staring into the darkness. He spent what seemed a very long time thinking of Maggie.

His eyes began to draw pictures for him on the darkness. He began to pick out individual sounds he had hardly realized were there. A susurrus of air—air-conditioning, for sure. The tumult of blood in his own ears. His heart beating. The noise of breath in his windpipe and lungs.

He began to recognize hunger. Once it had impinged upon his mind, it could not be dislodged. The sourness in the pit of his stomach indicated that his digestion was operating on nothing.

He was getting irregular colored patterns before his eyes. He tried to organize them into some formal design—a chessboard occurred to him, and then the idea of playing an imaginary game. He struggled to visualize opening moves. But his mind distracted itself after a few minutes, and he lost track.

Misty luminous letters drifted into his field of vision. It was a long time before he realized they were really there, not supplied by his imagination.

They read YOU HAVE ELEVEN HOURS TO WAIT.

One hour gone?

A disturbing quiver of alarm drifted through his mind. He felt that much more than an hour had passed. It was nearer three, surely?

By the time the luminous letters had informed him that he still had five hours to wait, he was sure that the lettering was only a trick of his eyes, wishful thinking on the part of his imagination, and that actually they hadn’t been there and any moment now the elevator car door would open and he would get clumsily to his feet and walk out.

The last hour went like a glacier. Reason informed him that time could not stop. But he could feel that it had limped down to a slow crawl. He counted his pulse beats, wondering if he was on his average of sixty-six beats a minute. Then he fancied he detected irregularities, a speeding up and a slowing down, which would render his pulse useless as a way of tracking time.

The door of the car slid back, and he jumped to his feet expecting to see the young man with glasses in the corridor outside.

There was no one. The corridor was empty.

Cautiously, he left the car and stared about him. That door, he knew, led to the room with the rings and the plank and the sixty-foot drop. There was another door. He tried it.

That door opened into a herpetarium. A boa eight feet long reared up before his incautious feet; he stepped back hastily but without panic and went further down the corridor.

There was one other door; he slid that back two inches and received an electric shock that made him shake from head to foot. Beyond the door was a foul, eye-tearing gas; he slammed the door again, heedless of a second shock, and stood in the corridor trying to calm himself with deep breaths.

There must be a way out.

He tried the other direction. But that was a dead end. On impulse, he tried the door leading to the shaft, but he found it was locked. How to find a way out?

Suddenly he cracked his fingers, appalled at his own stupidity, and went back to the elevator. He pressed the stud on the panel for the ground floor.

They were waiting for him when he came out of the car. They gave him two hours of physical and mental examinations.

It went on like that for more than a week without stopping.






VII

Darling Maggie, this is literally the first time they’ve left me alone for more than ten minutes since I got here. I don’t see how anything that happens up there, where whoever it is that’s chosen finally goes, can be much worse than what they’ve dreamed up to put me through.

You know, it’s finally getting to seem real. At first and for a long time it was just like I was fooling myself, and pretty soon I expected Schneider to call me and say, Thanks, Joe, but it’s not going to work after all, so you can go along home. That’s the way I wanted it to work out, of course.

Only things go along here at such a breakneck pace I’m certain that if they were going to flunk me they’d have done it by now. So I’m on the roller coaster, and I don’t know whether to be proud or scared.

There was the hesitant knock on the door which Joe had learned to identify as Schneider’s. He sighed, put down his stylo and said, “Come in.”

The interrupter said, “I came to tell you the news.”

Joe felt his nerves suddenly tauten to their limit, like strings on a fiddle being wound up to pitch. He said, “News, doc?”

“Yes, we’re flying you out to the Pacific tonight.”

For a long moment Joe digested the information. He said eventually, “You mean I’ve been selected?”

“That’s right. You’re on the short list. So are all the others we picked. We just have to tidy up one or two loose ends—like your spider phobia, for instance, because how can we tell that Gyul Kodran’s closest friend isn’t spider-shaped?—but aside from that, you’re perfect.”

“Don’t I get any time out before I go?”

Schneider shook his head, regretfully. He said, “Whom are you writing to? A girl-friend?”


Joe nodded.

“The lady you were staying with when I wrote to you to come to the project, perhaps?”

“Yes.” Joe felt himself flushing, which startled him. Schneider chuckled.

“That is good, then. We of course had to investigate her, and I think you have very good taste in women, Joe. I hope you get back safely to her.”

“If I’m chosen,” said Joe. Schneider gave him a thoughtful look.

“Yes, if you are the one who is chosen,” he agreed. “I know that all our six candidates are good ones—with one possiible exception.”

“When will I be meeting the candidates?”

Schneider hesitated. Then he said carefully, “You can meet the first one now.”

“You?”

“Yes, I. It was not what I wished, but—” He shrugged.

Joe shook his head slowly from side to side, staring at Schneider. “I can’t think what anyone would select me for,” he burst out at last. “Why? What have I got that’s special?”

“I’ll tell you,” said Schneider calmly. “You have a gift for escaping from patterns of ordinary thinking. For example, no one but you had thought of employing this polarized-gravity device for welding metals—yet you say it was obvious, and doubtless it was, to you.”

Schneider settled himself a little more comfortably in his chair and began to use his cigar as a sort of conductor’s baton, directing the course of his little lecture.

“You have heard it said, I am sure, that our representative at the capitol of the Federation of Worlds will be like a savage in New York, yes? Our savage will see it in terms of what he is used to, and not consider other possibilities. You have this gift for visualizing unfamiliar possibilities. You will without doubt need it.”

Joe felt a frown begin to crease his forehead. He said again, but less dogmatically this time, “If I am the one chosen to go—?”

“Precisely.”

“But—are the other candidates being chosen on similar grounds? I mean, are they all people with this so-called gift? Have you got it?”

Schneider shook his head. Suddenly he glanced at his watch and got to his feet. “I cannot stay longer,” he said. “I must go to an appointment with the secretary-general. I will give you time to finish your letter; then at nine o’clock tonight you will be taken to the airplane and you will be tomorrow morning in the middle of the Pacific, where the final testing station has been established, far from anywhere else.”

“Will my letter get to her?” said Joe stonily, not moving.

Schneider met his eyes. He nodded. “I will myself see to that,” he promised.

When Schneider had left the room, Joe sat meditating for a few minutes. His frown grew more and more pronounced. At last he picked up his stylo and began to write on.

Schneider just broke in on me to tell me I’ve passed; I’m on the short list of candidates. He says he’s another of the candidates—the first I’ve met.

There’s something fishy here. I’m sure of it.

Then he started to put down what he felt about Maggie, and the frown faded into a reminiscent smile.

In his palatial apartment, Briaros waited, turning one of his precious wineglasses around and around in his hands. It was some minutes after the appointed time that the doorbot announced the arrival of Schneider.

The white-haired psychologist came in without ceremony when the door opened, and dropped himself into an armchair. He said, “We have your six candidates, Sr. Briaros.”

Briaros nodded, waiting.

“That’s including myself,” added Schneider. “About that, I am unhappy!”

“Why?” said Briaros. He put aside the cut glass on a table and leaned forward.

“I will tell you this,” said Schneider, “not, believe me, because I do not think I will be valuable, nor from lack of courage to face the unknown. If I had lacked courage I could have borrowed from the candidates who do not know what is in store. They have much confidence. They are anxious, but reasonably anxious, that is all. They are tough, mentally, resilient, readily able to adjust to—anything?” He uttered the last word on a faintly questioning note, as though momentarily losing trust in his own powers of judgment.

“No, it is not unwillingness or timidity,” Schneider reaffirmed after a pause. “It is something deep and beyond my control. You know, Sr. Briaros, that I was the first person on whom I tried my little trick?”

“I wouldn’t call it a little trick,” said Briaros soberly. “It’s more like a small miracle.”

“I give you that. No matter. But listen. I had thought and believed that I and my wife were as close after thirty years of marriage as any two people could be. Our friends have said sometimes that we are telepathic now, because we think alike, we sometimes do not have to say to each other what we want. So! Good! My wife being willing, we tested the trick—the miracle—as you will.”

Briaros frowned. “You reported that it was successful,” he began. Schneider cut him short.

“Successful! Yes! Physically and technically it was a success. We achieved this transfer of the delicate physical counterpart of personality, and its restoration, and here I am and talk to you. But—there are diffiulties. I hardly know how to explain to you. You realize you are what you are?”

“You mean that I—” Briaros bit his lip. “You mean I am the physical I? But obviously!”

“No, no!” said Schneider impatiently. “I speak this badly. Realize that you are subject to your glands, your digestion, your tiredness, your muscle tone or lack of it, your eyes, everything. Your personality includes your subconscious—as though in the back of your mind there was always a hum, a carrier wave, all the nerve signals from the involuntary muscles and the organs of the body. Do you see? But we cannot carry that to another body! Personality, yes, memory, yes, learned skills, yes. Assume that you have lived till now in this body; to change to another is to shift the house of your life to another foundation, perhaps irregular. There will then be cracks in the walls through subsidence. There will be weakenings. You understand?”

“You mean that there’s a risk of insanity in the candidates? During the test?”

Schneider shook his head and spoke in a voice of forced optimism. He said, “I think not. Not in the others, that is to say. They are very stable. The short period of a month on the other foundation will not weaken them much. It is only I about whom I worry.”

Briaros said slowly, “This sounds ominous.”

“I do not try to make it so. Imagine, though: imagine that after more than fifty years of life in this body, feeling its muscles, knowing its ways, I look suddenly to the mirror and I—and I!—see the face of a woman. That face is more familiar than my own; it is my wife’s, so close to me. Yet I am inside it! And not the face alone. The body, you understand? The physical difference is incredibly minor; the mind makes substitutions automatically, and finds the counterparts of what it is used to. But that is a strain. I am not certain beyond doubt that I can stand the strain a second time.”

He finished, and looked at Briaros with an air of dignity.

“Why do you bring this to me?” said Briaros at last.

“To whom else could I bring it?” said Schneider calmly.

Briaros rose abruptly to his feet and began to pace the carpet. After two passes, he halted and swung to face the psychologist.

“Do you wish to withdraw?” he snapped.

“I have committed the blunder of making myself indispensable,” said Schneider in a voice little above a whisper.

“That’s not a blunder. It’s a foregone conclusion.” Briaros’s forehead showed a little shiny with perspiration. “But do you want to withdraw?”

No.”

“Do you honestly think it would be better for the success of the project if you did?”

Schneider spread his hands helplessly. “I cannot tell!” he said. “I know—you understand? I know—that it would take as long again for someone else to learn, to accept with his insides, the things I have learned in developing my miracle. I must stay. Yet I am afraid that I will break.”

“Because of the strain you talked about?”

“Because of age,” Schneider said. “We do not call men of fifty and sixty old, not today. But after fifty years, the personality has been so shaped and formed by its accustomed “carrier waves,” as I called them, in its own brain in its own body, that the change finds it too rigid to adjust. The other candidates are all young, none over thirty-six. They will flex, perhaps, yield enough to absorb the impact of the shock. But a second time might destroy me.”

Briaros said at long last, “Don’t let it, Fritz. Whatever you can do to prevent it, do it! On you more than on anyone else hangs the future fate of this planet Earth!”






VIII

FROM BEING a focus, Joe Morea felt he had suddenly changed into smuggled goods. His belongings and himself were both handled in the same careful but impersonal way: hurried from the project building through the streets and on to the superway to the airport, in a humming car painted UN yellow. His driver was a silent, burly man who drove as though he were being followed. Almost certainly, the car was being followed.

Joe was pretty sure he would discourage attempts to get a conversation going. That suited his mood perfectly. Leaning back in the rear of the car, he stared out at the evening, thinking about the past and the future.

Darkness was falling. Lights everywhere fought against it. He looked down at himself, at the driver, at the drivers and passengers in other cars, thinking about alien intelligence.

How would it feel to be Gyul Kodran, coming to Earth and looking at this same scene through unhuman eyes? What would one remark—on the curious artefacts: the buildings, possibly hinting at man’s simian descent, because they reared up skyward; cars, strangely shaped, propelled by unfamiliar devices; clothing, peculiar, uncomfortable, dictated by whim rather than reason.

Joe found himself looking at a particular teen-age girl, standing at the edge of the road waiting for a crossing signal, and realized he wasn’t seeing her. He was seeing Maggie.

He wondered if Schneider would keep his promise and make sure that letter reached her. Why not? Well, there were a dozen reasons why not. The moment it was announced or leaked out that he was a candidate or that anyone else was a candidate, there would be a storm of opposition from people who thought they knew better.

And there was someone who thought he knew better. Joe shot forward in his seat. Scrawled in huge day-glo letters on the parapet of the superway half a mile ahead was the slogan:

SEND JUKES TO THE STARS!

He watched the slogan till it whizzed past and was gone. Then he said to the driver, “Who in hell is Jukes?”

“Jukes?” he said thoughtfully. “Jukes is a megalomaniac preacher. Runs the Pure Belief and Pure Behavior Church of New York.”

There, was silence again. Joe turned the name over in his mind. “Doesn’t mean a thing to me,” he said at last.

“His congregation think that’s wrong,” said the driver.

“I see. What are they doing, then? Running a write-in campaign for him to represent Earth?”

“That’s about the size of it.”

“Are there a lot of write-in candidates?”

“I guess you could say there were a lot of them. A sort of flood broke loose, these past few days.”

“Such as?”

“Man in Berlin who announced he was going on a hunger strike till he was chosen. They had to put him in an asylum in the end. ’Nother in Sicily, claiming that Gyul Kodran was sent by the devil and only the Pope could handle things up there in the Federation. Don’t know what exactly he wants the Pope to do. Exorcise them, maybe.” He gave a harsh chuckle. “And in Japan they say they want the Emperor to do the trip—say only someone who’s descended from the gods can cope with the problem. And then there’s these spiritualists—I heard about it from my wife, she got sort of tied up with mediums and people when our boy died a few years back. Seems they’re trying to persuade some Tibetan mystic or other to project himself on a beam of light out that way and prove that human beings are all pure and sweet and disembodied.”

“What do you think about it?”

The driver gave Joe a sidelong glance. He said, “Well, I tried to explain to my wife that a beam of light would be considerably too slow, but she wasn’t having it.”


Joe almost missed the glint of humor in the driver’s eyes as he spoke; he caught it, though, and gave an appreciative chuckle. He said, “No, that’s not quite what I meant. I wanted to get your feelings about the job. Who do you think ought to go?”

“Anyone but me,” said the driver. He slowed for the turn off the superway and into the airport precincts. “Yes, pal, anyone, but anyone, bar me!”

A pretty good answer, reflected Joe. He was very tempted to go along with it all the way, and write it on his own personal banner. “Anyone but me!” A quick way out. A good solution.

Only—

He asked himself, as the car pulled up, not in front of the passenger reception hall, but over to one side near a big van bearing the UN insignia and in sight of a yellow UN VTO Mach 5 express liner, why he wasn’t prepared to accept it.

It wasn’t as though he himself was confident that they’d been right to choose him. He only had the word of Schneider and his team of experts, and presumably behind them the authority of the computers and every other source of knowledge that had been brought to bear on the problem.

Well, all right. That was impressive. To be told with that kind of authority behind the information that you were right for the job implied its own confidence. But that in itself wouldn’t be enough to make him put up with what he’d already gone through, let alone begin to assume the appalling responsibility of representing Earth out there—

For the first time, he really began to feel in his bones the load he would be carrying if he was the final selection of the six candidates. He felt a sort of icy blow strike him in the guts. He was staring straight ahead through the windshield not seeing anything, for fully half a minute after the driver opened the passenger door for him to get out.

He came to himself abruptly, scrambled to the ground, and looked about him, still not seeing clearly. All he could think of was the idea that maybe he was ridiculously going through with all this for Maggie’s sake, like a knight-errant on a quest, to win his lady’s favor.

He said suddenly, under his breath, “Damnation, there are worse reasons for doing something!”


“Worse than what?” Schneider’s voice cut across his preoccupied mind, and he turned and saw the psychologist standing a yard from him, unnoticed.

“Ah—nothing,” said Joe, felling unnecessarily embarrassed. “As a matter of fact, I just caught up with the realization of what it will mean if I’m the final selection. Doc, how in hell do you expect an intelligent man to accept that kind of responsibility?”

Schneider gave him a level look. “Yesss,” he said softly. “It would be so far easier if we could only select a blockhead without imagination to trouble him. But what purpose would that serve? Do not fear, though. There will be—aids.”

Aids? Joe turned the word around in his mind. He said, “You mean drugs or something? Tranquillizing drugs?”

“Perhaps. That is something we have not yet finally established. Will you come across to the plane? I believe we are waiting to take off.”

Joe fell into step beside Schneider and they began to walk unhurriedly toward the plane.

“I think,” said Joe meditatively, “you’ve probably been dosing my food during my stay at the project. I certainly do have an imagination, and I’m beginning to wonder why I haven’t imagined all kinds of …”

Schneider interrupted. “Yes! Yes, of course we have. A two-grain dose per day of meprobamate and assorted catalyzers. You should not object; it had enabled you to concentrate far better.”

“I would object,” said Joe. “But for one thing. I mean, it’s pretty unkind to let me in for this by doping me.”

“So what is the one thing which prevents you?”

Joe shrugged. “That I’ve got to believe you know what you’re doing. If you don’t, who in hell does? We might as well quit cold, and tell the Federationers they can keep their damn galaxy.”

“You wouldn’t like that,” said Schneider. It was a statement, not a question.

“No—I guess I feel we deserve a chance to get out there with the rest of them. I feel we’ve worked hard enough at straightening ourselves out to deserve that much reward.”

They were at the foot of the gangway up to the plane. Joe halted and glanced at the open door ahead. He said, “Are the others traveling with us?”

Schneider shook his head. “You will meet them tomorrow. They are coming from different places.”

“Where?”

“Very well. From Shanghai. From Lagos. From Travancore. From Kiev.”

“I hope we get on together,” said Joe, jokingly. He went up the gangway.

Schneider did not accept the remark as a joke. He said very soberly, “It will be well if we do.”

They and four men from the project, who sat by themselves at the rear of the passenger cabin, were the only people in the plane. They took seats together at the front. When the plane had climbed away from the airport and switched to its forward jets, Schneider inquired casually, “Have you ever been to the Pacific Islands before, Joe?”

Joe shook his head. “I’ve just looked down at them, from Old Stormalong’s orbit.”

“Some people say,” Schneider mused, “that we’re silly to be so eager to visit the stars when most of us never get the chance to see even half our own planet.”

“Shortsighted of them, isn’t it?” said Joe.

“How do you mean?”

“Well, leave aside the people who are content to stay where they are. Maybe they’re scared; maybe they’re just lacking in imagination. One day, though, we’ll lick the old age problem. Then it will be possible for one man in a lifetime to get to know the whole of our little planet. And if we don’t grab our chance to widen our horizons now, we’re promised we won’t be allowed another.”

Schneider took out a cigar and pierced the end judiciously. He said, “That’s a good point.”

“I’ve got another,” said Joe after a pause.

“I’d like to hear it.”

“Well, wherever you go on Earth, although you do find different ways of life and different languages and religions, all you get is people. Human beings. And human beings are all essentially the same. Sooner or later, we’re going to run out of differences—and in spite of everything that Gyul Kodran and his Federationers tell us, it’s the differences which have got us where we are. We need their stimulus to jolt us one step further along the path. One day we’re going to run out of them. We’re going to rub each other smooth and uniform, like pebbles on a beach. And if and when that happens, we’re going to rot.”

Schneider nodded, his cigar between his teeth but still unlit.

“And you think this is our chance to insure against it?”

“I do indeed,” said Joe. His voice was fervent. “I was looking out at New York on the way here this evening—looking out the car window and trying to think how the city would look to an alien. You can’t do it. You can’t know how an alien would regard you unless you know the alien first, and know how you regard him. We need this chance to get into the Federation, doc. We need it maybe more than anything else we’ve ever known.”






IX

THE PLANE circled the island once; banking so that bright sunlight reflected off calm sea came sparkling in at the windows of the passenger cabin. Schneider nudged Joe and pointed.

“Your new home, Joe. For about four months.”

“Home,” Joe said absently, staring at the island.

It was two miles long, shaped like an egg with a bite out of one side, rather flat, thatched lightly in the center with dark-leaved greenery. At one end there was an airfield, hastily razed flat, around which sectioned prefabricated buildings clustered. You had to look twice before you saw it was not just a made-over atoll run by an expense-account holiday organization, like a dozen others dotted around the vacant ocean. The clues came in snatches: Half hidden on the island were missile radar and submarines. There were also telltale double lines in the dusty sand that had sifted across the edge of the airfield.

Speaking hesitantly, Joe said, “Doc, what would you need Tiger’s Claws for on an island like this?”


Schneider gave a blank-seeming shake of the head. “Tiger’s Claws?” he echoed.

“Please, doc. You’re not fooling anyone. I’ve been around rockets, missiles and space work for long enough to know better. Tiger’s Claws are a cluster of short-range search-and-destroy missiles riding on an antigrav unit driven to ultimate power output; the unit burns up in about fifteen seconds from launching. The range is about a hundred and ten miles straight up at Mach Fourteen, and the search globe of the parasite missiles is about thirty miles in radius. Down there you can see the tracks in the sand leading to their emplacements; at a guess, they were only installed yesterday and haven’t yet been camouflaged. Satisfied that you’re not imparting any classified information to me?”

There was the strange sensation of floating as the plane aligned itself over the airfield and began to drop straight down on its jets. Schneider said after a pause, “Joe, I don’t imagine you followed Earthside news very closely, did you, while you were up at Old Stormalong?”

“I don’t know what you mean by “closely,” I used to hear what came up on the beams.”

“What I talk about now mostly did not get on the beams. It was small columns in newspapers until lately. It seems that our people have waited impatiently for us to produce the godlike superman who will pass the Federationers’ examination. Now that eight months have gone by, and we have not yet shown him to them, people become impatient.”

Joe frowned. “That’s right. I saw a slogan painted up on the wall of the superway yesterday evening, advertising for some preacher or other to go. Also, the driver who brought me down to the airport said his wife and some spiritualist group were trying to get a Tibetan yogi selected for the job—”

He broke off. “You mean someone is liable to try and sabotage the selection project?”

Schneider spread his hands. “We keep a finger on the public pulse,” he murmured, as though quoting from someone else. “I did not know about these Tiger’s Claws. But it would not surprise me to find that someone does very much want to be chosen. Someone with enough power and money behind him to need missiles to keep him down.”


The plane hit with a gentle bounce and was on firm ground. At once the cabin door was flung open, and men in coveralls were running up with a gangway trolley and driving small lift trucks up to fetch cargo.

“But—who?” demanded Joe, getting up from his seat to follow Schneider to the exit.

Schneider glanced back over his shoulder, waiting for the other personnel on board to clear the doorway. He said, “Joe, even if we succeed in convincing the Federationers we’re good enough to join them, let’s not forget that we’re blind if we try and convince ourselves as well.”

He walked beside Schneider and another man—a tall man in sweat shirt and shorts, whose knees were incredibly knobby—thinking hard about what Schneider had just said. It made sense. There could all too easily be people in the world who thought of the notoriety and glory which could come to them if they were selected, whether or not they got through. They would be insane, of course. But some of them might be at large and capable of doing damage.

Schneider was talking technicalities—something about the measurement of minuscule electric currents—with his companion. Joe thought he remembered the companion from the project building in New York, but he couldn’t be certain. When Joe burst out with his next remark, it was a few seconds before Schneider managed to haul himself back to the previous subject.

Joe said, “But isn’t the location of this place secret?”

Schneider broke off, blinked, hesitated, and remembered that he had failed to introduce the knobby-kneed man to Joe. Belatedly he said, “Joe, this is Dr. Lagenfeld of the Cybernetics Institute in Sydney—Joe Morea, Sam.”

If Joe had met Langenfeld in New York, he hadn’t been told his name; he would certainly have remembered it, because it was famous. There was warmth in his voice as he said, taking Lagenfeld’s hand, “Glad to meet you, doctor. Another candidate?”

Langenfeld answered, “Not a chance,” he said lightly, failing completely to hide a hint of regret. “Too easily irritated, they told me. No, you’ll meet your fellow candidates down the other end of the island. I ordered a car to meet us—there it is now.”


He pointed; a UN-yellow car was waiting alongside the airfield office, its driver leaning boredly on the hood. A small detachment of African troops headed by a white officer in UN uniform, passed in front of it. The sight reminded Joe of his question.

“Doc, I was asking—isn’t this place secret?”

“Nowhere on Earth is secret any more,” said Schneider sententiously. Lagenfeld looked puzzled, and Schneider told him what they had been talking about in the plane before landing.

At once the Australian’s face was grave. He said, “Yes—that’s a new development. I don’t know much about it yet. It was a snap decision based on some intelligence report. Seems there are now more would-be candidates than the intelligence boys need, and some of them are of the sour-grapes type. One-Worlders, you know?”

He shot an inquiring glance at Joe, who nodded. “I’ve heard one of them spouting at a street-corner meeting,” he said.

“Ah-huh. Well …”

He got no further. A shrill wild clangor filled the air from a huge alarm bell mounted on the roof of the airport office—they spun round to face the plane again. Men were hastily gathering up their equipment and running for dear life, making for the edge of the field, all except for the crew of a bright red car which had suddenly emerged from one of the prefabricated sheds near the office. In the car were men in snouted masks and thick protective clothing.

“Another one!” exclaimed Lagenfeld obscurely, and seized Schneider’s arm. “Get under cover—fast!”

Not stopping to ask questions, Joe obeyed. In front of the airport office was a man-high wall of sand and concrete blocks; Lagenfeld indicated that they should dodge behind it. Already there they found a UN officer with the sallow skin of an Indian, his small black moustache beaded with sweat. He was peering over the top of the wall with a periscope; slung over one shoulder was a portable video-audio recorder, and over the other a black box with a row of white push buttons on the top.

“Another one, Major Gupta?” demanded Lagenfeld, panting after the sudden violent run.


The Indian turned away from his periscope and passed a hand over his face to wipe away perspiration. He nodded. “Looks like it,” he said curtly. “Very well shielded, too. Could easily have slipped past the inspection at New York. But the activity’s gone up during the flight. They say it may hit guncrit in the next ten minutes, depending on how big a blast the saboteur wants.”

Joe found himself almost stuttering with amazement as he spoke. He said, “You mean—there’s a bomb on board our plane?”

The Indian glanced at him and nodded. “A pony atomic,” he said. “About a quarter-kiloton yield, I imagine. Want to take a look?” He gestured at the periscope.

A fractional hesitation; then: “By God, yes!” Joe snapped, and bent to stare into the eyepiece.

The red car had halted alongside the plane. Now the only visible movement in the entire field of the periscope’s view was the snake-like waggling of a power line that had been hauled through the door of the aircraft and was still being carried forward. One man had remained with the car, but he was absolutely immobile; he might have been a statue. On the ground between his feet was what Joe recognized as a portable antigrav projector, of the kind that had originally been developed as a line-of-sight artillery piece. There was an adjustment on the ’scope for magnification; Joe brought the car and man into sharp close-up and saw the power needles on the projector glowing very faintly in the bright sunlight.

Suddenly there was a commotion. A man, snout-masked, came to the door of the plane carrying a flat box—quite small, small enough to lie flat in a corner of the plane’s hull, but obviously extremely heavy for its size.

The alarm bell rang out a second time, more wildly yet. The man in the plane flexed his knees tremendously, straightened, and heaved his ponderous burden down towards the antigrav projector five feet away. While it was still in mid-air, the man controlling the projector leaned with all his weight on the power control. The beam snatched at the bomb in its short flight, and snapped it out of sight faster than the eye could follow.

“Hide your eyes!” rasped Major Gupta. “Hide your eyes!”

Automatically Joe’s eyelids blinked down, but even so he was too slow. Five miles away over the empty ocean a small new sun was born, doubling the glare from the ground about them and leaving painful bluish afterimages.

Later, the sound came to them like a clap of thunder.

Without realizing it, they had all remained frozen to wait for the explosion. When it had come and gone, they began painfully to relax and moved cramped muscles.

Wiping sweat from his face, Lagenfeld was the first to speak. He said in a voice that still shook noticeably, “I have to hand it to your boys, Major Gupta. They’ve certainly got bomb disposal down to a fine art.”

The major attempted nonchalance, but it was plain that he too had been on edge. He said offhandedly, “This kind of thing is nothing, Dr. Lagenfeld. It’s the big ones that are the trouble—the megatonners. Remind me some time to tell you about the Polaris warhead we found in Baffin Bay when I was a cadet. You couldn’t just move that one over the horizon with antigrav. It hadn’t been serviced for four years, but its yield would still have been around three or four megatons.”

“Were you with the UN inspection teams?” Joe suggested.

“That’s right.” The major unclamped his periscope from the blast wall and started to fold it up. “Believe me, that was a comfortable kind of job compared with this, though. Well, excuse me—I must get my technicians’ report.”

He vanished at a run in the direction of the red car, and the others emerged into the open again. Soberly, Joe spoke to Lagenfeld. “You said—another one?” he repeated.

Lagenfeld nodded. “We had the first one three days ago, on the plane that brought the candidate from Lagos. But that one was only a conventional explosive, and there was so much of it you could hardly overlook it. They’d turned out the contents of one of our own crates and filled it up to here with dynamite.” Lagenfeld tapped his forehead. “They found that one when they were circling to come in, and they managed to jettison it in the sea.”

Schneider managed a sort of grin. “So now you see, Joe, you are not just here for what we told you. I am sorry.”

He paused, while Joe shrugged and shook his head, and then reached forward unexpectedly and caught up Joe’s wrist. He felt the pulse with professional accuracy, counting a dozen beats and letting the wrist fall again.


“You were not frightened?”

“Is this just another of your tests?” Joe demanded suspiciously.

“Unfortunately, no,” said Schneider, and his voice trembled on the last word. “I wish it might have been! But I was taking my opportunity while it came—again, you were not frightened?”

Joe listened to his own heartbeat for a moment, and gave a thoughtful nod. “You know,” he said, “I was thinking that up at Old Stormalong you can get out of the habit of being frightened, because up there everything happens because it’s intended to. Short of meteorites, of course. You think ten times before you do anything; you sort of get to recognize competence and ability to cope with a situation when you meet it.”

Schneider said gently, “But you were just saying you were once knocked out by the inertia of a strut?”

“I was a new recruit then. It takes a while to learn.”

“I see.”

They had reached the waiting car, and Lagenfeld was holding the door for them to get in. Schneider became brisk and changed the subject as he settled back in his seat.

“We are to go now to our quarters, as I was instructed. And then you are to have the opportunity to meet your other colleagues.”

The car whisked them up the mile of road from the field to the village. It proved larger than Joe had estimated from the air; part of it was living quarters, part barracks for the detachments of UN troops who had moved in some time ago and part was technical offices. Langenfeld pointed out individual buildings: psychology block, electronics block, records office, administrative office, field hospital, and others.

At length the car halted before a block that had a more permanent air than the others; it looked like an ordinary pleasant modern house, lifted out of an expensive, planned suburb and deposited here so that one automatically looked round for others, each with a tidy garden. There were no others.

“Your quarters,” said Lagenfeld with a wave of his hand. “You’ll probably be wanting breakfast when you’ve had a chance to clean up and change clothes—over there is the main canteen. I’ll go over and tell them you’re coming.”


Schneider nodded, getting out of the car. As Joe followed him, he turned back and addressed Lagenfeld again.

“Joe will want to meet the other candidates as soon as possible. Do you think you could have them all there by—say in one hour’s time?”

“Will do.” said Lagenfeld.

“All are now here. Today then we can already get down to the real work.”

Lagenfeld parodied a look of dismay, waved, and told the driver of the car to take him on down the road. Together, Joe and Schneider went into the house.

The quarters were palatial. Joe found himself shaping a silent whistle as he looked around the room allotted to him. Everything was perfect. Everything. Even the books on the shelves of the bookcase were ones he loved. The furniture was cleanly designed in a practical style that he as an engineer appreciated at first glance. The layout of the room and the adjacent shower room were obviously the result of patient time-and motion analysis. On one wall was a photograph of Earth from somewhere in the region of Old Stormalong’s orbit. On another was a Dali—Premonition of Civil War. Joe shook his head wonderingly. He recalled that one of the psychologists at the project had spent an hour with him going over his likes and dislikes in literature, art and music. Obviously, the purpose hadn’t simply been to furnish an apartment for him—but they had made good use of what they had been told.

A photograph cube lying on its side on the shelf at the head of the divan-bed caught his attention. Automatically he went across to pick it up and straighten it. When he did, he caught his breath and held it.

It was a head and shoulders color portrait of Maggie. Etched in the substance of the cube, and forming a sort of halo around her hair, was a message in her handwriting:

I wish I could be with you, too.

The letters had obviously been triggered by setting the cube right side up; after half a minute they faded, and there was only the portrait.

Joe shook his head again and put the cube down. A warm feeling flooded his mind. Suddenly he realized that in spite of everything Schneider had said about him not being frightened, deep down he had been scared stiff. The fear was going, diminishing like ebbing tide. In its place there came a sort of cautious confidence.

Whistling, glancing every now and again at the portrait in the cube and remembering the feel of Maggie’s hair on his cheek, remembering the sound of her voice until it almost seemed that the message in the cube had been spoken, Joe attended to what was necessary: a quick shower, a change into fresh clothes from the baggage that had been delivered before he arrived. He was brushing his hair when a knock came at the door and Schneider entered after his reply.

“I think we might go for breakfast, yes?” Schneider proposed. Joe nodded and set down his brushes.

“Doc, this is a fabulous setup they’ve given us! I was expecting a sort of emergency barrack! Is it a kind of hearty breakfast for the condemned man?”

His voice was light, and when he turned to face the other he was smiling. But there was no answering smile on Schneider’s face. Preferring to take the remark literally, he answered, “It is simply for us to be comfortable.”

“I like.” Joe gave another appreciative glance around the room. “Good functional. No waste. No fuss. By the way—was that picture your idea, doc?”

Schneider would have appeared to be preening himself if he hadn’t been such an essentially dignified person. He said, “I hoped you might like to be welcomed in such a way.”

“Thanks. It was a wonderful idea.”

“You sound suddenly almost excited, Joe. Can I take it that you are no longer disturbed by the possibilities that are ahead for you—for us all?”

Joe laughed, and held the door for Schneider to go out. “You can just say I feel pretty good,” he said.

“I am glad. Doubtless, condemned or not, your appetite is also a healthy one.”

A sort of shadow passed across his face as he spoke. Joe barely caught sight of it, but he could not mistake it. He frowned.

“Doc, you’re worried, aren’t you?”

Falling into step beside him as they left the house and headed towards the building which Lagenfeld had pointed out as the main canteen, Schneider shrugged. “I am a little,” he admitted.

“Is it just the same thing that’s worrying everyone else? The consequences of failure?”

“Not altogether.” Schneider stared ahead, unseeing. “I carry—you must understand—most of the responsibility. On me everything turns for I was in charge and still am of the selection project. It is an equivocal position in which I find myself. We act by logic, as I remember saying to you already. But we cannot make our subconscious subject to logic, can we?”

Joe shook his head, saying nothing.

“I must thank you for this, however, Joe,” Schneider went on after a pause. “Everything you do or say makes me feel more than right in suggesting you as the—a candidate.”

“I’m the one who’s supposed to be having confidence in you,” said Joe; staring at him.

“Then it is good that we each create confidence in the other. Come, let us test the edge of that appetite in here, and talk of other things while we eat.”

There were four people in the recreation room. His colleagues. His rivals. But he didn’t go on with that idea. Later, he had the impression that any risk of his regarding the others as competition had been prevented by the casual, careful way in which Schneider had always spoken of the “other candidates” as colleagues. He had conveyed by manner and tone a subtle assumption that each of them wanted to secure the best possible choice for the vital test looming ahead.

The room itself was not large—about the size of the one that had been allotted as his own quarters. It was warm in color with a comfortable array of furniture. At a table, leaning forward on their elbows and concentrating on a game of chess, were two of the candidates—a slender woman in a sari, whose long sleek black hair was twisted up over her head and held in place with an ivory clasp exquisitely carved, and a stolid-looking man with a square face, determined chin, very powerful legs revealed by his short pants.

In two of the easy chairs, reading, were the others. On the left, near the phono-tape cabinet, a round-faced woman with eyes like sloes, wearing glasses and a rather drab but wellcut tunic shirt which somehow conveyed the air of being a uniform. She was reading a thick gaudy-covered novel. On the right, a dark brown man—also wearing glasses—reading a set of proofs and pausing to mark a printing error with a fountain pen. He was slim, nervous-looking, and had a face which was almost positively ugly. But he was the first to glance up to see who had entered, and when he did, his face was transformed by a white-toothed smile.

“Good morning,” said Schneider, walking forward. There was a chorus of replies which sounded to Joe oddly like the chorused greeting of school children when the teacher entered for the first lesson of the day. He repressed a desire to smile and followed Schneider forward.

“I’m sorry to interrupt your game,” he said to the chess-players, and the stolid man sat back, spreading his hands.

“It matters not at all,” he said, in good but poorly inflected English. “I believe I must resign—it is shakhmat in five moves”

He glanced at the Indian woman, who nodded and smiled, and dropped the pieces back in their box before setting the board aside.

Schneider tugged one of the vacant easy chairs around with his foot until it faced the rest of the room, and then dropped into it. He rested his elbows on its arms, clasped his hands, and smiled.

“Well, we are now all here,” he said. “Shall we make a last concession to superstition and say we hope for good luck? From now on, it is logic that we must obey, without risking reliance on instinctive feelings. We must get to know one another first, of course—Joe, please sit!—and therefore I would like to propose that we make ourselves acquainted. I would like you to describe yourselves without modesty please, as fully and completely as you possibly can. I will if you like begin by presenting myself. My name is Fridrich Schneider, and all my friends call me Fritz. I am fifty-three years old. The reason I do not sometimes speak perfect English is that I was born in Salzburg, in Austria, and I did not learn English until I studied psychology in England when I was twenty-one. I am a psychologist, not a psychiatrist; I have only for a short time been in curative work, many years ago. Aside from that, I have been studying always the physical aspect of the process of thought. I have a degree in cybernetics as well as in psychology. I am well known in my field. I have done work on the electrical implantation of nervous impulses, on human adaptation, on the early diagnosis of nervous disease and on other subjects.

“When the selection project was instituted, I was invited to manage it. I have personally supervised the breakdown of the records concerning all of you here, and of many, many rejected candidates. Lastly, I am regarded by most authorities as being the greatest living expert in my field. I should now like you, Joe, to describe yourself to us.”

The transition from autobiography to the last sentence took Joe by surprise. He blinked and laughed shortly.

“Ah—well, all right. My name is Joseph Hardy Morea—Joe to my friends and practically everyone else. I’m thirty-two years old. I was born in Cleveland, Ohio, and went through school there; then I took a degree in engineering and physics at MIT, and after that I decided to try and get into space engineering, so I volunteered for the physical course at the North Australian Institute. I got through, and then I spent a year working on the hull-structure of Old Stormalong. I made out pretty well up there, and I turned up a few new ideas which people had contrived to overlook, and when I was sent for by Dr. Schneider I was almost through my third tour up there.”

“Joe,” said Schneider, “I said without modesty. Please add to that.”

Joe hesitated and shrugged. “All right,” he said after the pause. “I got the best degree of my year at MIT, and I was head of my course at North Australian. I designed the dust-piercing nose for Old Stormalong—that’s the thing that shoves interstellar dust aside while she’s still below light-speed—and pilot tests show it stands up pretty well. Just lately I figured out a way of welding metal using polarization of molecular binding forces. And for some reason till I came along no one had thought of photo-polymerizing plastics in free space—that wrinkle meant that anything shipped up from Earth could be lighter by the amount of hydrogen which would have been in it, and comes as the raw material instead of as fragile parts that have to be packed in cotton-wool. So now we’re collecting our hydrogen on the spot and manufacturing things like instrument boards and furniture for the crew’s quarters right there. I don’t think there’s any more to add.”

“Fair enough,” said Schneider with a smile. “Would you like to go on?” He nodded at the Indian woman, who leaned back in her chair, reflexively adjusting her sari at her waist.

“My name is Rohini Das,” she said, and Joe felt an expression of amazement cross his face. Before he could help it, he had leaned forward eagerly.

“The Rohini Das?” he said. “The mathematician?”

Rohini Das gave him a half smile. She had clearly been extraordinarily lovely in her teens, Joe reflected, but like rather many Indian women she was now settling towards a comfortable plumpness. She glanced at Schneider, who indicated with a nod that she should go on.

“Well, I am twenty-eight years old, and I was born in India, not far from Agra. Now I work at the Higher Education Institute of Travancore, where I teach mathematics and classical literature. This strikes some people as strange, but not myself. I was not well educated, but I had a good friend, an old man who had known the famous mathematician Ramajuna when he was alive, and I was taught something of algebra and so on when I was fifteen. I liked it, and then I read some scientific journals my good friend owned, and I saw a mistake in a calculation, so when I was eighteen people subscribed for me to go and study mathematics because I had discovered what is now called the generator function of the hyperspatial series. To me it was just—how shall I put it?—it was like something aesthetically satisfying; it had to be like that because it was right. But then Dr. Crown in New York showed that it led to a means of transferring energy from one place to another instantaneously or at any rate of providing a signal much faster than light, so it turned out to be important, and I think our friend Mr. Morea from the starship knows more about what happened to it after that than I do. Everyone became very angry when, instead of studying mathematics, I started to write a long poem about Akbar, the famous Indian conqueror, but when they read it they said it was wonderful, so I got my post which I have been at for six years.”


She chuckled. “I am afraid that whoever selected me was careless—I would probably treat Gyul Kodran like one of my obnoxious students”

Schneider gave an answering smile, and turned to her partner in the chess game. The stolid man spoke rapidly in a voice like a machine.

“Name is Stepan Prodshenko. Age thirty years and two months. Born in Sverdlovsk where my father was a factory manager and my mother a teacher. My father is a hero of soviet labor. I studied physics at the Marx-Lenin High School in Sverdlovsk and then at Moscow University, obtaining a Khrushchev prize for my doctorate thesis. I am now engaged in theoretical research into the nature of the matter-energy exchange in meson transformation. I am also an athlete, and have an Olympic silver medal for the five-thousand meter race; I am also a licensed teacher of gymnastics. I am single. Thank you.”

“I think you might have added,” said Schneider gentry, “that you sing first tenor parts with the Moscow University Choir.”

Prodshenko’s stolid mask lasted a fraction of a second. Then he suddenly gave a boyish grin and threw his hands up in the air. He said, “But that is only a hobby for me! I love to sing!” And everyone chuckled.

“Mrs. King?” said Schneider, turning to the spectacled woman.

“Yes,” she said in a soft, rather high voice—higher than her round face and rather thick set body would have suggested. “Well, my name is King Ti-Pao, or vice-versa in the Western style, and I am thirty-six years old. I am a widow; my husband and child were killed by lightning ten years ago. I am a biologist; I have been fortunate to work with Professor Ji-Lao in Hankow for many years and have studied all aspects of the subject, particularly the genetical aspect. I was with the professor during his celebrated experiments with the spawn of frogs in which he contrived to produce an entirely new animal which had never been seen before by chemical and radiative manipulation of the gene material. You will know about this, perhaps.”

The others nodded; it had been a sensation a few years ago. The new animal had even turned out to be capable of reproducing its kind, and Ji-Lao’s techniques, people said, would eventually lead to the creation of a whole new species tailored to serve mankind.

“Also,” Mrs. King continued, “my husband encouraged me to paint pictures, and I have become very successful with my water colors. I do not sing”—this with a shy, amused look at Prodshenko—“but I play very badly the Chinese guitar.”

“We are all modest,” said Schneider after a pause. “You were actually responsible for designing the genes which Professor Ji-Lao then developed from his frog spawn, weren’t you?” Without waiting for an answer, he turned to the last member of the group. “Right, Lawrence,” he said. “You are obviously bursting to tell us about yourself.”

The African bounced forward on his chair. “Of course!” he said, grinning. “I am most proud of myself! I am Lawrence Tshekele, which is a sort of South African name which you find in what used to be the Nguni land, but actually I’m from Lagos because my father was a council member of the very first council of the United States of Africa and I was on the way when he was appointed, so I was born there the day the council opened; that makes me age twenty-nine. Nobody has to tell me to be modest, believe me: my father dinned it into me fifty times a day that we in my country had to stand up and blow our own trumpets. So here I blow!” He grinned again in appreciation of his own joke.

“First off, I speak all the African languages pretty well. Then I speak English like you hear, and French and German and Russian and Hindi and Urdu and some Chinese and some Japanese; now I’m learning Spanish. I pick ’em up like a flytrap collects flies. Professionally I’m an adviser to the government of my country, handling public education campaigns, endeavoring to bring the advantages of civilization to depressed areas, attempting to integrate backward people into a city society. In my spare time I write, the results of this effort are The Harbor Bar and African Checkerboard and a couple of others.”

He sat back, and suddenly he was again the same rather ugly nervous-seeming person Joe had seen him to be when he came in. The transformation was almost startling.

There was a short pause. During it, Joe found himself looking at Schneider. Everyone else, suddenly, was also looking at him. It came to Joe that somehow, without it being clear how, Schneider was dominating this group. It showed, for instance, in the way he had broken the Russian Prodshenko’s defiant mask with a well-chosen remark.

And yet Schneider had said he was worried.

Well, the only logical conclusion was that he worried over very small problems. All the major ones—Joe was certain-were safe in his capable hands.

“Right!” said Schneider thoughtfully. “I’d like you to get a bit better acquainted with one another, to start with. I’m not making that an order—just telling you. We won’t make any demands on your time for a few days yet; it’s up to you what you want to do. You’re at liberty to poke your noses anywhere on the island—except the cybernetics building, though. There’s stuff in there which could be wrecked by a single grain of dust or a single smear of the natural grease from a fingertip. So to save us from having to fit you out with silicone suits, when we could be getting on with the work, please avoid that one building. Anything else you want to know?”

No one spoke. Joe found his eyes moving slowly around the group now. And he was sure that the same thought had come into the others’ minds as had come into his:

So this is the pride of Earth! Well, I dont know why they selected me, in spite of all they’ve said. I only hope someone out of this group has the right talents—






X

IT WAS quiet in his room except for the very faint hum of the tape recorder he had borrowed to record his letter to Maggie.

Joe began, “Well, two weeks have gone by here, and I’m getting the weirdest sensation of unreality about the whole affair. When we catch the news broadcasts and hear about the arguments and the rows that go on everywhere about the urgency of the matter, we feel as though it all has to do with other people.


“I’ll try and give you an idea of what it’s like here. We six candidates, except for Schneider who’s also more or less in charge of the whole business, have as much time as we want to rove around the island—what there is of it. The weather is beautiful; you can swim in the little bay, or lounge on the beach, or watch the UN troops exercising, or sit in the recreation room, or in your own room. Maybe I should explain that the UN troops are here for a very good reason; there was that bomb in the plane I arrived in, which Major Gupta’s boys got rid of barely in time, and since then we’ve heard about other sabotage attempts at the project building in New York—obviously, someone is damnably eager to get chosen by eliminating the competition. Anyway, time hangs on our hands.

“They’ve made their choice of us six; presumably it only remains to eliminate five of us. No doubt they’re watching us continually, because there are people like ghosts on this island. They’re in the main canteen, or walking around during the day, but they come and go again and never seem to establish a foothold in the present, if you get me. I think they’re experts—psychologists, presumably—who are just weighing up everything we do, probably eavesdropping by microphone on the entire twenty-four hours of the day.

“Outside the other candidates, only two people really impinge on me: one is Lagenfeld, the Australian cyberneticist who spends most of his time in a sealed hut full of electronic gadgetry, but who emerges in the evenings and sometimes comes and chats with us in the recreation room. I don’t know what he keeps in that hut; presumably, computers to process the data which these ghostly watchers bring in.

“And the other is this Major Gupta, whom I suspect of actually holding a very much higher rank. In fact, I don’t believe Gupta is his real name. He mentioned casually that he used to serve with the UN disarmament inspection teams, which implies that by now he ought to have reached a generalship if only because his superiors had been retired out of his way. He’s in command of the military—specifically, of anti-sabotage work and I imagine also of the Tiger’s Claws missiles, which have disappeared into superbly camouflaged emplacements at each end of the island. Those things worry me, you know; I hope to God they don’t turn out to be necessary. He has a staff, but they keep to themselves even more than the psychological watchdogs.

“Something else that worries me, you know—that’s the nature of the candidates. If you had to choose someone to represent Earth this way, you’d pick the most versatile people you could imagine. Instead, all of us candidates are specialists. At most, Stepan Prodshenko shines in three different fields, and two of them don’t seem particularly applicable to the problem in hand.

I mentioned that we all get on with one another pretty well. That’s understating it, I guess. I’ve never before met such a really interesting group of people. Of them all, I find now that I like Lawrence Tshekele best. He’s a wonderful talker, and he’s got a gift for making other people take an interest in what interests him—he can make people realize that things are really worth while being interested in.

“Frankly, I’m putting my money on him to be selected. I know it’ll cause a tremendous squawk in the Americas and Australasia, but I honestly believe he’s by far the best bet.

“After him—well, I don’t know. I like Mrs. King a lot—a quiet person, rather placid, who has another kind of gift: she can be emotional and enthusiastic about beautiful things or about people without appearing sentimental. I’m the sort of guy who deprecates such things; usually, the most I say about them is that they’re great or terrific. Only the other evening Mrs. King had found a huge flowering shrub up on top of the island and sat down outside the quarters to paint a water color picture of it, and I got started talking with her about it. In the end, you know, she practically had me crying because it was just so painfully beautiful.

“Stepan Prodshenko is a worker. He never lets up. His only relaxation is chess, which he plays fiendishly well—mostly with Rohini Das, who can beat him about once in twenty games. None of the rest of us can stand up to him at all. Stepan sleeps only about five hours a night. Around dawn you see him running down to the beach for a swim; then he exercises on the sand for half an hour, doing handsprings and standing jumps and maybe finishing off with a run around the island. Then you hear him singing in front of the open window of his room. Usually he sings Russian folksongs; there’s one terrific number he does, which he says is about a birch tree standing in a field, in which he hits notes that practically make the island shiver. But he sings opera, too. Only—and this is what gets me—you can’t feel he does it just because he enjoys it. He seems incapable of enjoying it unless he does it absolutely magnificently, and it’s an affront to his dignity if he doesn’t make a top note properly. He has to go back and start over until he comes close to perfection.

“I’ve had some really good bull sessions with him, though. Rohini Das sits in on some of them when we get to arguing about social evolution and materialism and things like that. He maintains that the real reason for accepting Gyul Kodran’s challenge is to short-cut an otherwise long process of getting out into galactic society; he says that if we fail, we’ll nonetheless get there provided we don’t fall into despair at having failed. I feel that if we don’t make it now, we never will, and when Rohini expresses any opinion at all, she’s inclined to the view that success will only be valuable if it enhances our understanding of fundamental reality. There’s an overtone of mysticism there somewhere which I don’t get at all. In fact, Rohini is the oddball of our collection, I think. When she was eighteen she did this fantastic work in pure math which rivals what Einstein did with his special theory; immediately she lost interest and turned to writing her epic poem. She’s working on another, by the way. If she has a gift of the same kind that Lawrence and Mrs. King have, then it’s a gift for getting inside history. I recall the other night she was telling me what her famous poem was about; well, I didn’t get much out of it as poetry, because it’s florid and highly stylized in the oriental tradition, and I suppose it’s vaguely like Homer’s poems in its way—which doesn’t do anything for me in general. But what I did get was a sense of what it’s like to be rooted in another passage of history. Do you follow me? I mean, I got to feel how it is to have Arjuna and Akbar and Gandhi as the major figures of the history one grows up with and learns about in school, instead of Washington and Patrick Henry and Lincoln.

“I see the tape is running down. One last thing I must say—tomorrow there’s some big kind of test coming up at last, and maybe that will put an end to our hanging around. I gather that it means I won’t be able to send any more news for a while, so this tape will have to do for several letters. I can see you smiling at me out of the photo Doc Schneider got for me. I tell the photo all the things I wouldn’t like to put on tape because someone else has to hear what I say before it gets mailed. Just remember I love you and I think about you all the time.”

The tape cassette signaled the end of its run; Joe sighed and switched the machine off.

Then he got to his feet and went to the window. Looking out at the clear sky, star-studded, he could hear the plaintive twanging of Mrs. King’s moon guitar, the rush of waves on the beach, a car’s engine accompanied by the whirring of its wheels on the road.

Which star—up there? How many of them light intelligent races?

Which of us is to open the door?

He suddenly felt an aching sense of inadequacy, a sense of having missed out on important things. It seemed a vastly disappointing matter that he could not appreciate and enjoy the oriental modes of Mrs. King’s music, that he could not revel in the lush phrases of Rohini Das’s epic poetry, that he could not re-create in himself the wonder which Lawrence Tshekele had conveyed to him—the wonder of a primitive man from a primitive village at the mastery over matter implicit in a modern city.

How could Gyul Kodran and his Federationers have set such an impossible task? A man could live a thousand years and not be truly a representative of Earth! Because Earth implied so many different things—differences of culture, of belief, of language, of technology even. What could be the common denominator of a European with two millennia of civilization behind him and an African with two generations of civilization behind him?






XI

OVER THE PAST few days some building activity had been in progress uphill from the quarters toward the crown of the island. A plain shed had been set up. Bunks had been moved in. Joe had glanced at it in passing and assumed that extra barrack accommodation for the troops had been required. The building was featureless and uninteresting. He thought no more about it.

The following morning, however, it was toward this building that Schneider led the candidates when he had assembled them in the recreation hall. They talked casually as they accompanied him; from what he had been told, Joe knew that all of them had been subjected to the same kinds of tests as he himself had undergone prior to being brought to the island, and were not apprehensive about anything else that might be tried out on them.

The shed had one door—a thick one—and two small windows in the end walls. Briskly Schneider unlocked the door and held it open, indicating that the others should enter. They did so. After the bright sun outside, the interior was very dark; Joe had to blink and wait for some moments before he made out that there was nothing in the hut at all except six wall-mounted bunks, each with a mattress, a sink and toilet, and a table in the centre which could be reached from the lowest tier of the bunks.

Behind him, Schneider could be heard turning a key in the door.

They waited for him to come forward and indicate what was to be done. When he did, he no longer held the key he had used on the door, and his face was seen to be shiny with perspiration. His voice was thicker than usual when he spoke.

“Please be seated,” he said. “It is not comfortable in here. It is deliberately so. You will further observe that privacy is impossible. That too is deliberate. We will remain here for a week.”

Lawrence Tshekele said, “But …!”

“There are no ‘buts’,” said Schneider inexorably. “Please be seated.”

A little dazed, his companions obeyed. Joe was coming to expect the unexpected where the matter of selection was concerned; he reserved judgment and said nothing. Stepan Prodshenko was not so patient. He said, “But what could be the purpose of this game? Here is nothing—hardly room to move! What shall I do for my daily running if I am not to lose my form?”

“I’m going to explain,” said Schneider with careful mildness. Stepan assumed an aggressive expression, which said better than words that the explanation had better be good; Mrs. King sighed loudly and Rohini Das shrugged as though to say that whatever happened she would let it go by her.

Perched on the edge of one of the bunks, leaning forward on the central table with his elbows, Schneider looked at nothing and began to speak in a barely audible voice.

“It must have occurred to you all—I know it has to some—that the representative from Earth must be a superman. And you have said, “But how can a single individual be representative of Earth?”

“That was what our leaders said, too. And they decided, as we would expect, that no individual can represent the multifaceted nature of humanity. Perhaps the races in the Federation of Worlds are more homogeneous than we are, that they can think in terms of a ‘typical’ human being. We cannot.

“But an answer has been conceived, and an answer that will work. If we have no superman, we must make one.”

“What?” from Lawrence in an incredulous tone.

“Lawrence, you will learn in a moment. You know that I am expert in the physical nature of thought. It was suggested to me that it might now be possible to duplicate and store a conscious personality. I investigated, and found it was possible. I further found that such a personality could be imprinted on the living brain of another individual, so as to be in full communication with its host. Such a transferred personality can, with its host’s permission, temporarily control the bodily organs of its host, and can be permitted to receive all the sense data of its host’s body—can experience sight and sound, hunger and thirst, kinaesthetic and proprioceptic data, equally with the host.”

Mrs. King said unexpectedly, “The capacity of the brain …”

Schneider glanced briefly at her and then resumed his staring into nowhere. “Yes, Mrs. King. The capacity of the brain permits it.”

A sudden invisible wave passed among them. They exchanged looks of alarm and wonder. In his own face, Joe knew, there was suspicion.

“This is the ultimate nakedness,” said Schneider, and his face was very pale, although his voice had become stronger and more level. “I have myself experimented with this technique. I have entered into the mind and body of my wife—whom after thirty years of marriage I thought I knew as well as I knew myself. I did not. I am trying to be honest when I say that it is like living in a world on the edge of nightmare. It is not nightmare; explanations, reassurances, are always available to satisfy the twinges of unreasoning fear that spring up when one looks, not thinking, in a mirror and sees a stranger’s face. One sees his own face, a stranger’s!

“But here is our only hope.”

A chill pervaded the narrow confines of the stark shed. Joe’s mind was filling with fragmentary thoughts: In full communication! To open my memories of Maggie that are so rich because they are private things!

And he could read parallel reactions on the unguarded faces of the others.

Stepan drew a deep breath, and suddenly glared belligerently at the others. He said, “If it is the best that can be done, it must be done! We must do it for all mankind!”

It was pompously said. But a moment’s reflection told Joe that it couldn’t be opposed. Some have greatness thrust upon them …

“What—” began Rohini Das, and had to check herself, swallow, and begin again. “What exactly is going to happen?”

Schneider, folding and unfolding his hands absently, said, “This. Theory suggests that the capacity of the brain might encompass up to twelve discrete personalities, but six—to allow for fifty per cent inefficiency—was the maximum we dared aim for. We have case histories galore of naturally occurring multiple personality, but they have all been pathological; that was why it was necessary to establish that more than one individual could harmoniously inhabit a body. That was why I myself”—he lowered his voice—“had to demonstrate the efficiency of my technique. I have done so, and I am going to ask you to take my word for it.”

“Whose body?” said Stephan Prodshenko in a strangled tone.


Schneider hesitated for a little while. At length he said, “We considered yours, Stepan—and rejected it. You are the fittest and most skillful among us, but there is one skill you have not acquired, through no fault of your own: that’s the skill of adjusting to varying conditions of gravitation. Joe Morea has that skill. It will be Joe’s body.”

Joe’s mind froze over with the words. He barely heard the next part of Schneider’s explanation—how the bodies of the others would be kept in artificial coma, how they would most likely be literally rejuvenated owing to the superior efficiency of the artificial lungs, kidneys and digestive systems which would keep them alive. He knew vaguely, because his eyes were still open, that Stepan was studying him thoughtfully. But he could not think. Only the echo of Schneider’s words went bouncing back and forth in his brain, growing louder instead of softer as time passed.

What would it be like? Like nothing else in human experience, said Schneider. But the closest parallel which anyone could think of was their present situation—to be shut up in a featureless room, with no privacy and only their own resources to fall back upon.

What was the effect on the host, on the passenger? Tiring, said Schneider—incredibly tiring. Because of the need continually to bear in mind what was happening, to remember that it was not insanity which was bringing one unprecedented information. The host and all the passengers were always in full communication, so that although one retained his own selfawareness one was also aware of what the others were thinking. It was like remembering, except that it was in the present rather than the past. It had to be experienced, because nothing in human knowledge equaled it.

How about physical differences? How about emotional orientation? Disturbing, said Schneider, but amazingly, less so than he had expected. Unless the passenger consciously concentrated on physical differences, that part of his or her mind which accepted the continuous nerve reports from bodily organs adjusted with fantastic rapidity, finding one-to-one correspondence and thereafter ignoring them. As to emotional orientation, he believed that at least over a short period no problems at all would arise. The companionship of sharing a brain and a body offered such rich rewards of emotional intimacy that he believed it would suffice perhaps for years, without the need for external involvements.

“Regard it this way,” he said thoughtfully. “What is the human impulse toward finding love and affection, if it is not a desire for completion of the self? Agreed, many people never achieve such a level of desire; they are interested in titilating or pandering to the self, rather than extending it or completing it.

“But we here are as emotionally mature and as socially adjusted, as any half-dozen people on Earth. I speak without conceit, I think; I have been married thirty years to a woman who has always balanced me, and I her, and hers is the credit. None of us carries a major phobia or neurosis; we have minor ones, but even those are diminishing. None of us is prey to uncontrollable emotional storms. We are fortunate in having found the ability to enrich other people and ourselves with our talents and our accomplishments. It may not seem to be a great achievement to be normal, but I assure you it is—to be normal as well as highly intelligent. Why? Perhaps because the intelligent person is usually frustrated to find so much foolishness in the world.”

“What do you call emotional maturity?” said Lawrence Tshekele in a voice that was uncharacteristically low and tense. “I’m not! I’m not mature, my friend. And I know it!”

Schneider turned his eyes on him. He said gently, “Your saying that proves that you are wrong. Do you understand?”

Stepan Prodshenko moved as though preparing for a heavy job of work—setting back his shoulders, tensing and relaxing his muscles in series. He said aggressively, “What must be done, must be done. I believe this is an extremely clever idea. I do not see how we can hope to succeed otherwise.”

How can he accept it like that? Into Joe’s grey, frozen mind, the question came as the first new stirring of conscious thought. Behind it, he remembered what he had felt last night—that same sense of disappointment at not being able to share in the experience of oriental music or Indian poetry. That disappointment seemed now more meaningful than ever, and a new aspect was added to it. He was conscious of a lack in himself as compared with the Russian, and that lack was absence of the kind of incredible determination the other displayed in everything he did. Where he himself would be satisfied with doing something well enough for present needs, Stepan would not give up until he had done it as well as his resources of mind and body would permit him; even after that, he would still want to do better.

Words began to well up, unbidden, in his mind. He found himself uttering them and the others listening. He listened himself, because he didn’t know what he was going to say until he said it; he only knew that he was saying exactly what he felt, without qualification or restraint.

“I don’t like this idea,” he began, “but I’m going to go ahead with it. I’ll tell you why I don’t like it. It’s because I have private memories which mean a lot to me that will be exposed. There’s a girl who brought something new and precious into my life. Further back, there are things that aren’t pleasant—things I’m ashamed of, things I don’t enjoy remembering. All right. But I’m going to do it anyway, because I know that everything is equal in this. As the doc said, this is the ultimate nakedness. I’m putting my trust in a belief that all of us are just people, and for everything I expose—all the private secrets, whether pleasant or unpleasant—I’m going to find a match in your minds. I’m gambling on what I want to be able to believe with my mind as well as my heart, if you like: that you and I are enough alike in what really matters to stand each other under any and all circumstances.

“And if we can’t stand each other, then Gyul Kodran was right, and we’re certain to ruin ourselves sooner or later.”

He looked around, conscious of a certain air of defiance in his words. The others were reacting slowly, but when they did, they nodded and murmured words of approval.

“Joe,” said Schneider after a while, “you’ve made a confession—a confession of faith. I’m going to make another, and you won’t like it. Maggie happens to be Dr. Margaret Reynolds, one of my collaborators. You didn’t know, but she made your acquaintance on purpose.”

Sudden jealous alarm snatched Joe back from the state of tranquility he had somehow achieved a minute earlier. He said, “You mean it was faked?”

Horror and despair rang in his tone. Schneider winced and bowed his head. He said in a low tone, “No. It wasn’t faked, Joe. If you like, I set Maggie to you, just to report on you. I gave her hypnotic injunctions against getting emotionally involved with you. I don’t know what you did to her, but when she came back, there was an unequaled radiance in her eyes when she spoke of you. There is a small confession of guilt, and I hope also a promise of happiness. It was that glow in her eyes which made me certain about you.”

He looked around. “We are making offerings,” he said, “to each other, and yet not to each other. We are committed to a grand scheme of deceit. We are doing it because we do not feel it fair to humanity to allow it to be judged on a single individual’s thoughts and actions. Nonetheless, it is deceit, and we must redeem ourselves if we can by honorable sacrifice. For the present, it is we who are man; personified in us, man is going to do the best he can.

At first it seemed to Joe that the little room was intolerably narrow and confining; he itched to go out and walk in the sun, he ached to return to the room he had left where he could sleep without hearing five other breathing rhythms in the still night. Yet, as time passed, the confines of his surroundings began to trouble him less and less. Interests sprang up in what Mrs. King had to say about the philosophy of music, in what Lawrence could tell about the conflict between new and old in Africa, in what Stepan said about the concept of victory.

The lack of room to move affected Stepan worst; he was accustomed to exercise, and his restlessness was painful to see. As a substitute, he set himself to work out patterns of gymnastics on the frame that held the bunks, and sometimes an hour went by without him touching the floor as he manhandled himself about the room in ceaseless circling.

For Joe, the lack of privacy in the physical sense was worse than the confinement, simply because he had been accustomed to confinement in the cramped quarters of the starship project, where cabins were scarcely more than tin cans and were sometimes referred to as vampires’ coffins. But he had always been accustomed to being alone occasionally. Only in the memory of what it had meant to him to give up that privilege in order to share Maggie’s time twenty-four hours a day, sustained him. That was perhaps the next most precious gift she had given him after her rich affection.

He had the impression that Mrs. King’s worst lack in this closed room was visual stimulation; after a while, you had seen everything there was to see, and when he recalled how she had opened his eyes to the almost frightening beauty of the flowers she had found, he suspected that she suffered emotional starvation without it. At any rate, she spent half the day wistfully looking through the windows and talking little, although her composure remained nearly perfect.

What troubled Rohini Das was different again, but harder to define. It was also a question of stimulus, but not so simple as Mrs. King’s. Her mind was lively, but she lacked persistence; in conversation, she evinced interest in almost everything, yet on any subject other than her own two specialties, she had the irritating habit of dashing off down irrelevant side tracks, never quite finishing an argument. There was a pattern to this that implied frustration and inability to accept restrictions even though she had to admit the need for them.

What irked Lawrence Tshekele, it seemed, was simply the absence of change and new challenges in this tight society. To know that eventually a single great challenge would test his talents seemed to be no consolation for him; the situation starved and blunted the keen excited edge of his mind.

Yet none of their mutual irritations struck the fatal spark which could have ended in hate. That this was so was due entirely to Schneider. He himself, displayed no irritation, although he betrayed signs of strain—his voice occasionally sharpened uncontrollably, his hands shook, and more often than the heat would account for, his forehead shone with sweat. But deliberately, whenever the air grew tense, he turned aside the unuttered insult, the outburst of anger. When Stepan’s monotonous circuits of the room without touching the floor got on Lawrence’s nerves, he mildly suggested that Stepan should go the other way; they all laughed and the tension evaporated. When Rohini Das’s unwillingness to finish an argument annoyed Joe, who preferred to straighten out one thing at a time, it was Schneider who deftly distracted them both with a point they had overlooked. When Rohini Das felt that Stepan was watching her too closely as she washed at the single sink and accused him of overly sensual interest, it was Schneider who paid precisely the right compliment about her warm complexion and shapely arms.

Simple physical modesty was the first social convention to be lost between them, but not the last. Those that followed were subtler, but not less real. Staring at others is impolite as well as disturbing yet Joe found himself being stared at sometimes for a quarter of an hour together and understood that it was because the others were asking themselves what it would be like to share his body. And memories began to be shared, too—a sort of tentative preliminary to the “ultimate nakedness,” when one or other of them would mention casually in a discussion something which would normally be merely hinted at. At first it seemed odd; then it became accepted. To Joe, it was a little shocking to know that Rohini Das had known passions at the age of twelve which western culture frowned on at any time and barely tolerated in adults; still, western culture was western and not terrestrial. And Lawrence’s grandfather had provided him with thirty uncles and nineteen aunts, so that his cousins ran into the hundreds. And Mrs. King, in spite of her modern education, had, as a last act before coming to the island, gone to a shrine preserved as a historical relic and there made a traditional offering—not because she herself believed in the cult, but because the cult was woven into her inheritance.

“It won’t end with us,” said Lawrence abruptly on the afternoon of the last day. He was standing staring out of the window that was usually monopolized by Mrs. King. The others glanced at him.

“What do you mean?” said Joe.

Lawrence turned back into the room, shrugging. “What I say, as always,” he answered with a flash of his habitual selfassertion. “What are we opening the door to? Hasn’t anyone given thought to that?”

Schneider answered, not looking at him, “What are your ideas, Lawrence?”

Lawrence spread his hands. “So many!” he said awkwardly. “With this technique a psychiatrist can enter the brain of a psychotic and can conduct analysis and therapy on the very spot. Lovers will be able to experience the last intimacy. Novelists like myself may experience, instead of observe, the thoughts and feeling of others so that they can re-create them. Why not? Aren’t all these things possible now?”

Schneider hesitated. Then he said in a tired voice, “I’m afraid not, Lawrence.”


“Why not, for heaven’s sake?”

“Because you cannot do more than your raw materials will permit. It may be a thousand years before an average individual is strong enough to retain his personality in face of the shock consequent to this technique.”

“All right then, I was reckless to mention lovers and their intimacy as an example. But why not consider the preservation of the damaged mind of a hopeless cripple?”

“That possibly,” conceded Schneider. “But it will require, I think, artificial bodies rather than the taking over of the bodies of imbeciles. Man is a whole—a personality plus a body, neither one nor the other.”

“That will be done,” said Mrs. King in a soft voice, “and not only between person and person, I am sure of it. I have thought about the possibility of creating bodies for beings which are not human—new animals which we can endow with human intelligence. Joe has said more than once since we were first here that he believes the most important reason for our succeeding in this test is so that we may continue to be stimulated by alien ways of thinking and alien creatures. But if we fail, why should we not create our own if there is a danger of our being rubbed smooth like pebbles in water till we are featureless and uniform?”

“Because human beings can only conceive things in human terms, I’d say,” said Joe. “At best, it could be no more than a consolation prize.”

He glanced at Schneider. “Doc, what do you see coming out of your technique—if it really works with us?”

A ghost of a smile flitted over Schneider’s face. “You might as well have asked the brothers Wright what would come out of their string and wood airplane. Would they have been able to say? They might have suggested warplanes, they might have foreseen airliners—but would they have thought of the social consequences? We aren’t equipped to make predictions. No.” and he shook his head. “I refuse to try and guess.”

“But if you refuse to guess …” began Joe, and got no further.

Suddenly, there was darkness.






XII

FINGERS SNAPPED before his face. As though the sound were a trigger–afterwards he realized it was a trigger, the key to a hypnotic command–his eyes opened, and touch and hearing came back to him.

Something else came also. This had never happened before–not anywhere, not to anyone.

One man’s eyes opened; one man’s ears began to register sounds; one man’s body reported to consciousness sensations of pressure, warmth, bodily orientation, and six people awoke.

One of six experienced a flash of panic. Six personalities experienced panic. Out of confusion, like the stirring together of six different worlds, a single, calming, controlled thought protruded, a kind of beacon in a stormy sea. Gradually the beacon identified itself: I-Schneider.

This is no nightmare. This is real and I-we are sane.

The confusion ended. There were six peaks of consciousness like islands, joined together by the same bedrock. Or there were six flames leaping from the same fire, or six streams fed by a single spring.

In the next few moments it was too fascinating to be alarming. As Schneider had said, this sensation was like remembering, except that it took place in the present. But the resemblance only went so far, because it was possible first, to think as himself, I-Joe, second, to think as the others, any one or all of them, as I-Rohini, I-Lawrence, I-Schneider, I-Stepan, I-King Ti-Pao, third, to remember, knowing that he was remembering, all that any of the others happened to remember.

For an instant he had the idea that his crowded head might blow apart. He jerked himself upright into a sitting position, discovering that he was lying on a hospital bed, and that the fingers snapped before his eyes belonged to Lagenfeld. At once a new feeling overcame him, a feeling that was at once disturbing and oddly comforting. The violence of his movement was checked, not by himself but with his permission, by I-Schneider. I-Schneider was remembering, and the others could remember with him, what it had been like before, when he transferred himself to the body of his wife; he was aware of why he had checked the motion of this body, and Joe was therefore also aware, understood, granted permission, accepted the reasons for his own future guidance. It was over a thousand times faster than words, or so it felt.

“It’s already happened!”

The thought was simultaneous in five personalities; Joe uttered it with his own mouth and voice, but the act was willed and approved by them all. The sixth personality was Schneider’s.

And Schneider was revealing–not admitting, revealing, because there could be no secrets on the intimate level of contact that now existed between them–that it had been done this way, taking them by surprise, in order to avoid a period of apprehension, the growth of anxiety and the spawning of imaginary fears in their minds. As soon as it was certain that they had endured the close physical confinement of being shut up in that single, cramped room, they had been anesthetized and taken to the secret building where they had never been permitted to enter.

There the subtle electrochemical patterns that constituted the physical counterpart in their brains of their individual personalities had been identified, copied, stored, transferred–until now, they reawoke as passengers within the body of Joseph Hardy Morea.

“How much later?” The question came from I-King; Joe also wanted to know and permitted its utterance. Lagenfeld’s face revealed relief.

He said, “There is only one more day to go–”

Joe could feel his companions adjusting, exploring, inquiring. For the moment, he could think by himself. He seized the chance. “Why so long?” he demanded.

And then he learned one of the first of the thousands of small lessons he was going to have to learn–that all of them were going to have to learn. He had snatched a chance to ask a question while his companions were distracted, and of course he had wasted his energy. The answer he wanted was there in himself, remembered by I-Schneider. He did not have to be told about the delicacy of the process, about the near errors and the success achieved in the nick of time. Schneider knew about them because he had developed the process originally, and he foresaw that that was how it had to be.

The realization brought an emotional awareness of what had been done to him. It was as though after having lived all his life in a single room he had passed through a door and found other rooms, some of which had windows opening out onto beautiful landscapes. But there were things in some of the newly discovered rooms which were not so pleasant. As there were in the room he had known before.

A wave of hot alarm swept over him. He understood with his whole being that up till now, as he thought casually about secrets he had never parted with to his closest friends before, he had been making one last reservation. He had thought, At least I do this because I wish to.

And that was at an end. There were no more secrets.

The shame he felt had physical counterparts; his heart beat quicker, his breath pumped harder, his guts tautened. Once again Schneider–I-Schneider, speaking as though in memory–was prompt to react.

“Joe, your physical reactions affect us all. Although all of us are together, you remain in first-level control of our body. Be generous with it. Not to have a body to control is frustrating. This is how the control can occur.”

None of that was in words. It came to Joe–and to all the others–directly, as though it were part of their own knowledge. There were never any words between them, only a sort of marshalling of thoughts into order, which was communicated when the order achieved the level at which words might have been fitted to it.

Control passed. Joe felt his body rise to its feet from the edge of the bed. A spasm of panic subsided before it was born, because it was not–as he had imagined for a fraction of a second–like having an outsider in control of his body. It was not like being at the mercy of a Svengali. It was more like being wide-awake but slightly absent-minded, as when one goes through automatic habitual patterns of action which do not demand concentration. Of course, owing to the unbroken contact between their minds, what Schneider was intending to do was already known to Joe as it was done.

The idea flashed across his mind that this was peculiarly pleasant.


He was standing. Before him the cyberneticist Lagenfeld, who had been responsible for the actual transference of the five passenger personalities, scrutinized his-their face.

I-Schneider said, “It worked, Sam. It worked!”

Lagenfeld’s knees suddenly gave way. He stumbled two paces back onto a chair, and sat down abruptly. He said, “Damnation, that’s you talking, Fritz. It’s not your voice, it’s not your face, but it’s you. How are the rest of you?”

So far only Schneider had emerged individually within their shared mind. Now, at Lagenfeld’s question, they all seemed to move into focus with one another, like the matching of images in the viewfinder of a camera.

They recognized each other. They accepted each other. Only at the back or side of their shared mind did a quaver of anxiety blur and tremble like a feather in a breeze. As usual Schneider at once called up reasons not to be afraid, but Joe realized and knew that all the others realized that the anxiety was Schneider’s.

Why should he be anxious? Why should he be the one to mar their confidence?

But they collectively forgot that momentary anxiety as the hours passed. There were so many new things to experience and enjoy. It was necessary for each of them to learn to cooperate with Joe in the smooth borrowing of his body for a given purpose; so, when they had shared a meal they began with Stepan.

Stephan gave them a curious air of nervous determination, like a novice for the first time behind the steering wheel of a car, as though he was in control of himself and of Joe not naturally and relaxed but by sheer willpower. So first he walked about; then suddenly he broke into a run, and they went around the island smoothly, dodging obstacles and leaping on uneven ground with a precision which improved with every stride.

At the end of that sudden run, Joe’s muscles were not tired as he had expected, nor were his lungs burning with the excess of oxygen as he had come to anticipate after such violent effort. His mute “Why not?” was simultaneous with Stepan’s unvoiced explanation.

“The secret is in knowing what not to do and in using the pulse as a kind of master clock.” Behind that, there were images, memories, the sight of a vast stadium and another runner lunging ahead in the last five strides of a race to win. “But the equipment also is important. You keep yourself well; your body is not so highly tuned as mine, but if you had not spent your last two and a half years in orbit, you would be capable of becoming an excellent athlete.”

Then a thought seemed to strike Stepan, and Joe’s head was thrown back, a deep breath strained his lungs, and his voice rang out in the first three notes of a scale. The sound broke off in bewilderment; the bewilderment spread from Stepan to the others, changed in Mrs. King, became amusement, reflected back to Stepan. For the first time they shared laughter.

“It startled me to find you are a bass-baritone when I am so used to singing tenor!” Stepan flashed.

A bridge of shared warmth born of humor moved between them. Lawrence put thoughts in tentatively between them. They felt he was a bit ashamed of what he wanted, yet, because he presented his motives as well as he understood them, they acceded, and Joe went in search of a mirror.

That too was a bond between them, that Lawrence should wish to exorcise an irrational childhood envy by looking in a glass and seeing–instead of a black face verging on ugliness–a white skin.

There were other things. The sense of triumph and adventure grew. There was satisfaction when Mrs. King found that Joe’s large capable engineer’s hands, used to precision instruments, were equally answerable for the delicate technique of water color painting and for stroking notes on her moon guitar. Rohini Das had no subtle physical accomplishments of that kind, and when control of the body they shared was given to her, she was content to step through a few measures of a classical Indian dance. Analyzing how it felt different from her own. She had reasons for that. They were more than a little shocking to the earnest Stepan, but the less strong reaction of the others calmed him.

They had completed their round of practice when the drone of an airplane approaching the field at the end of the island interrupted them. A thought struck Joe, and he put it to Schneider.

“What’s been going on in the outside world during the time we’ve been away? If the Federation ship is due to arrive tomorrow, won’t the public be insisting on a grandstand view of the departure?”

He no longer felt apprehensive about the idea of going; he knew, now, that mankind was going to do its collective utmost and that it was useless to fret and wish for more.

“We must ask Lagenfeld,” came the answer. “Myself, I would prefer not to know–but we must.”

He-they hastened in search of Lagenfeld, whom they discovered at the edge of the field, greeting a familiar person who had descended from the plane. Señor Briaros, the secretary-general, himself.

He was pale and worried-looking, and the best response he could muster to Lagenfeld’s introduction of Joe as the representative was a wan smile and a hasty handshake. Puzzlement reflected among the minds of the six; Joe voiced it.

“What’s going on? Why do you look so desperate?”

Briaros passed a tired hand across his forehead. He said in a low tone, “I’m sorry. I meant to greet you with congratulations and messages of good luck from all over Earth. I meant earlier to arrange a vast public ceremony at your departure to emphasize the confidence we feel in you. In the end, I come down to this. You are the greatest achievement of our science so far, and–”

He shrugged. Lagenfeld had a disturbed expression; he was watching Briaros closely.

“As it is,” the secretary-general resumed, “we dare not expose you to the public view. The risk is too great. So far as we know, the location of this island is still a secret. Accordingly, we have arranged with the Federationers–their ship is already in orbit near Mars, and they have been in touch with us–to land here, off the coast, and collect you directly. They have told us that you may bring enough furniture for a small apartment, enough food, a few pastimes, but no scientific equipment and no medicines. Who knows why not medicines?”

“What’s the danger you’re talking about?” The question began with Lawrence; they all acquiesed in its utterance.

Briaros began to walk idly forward. Joe fell in step beside him, with Lagenfeld on the other side. Briaros said, “Well, we now begin to see what Gyul Kodran meant when he said that the way we made our choice would tell the Federation a great deal. If they’ve been watching, they’ve seen the pettiest set of squabbles and the biggest display of megalomania in history. It wasn’t so bad when a few crackpots put pressure on us to send a particular religious maniac or a particular muscle-head. But lately, because we withheld the announcement of our choice, the difficulty has become a matter of political parties springing up, of fist fights between people who differ about the kind of man we ought to send.”

A car whished past them; Joe caught a glimpse of Major Gupta riding in the back seat. It vanished in the direction of the Tiger’s Claws emplacements.

“Just lately,” said Briaros, ignoring the interruption, “people have even been dragging national honor into it. For God’s dear sake! In the hour when we ought be be all working hard together to justify ourselves, we throw away the lessons of a whole generation–”

There was an ear-splitting crack, and the ground shook. The three of them spun around and saw a streak of heated air stabbing upwards from the Tiger’s Claws emplacements. Briaros clenched his nails into his palms and muttered oaths in Spanish.

Far out over the sea, very high, something bloomed like a dull flower. The sound never reached them.

“It found something,” said Joe. “If the search-and-destroy missiles don’t find anything, they disarm themselves and start broadcasting a direction signal.”

Briaros glanced at him. “That’s right,” he said. “And I pray that was the only one. Because if someone aims for the Federation ship when it comes down tomorrow …”

He didn’t have to finish his sentence to create an aura of grey despair in those who heard him.






XIII

THE MOST characteristic thing about the Federation ship was that it was not impressive. It was fifty or sixty feet long and shaped something like a barrel with capped ends. It was colored a plain, rather nondescript coppery brown. But the fury of its landing boiled a square mile of the sea.

That’s it, thought Joe, and glossed the thought for the benefit of the others who had not the same knowledge of engineering techniques. That’s where they’re ahead of us. Old Stormalong will be a quarter-mile long and nearly as much in circumference; that thing over there goes further and faster and employs more energy to better purpose than a hundred of anything we could design.

The steam off the ocean cleared in a rising breeze. Something happened at one end of the ship–a part of the hull glistened, became translucent and allowed something to pass.

Gyul Kodran? It was the same shifting pattern in the same nonhuman shape. They waited for a clue.

There were less than five hundred people privileged to witness this unique episode in human history. Ranged on the sand at the edge of the bay were Briaros and his staff who had come with him last night, Lagenfeld with the group of technicians and psychologists who had undertaken the personality-transfer, and lastly a guard of honor of UN troops drawn up in two squads, one at either side of the secretary-general’s party. They were disarmed, of course.

Probably there were others still on duty at the Tiger’s Claws emplacements. Briaros’s anxious words were still hot in memory: “If someone aims for the Federation ship …!”

Joe turned to Briaros on the instigation of Lawrence Tshekele and asked in a whisper, “Sr. Briaros, where did last night’s missile come from?”

Briaros turned haunted eyes on him. “From a yacht chartered by the One Race One World League.”

“Who or what?”

“Not going to be ordered around by any six-legged monsters,” said Briaros, curling his lip. The parody of a policy statement sufficed to create a defined picture of the organization; Joe felt dismay spread through the team.

“Do you think …?” he said, and Briaros interrupted.

“That Gyul Kodran knows about it? Who can say? But look, something’s happening!”

The being who had emerged from the ship, had completed his slow, careful survey of the welcoming party. Now he was coming forward; one could say walking forward, because the rhythm of his movements resembled the rhythm of walking, but owing to the enshrouding pattern of lights and colors about him it was not possible to see whether he used legs or if so how many of them.

“Walking on water?” The idea flashed up from Joe’s memory. “Does he know what that means to some human groups?”

Schneider’s comment was characteristic. “Assume for safety’s sake that Gyul Kodran knows everything–or that if he doesn’t himself, he knows someone who knows.”

Rohini Das indicated absently that there were relationships in the oncoming creature’s movements; they could be reduced to a set of harmonic functions and showed that he was carrying something held against his body by the upper limb or limbs on his left side. The analysis was performed so swiftly that it almost surprised her companions out of their shared nervousness; it was the first time since they were joined together that Rohini had turned her mind to a question of math.

“Heavy? Light?” Practical as always, Stepan posed the question. Joe turned it aside.

“They could save themselves the trouble of carrying anything heavy.”

“Sometimes one carries heavy objects because one is capable of doing so: weight-lifting, exercising.”

“Anthropomorphic,” cut in Schneider, not exactly brusquely, but with an aura of caution against generalizing.

Now Gyul Kodran–if it was he–was at the edge of the beach. Not altering the smooth pattern of his progress, he approached Briaros, Lagenfeld, and Joe, where they stood side by side in the center of the welcoming party. He left no footprints in the sand, only localized roughness as though the surface had been disturbed by a light pass with a brush.

At last, ten feet away from them, he halted. His neutral voice spoke in the language that he had used previously.

“I am Gyul Kodran. I remember you, secretary-general Briaros; we were well acquainted.”

Briaros stepped forward. “We are glad to see you back on our planet,” he said, his voice firm and oratorical. “Do you wish to stay for any length of time or to return at once with our representative?”

“You are accepting our challenge, then?” Gyul Kodran’s voice betrayed nothing; nonetheless, a questioning thought from Mrs. King passed through the team’s mind.

Did he expect us not to? Is he surprised?

They reserved judgment. Briaros seemed to have been struck by the same idea; he spread his hands and shrugged.

“We considered refusing,” he said, speaking slowly as if composing his words with care. “Indeed, we are determined to reserve the right to contest your decision, because although it may be possible to select a perfectly typical individual from a race which is more uniform than ours …”

“Typical?” said Gyul Kodran, and a ghost of humor rang in his voice. “Would you not have chosen an optimum member of your race?”

Briaros shrugged again. “It is as you say; your command of this language is better than mine. But we maintain that the choice of an individual who is truly representative of humanity is impossible.”

“And believing this, you still wish to try your luck?”

“We are not trusting to luck,” said Briaros stiffly.

“Very well then. Who is your representative to be?”

Briaros turned slightly to the side, and Joe paced forward. The nervousness continued, but it was controlled–artificially controlled. It had to be. It was not possible to see whether Gyul Kodran had eyes; nonetheless the team felt that they were being scrutinized, and beyond the mere inspection of the enigmatic alien there was the critical eye of the human race, looking on its representative as the members of an army in ancient times might have looked on the champion singled out from their ranks to settle a quarrel with the enemy’s best man.

“So!” said Gyul Kodran at last. “And who are you? Why were you selected?”

Schneider moved with the smoothness of reflex into control of Joe’s speech muscles and vocal cords. Joe’s voice uttered preplanned words.

“My name is Joseph Hardy Morea,” he said. “I am an engineer. I have abilities in the physical and human sciences, in aspects of art and culture, and in some few other of the fields of human achievement. If an individual had to be chosen, logically the choice must fall on someone versatile.”

“Logically indeed,” said Gyul Kodran. “Well, then, let us go. I know well that your entire race is awaiting our verdict with impatience; I feel that to delay even an hour will be irksome to them.”

Briaros bowed his head; his lips were trembling a little, and he perhaps could not trust himself to speak. Joe glanced at him and permitted Schneider to go on speaking.

“What I wish to take is assembled over there”–he pointed to a stack of crates containing his belongings–“and we will arrange to have it brought to the ship if you prefer.”

“No need,” said Gyul Kodran. He moved a limb within his shroud of mists, revealing that Rohini Das was correct in saying that he held something against his body. A fleeting glimpse of an object like a control panel showed; the stacked crates rose into the air and with a swishing noise skimmed across the narrow stretch of water towards the ship. The panel through which Gyul Kodran had emerged accepted them.

There was an undisciplined but forgivable murmur of amazement from the ranked troops; casual use of antigrav in that fashion was not a familiar sight on the face of Earth, although in space, in the environment to which Joe was accustomed and where solar power could be had for the asking, it was commonplace. If it was meant to impress the representative himself, the gesture failed. The shared mind of the team was engaged with a more immediate question raised by Lawrence Tshekele.

“I think he suspects.”

“Evidence?” countered Stepan promptly, and did not wait for any to be offered. “As the doc has said, we must assume he knows everything. If you were dealing with a race like ours, wouldn’t you assume that we would try to find a loop-hole in the rules?”

There were amusing overtones about the archaic distinction between amateurs and professionals in sport, through which the sporting authorities of Stepan’s own country had been the first to drive their steam roller.

“And conversely,” Schneider put in.


“Disagreement. We are compelled to assume that they intend to keep their own rules.” From Mrs. King.

“Qualify that,” from Rohini Das. “This is like a problem in math. We know there are rules; so far we don’t know if we know them all. I suspect not.”

“They were presented straightforwardly enough,” Joe commented.

“Agree with Rohini,” from Lawrence. “We are not equipped to find out whether these straightforward rules mean the same to an alien mind until we actually get to grips with that mind.”

“Will we ever?” pessimistically from Rohini.

“Must.”

The last sharp reminder was–as usual–from Schneider. The team acknowledged its justice, and their minds shared a tribute to him. Although outwardly Earth’s representative was Joe Morea; although inwardly they were working together as a team; if they succeeded in meeting the challenge set them, the credit would have in justice to go to Fritz Schneider not only because he had made Ksesshinsky’s ridiculous-seeming idea of building a superman into a practical reality, but also because of the way he had smoothed over their difficulties, welded them into a single group, maintained and steadied the delicate balance between their minds both before the actual transfer and now after it. It was on him that their success or failure hinged, and success seemed possible now.






XIV

“LOGICALLY ENOUGH they would want to prevent us from seeing the interior of the ship especially since our official pose is as Joe who has been announced as an engineer.”

The thought, which had begun in the fraction of a second while the darkness was overcoming them, continued when the darkness lifted. It was still incomplete when Joe’s eyes opened and sensation flooded back into his body. Their body.


He was lying on his back on a slightly yielding surface. He was wearing clothes, the same that he had been wearing when he waited on the beach with Briaros for Gyul Kodran’s arrival. He became aware of mild warmth, probably indicating an ambient temperature equivalent to that of a spring day on Earth. There was pressure on the skin of his back, because he was lying on it, which suggested that he was a little heavier than usual–or possibly he was sluggish and fatigued.

His field of vision, when he first opened his eyes, included nothing but an area of light blue sky, patched with grayish clouds. His ears reported almost total silence. There was a low-pitched humming just at the edge of hearing, but it was so indistinct it might have been the simple aftereffect of what he had undergone–whatever had been done to him to make him unconscious for the period since leaving the island, it must have been fairly drastic.

But it was his nose that brought him the most important information, which advised him that he really was somewhere else. The sense of smell is less important to man than to most terrestrial animals of high organization, yet its power to influence the mind on a less than conscious level remains immense. Joe’s olfactory nerves were sharpened by his period in space, where men trained themselves to rely on changes of odor for recognizing faults in their canned air supplies. Perhaps that was what made him the first of the team to notice fully what was occurring, although the same data were available to them all.

He sat up sharply. It was not that there was any particular individual smell that was strange in the air about him. It was the air itself that smelled differently. Just as water, in itself theoretically without taste, nonetheless tastes different if it comes from a standing pool or from a rapidly-flowing stream, so this air differed from the air he had breathed on Earth.

They did it. They really brought us here.

Lawrence Tshekele was tossing up random fragments of ideas mainly concerned with Proust’s A la Recherche du Temps Perdu, distracting himself from a flash of alarm and anxiety by making a comparison between the taste of biscuit crumbled in tea that opened the past to Proust and the scent of air that had opened the future to them now. There was always something like that going on in their shared mind–unexpected, very individual associations between the present and things lying in memory which somehow enriched their combined personalities.

He got to his feet–yes, there was definitely a hint of increased gravity; possibly ten per cent?–and the team mobilized automatically to find out for certain, referring to Stepan for memory of kinesthetic data acquired during his previous control of Joe’s body and for a definitive assessment of the state of its fatigue or freshness, and then to Rohini to perform the complex but rapid conversion of the sense data into quantities related to gravity. The process took perhaps a tenth of a second; the answer came out at eight per cent higher gravity plus or minus two per cent.

They acknowledged to each other that they were working well in combination at the same time as they were studying their surroundings through Joe’s eyes.

They stood now on the spot where they had been lying, in the middle of a level expanse of short-growing vegetation, not unlike some forms of terrestrial moss in appearance, but bluer, speckled with pale yellow dots about three millimeters in diameter, and very much more springy–almost resembling fine turf in the way it sank like a carpet beneath the feet.

Nothing else was to be seen except the sky and this expanse of vegetation.

“What have they done to us–dumped us in the middle of the country?” from Stepan. Correction came swiftly from Rohini.

“Not country. This lawn must be bowl-shaped to give such a sharp outline. Probably artificially landscaped. Curves differently from formations due to weathering–” There was the accompaniment of the visualization of a graph whose equation contained half a dozen independent variables.

“Park?” suggested Joe. The idea fitted. Lawrence half accepted it, pointing out that an advanced race might have landscaped their entire planet–especially a race which was naturally more uniform and homogeneous than humanity, and placed less of a premium on wild beauty.

“What about our belongings?” from Mrs. King. “Is this a rule we didn’t know about–that we have to find them, as well?”


“Without food–” Stepan interjected, but at that point a sudden realization overtook them.

Schneider!

A clamor of mental horror crowded Joe’s brain, as the entire team simultaneously felt an absence, a blankness like amputation, a sensation of loss and deprivation.

Schneider!

It was fantastically eerie to be calling out inside one’s own head; desperation led to the escape of grunts from one’s lips that no one could hear except oneself. It was fantastically terrifying also to have lost someone inside one’s own head.

Because Schneider was lost.

Where he had been in the smooth new interlocking rhythm of the team, there was now a hiatus, a gap, like a missing tooth in that the absence itself was the important thing. Gone? clamored all the other minds together, and expanded their silent cry to: Gone where? Gone how? Gone why? What are we to do now?

The panicky inquiry lasted perhaps five seconds–longer than it took to realize there was no hope of driving Schneider back from wherever he had gone, because even struggling in vain was more supportable at first than admitting the truth of what had happened. A terrible sensation of fear grasped Joe’s guts; his hands shook, and his head swam. All the team drifted helplessly in the driving stream of horror.

Suddenly memories of Schneider’s memories, overtones of knowledge which the team had shared in their brief period together, began to click together. Understanding came as each contributed:

“He was afraid–” Mrs. King.

“Not only of failure by the team–” from Rohini Das.

“Not really of failure by the team–” from Joe.

“Of failure by himself,” from Stepan.

“Because he sensed in himself a weakness and held back from a second venture into another body,” Lawrence ended, putting all the facts together. “Why?”

They turned that problem around, too. They found they were aware of what Schneider had suspected about his having spent too long in his own body to be able to withstand a second shock as the one he had had when his personality was transferred into the body of his wife.

“What happened to his wife? He never mentioned her when we were separate,” remembered Mrs. King. “Nor did his thoughts stray to her, except in passing, when we came together.”

Suggestion of anger from Stepan: Why did he make us take such a risk without warning us?”

Joe countered: “Unfair! He was a fine and brave man who felt he had made himself indispensable, and who perhaps sacrificed himself.” Joe qualified that with memories of what Schneider had done for them in welding them together–the way he had turned aside possible quarrels while they were cooped up in their small hut; the way he had guided them into an understanding of the possibilities of their present combination. “We must show that we have learned from him: tribute to his memory …”

“Where to?” once more, this time from Rohini. Mrs. King suggested answers.

“As it were encapsulated? Intolerable strain resulting in flight by denial of external stimuli and refusal to offer own data to exterior/ourselves? Simple unconsciousness also possible, owing to phenomenon affecting localized area of common brain, area where himself centered–”

“Contradict,” Lawrence brought forward, blocking further progress on that line of thought. “Not localized; personality of each of us distributed, intermeshing in the brain, sharing common centers, sharing visual centers, auditory centers, etc., divided from each other only by typical personal relationship of patterns of charged neurones identifying us, like different colored threads woven together in the same blanket.”

“Let’s worry about that later,” Joe proposed. “Right now, we have another problem. What are we to do?”

“Tentative reason for putting us down out of sight of our belongings,” Stepan put forward. The wave of bodily panic that had gone with the realization of Schneider’s loss had begun to subside; the associated hormones and nervous sensations of the panic state naturally affected all their thinking together, and now they were all calming down at once. There was a silent invitation to pursue the idea.


“The test is not simply to survive, by camping out in isolation, but to get about, contact inhabitants, perhaps travel, adjust to completely alien circumstances. We cannot claim to pass the test if we stay here in peace and do nothing; hence they make it imperative that we move in search of our food and other supplies.”

“Highly probable,” was the mutual comment. After it: “And where to?”

“Begin at random: accept data; improve performance. We are rats in a maze.” Mrs. King put forward memories of tests on experimental animals. Then their corporate thinking was beginning to smooth out again after their shock.

“Move?” Agreement, Joe began to walk warily forward.

Without Schneider …

That thought never passed far from the front of their minds, and before they had gone very far they had been compelled to admit that it would remain like knowledge of a lost limb. It was a terrifying handicap to have received directly on arrival, before even one of the hundreds of problems lying ahead had been coped with. On first waking, they had been given new and precious confidence by the rapid, co-ordinated measurement the team had performed to determine the local gravity; now their confidence felt hollow, light weight, illusory.

Struggle against it.

Rohini Das brought forward new information, as though to provide a distraction. Data from the cloud patterns, the way Joe was walking, the position of the sun, and the direction of the wind, integrated together with the rapidity of a computer gave interlocking sets of possibilities like dependent variables. These were the highest probabilities: this was the southern hemisphere of the planet, medium to high latitude, local time shortly after midday, season summer. Behind each of these statements was a picture which was less visualized than felt, with factors representing the planet, its primary, the orbit, the inclination of its axis, an assortment of possible diameters for the local sun related to the foregoing two items.

An optimistic suggestion came from Stepan: “Tonight if we see the stars, will we not be able to find out where we are?”

Wry disagreement from Joe. “That kind of job would take years with a computer and our best available data, which we don’t have.”

The lawn on which they had awoken was, as Rohini had suggested, in the shape of a very shallow bowl, perhaps a mile in radius. The sides steepened as Joe came closer, so that it was not until they were very close indeed to the rim that they were able to look over the skyline and see what lay beyond.

In that moment, they had their first glimpse of the city–it had to be a city or the counterpart of a city. What else could it be?

They looked out from the rim of their lawn-bowl, and saw deliberately imposed order: lines, squares, subtle curves. At first that was all they saw. Then they began to relate these outlines to objects–possibly buildings, possibly machines, possibly vegetation. There were things that might be trees, or their equivalent: how high, not being able immediately to assess their distance, they could not know. Distance was all but impossible to judge, because the relation between the things they were looking at differed from what they were subconsciously accustomed to wherever they were on Earth. The scale of proportions was not quite human.

There was movement. Slightly out of focus objects crossed gaps between what might be buildings. Something like a slice of light stabbed upwards from behind a possible tree, and was gone. The low-pitched humming which they had hardly noticed for some time increased and decreased in volume and began to hint at rise and fall of pitch.

The colors of the possible city were blue-green, white, barred red and gold, black shading to lustrous grey like the wing of a pigeon. The shapes were complex, almost topological in complexity. Here and there a simple cuboid stuck out like a shout in silence.

Ahead of Joe’s feet a pale gray slope of some artificial material led down to the possible city. There seemed nothing to do but to go forward.






XV

“FUNDAMENTALS FOR a society? Assuming this is a city?”

“Shelter. Transport. Distribution of resources.”

“Qualify. Consider decentralization.”

“Agreed. Means of exchange. Means of communication.”

“Means of exchange most important. If they have money or its equivalent, how do we get our hands on some of it?”

“Work—?” doubtful.

“Archaic? Consider automation.”

“Consider nothing. Wait and see. Bushman in New York.”

“Totems on every street corner? Red and green taboos? They shall not pass?”

“Good analogy. Mystic influence of the stop light. Are we comparatively as backward in social evolution?”

“Additional: occupation of leisure, assuming automation, entertainment.”

“Bushman in a movie house. Two-dimensional images meaningless. Lack associations: furniture; telephones; cars.”

“More important: lack social knowledge. Law enforcement instead of revenge. Forms of politeness highly specialized. Law enforcement here, or fundamental social education?”

This was a continual current of mental argument, sparking inside their shared mind like firecracker chains, breaking every few instants over the insulating gap left by the absence of Fritz Schneider.

“Are we expecting roads, assuming wheeled transport, assuming necessity to walk, assuming too much? This slope is not a road.”

The pale gray slope took perhaps ten minutes to traverse; there was still a watch on Joe’s wrist, but it had run down, and even having set it arbitrarily, on the strength of Rohini’s estimate of the local time, was no help until the length of this planet’s day was known. The slope was indeed not a road. At its base it broadened out into a series of graceful curves of ground, on the crest of each curve being a light colored patch.

Joe detoured slightly, finding it hard to ascend the side of the nearest rise, and approached one of the pale patches. They remembered that the strange opening in the side of the Federation ship, through which Gyul Kodran had emerged, resembled this patch slightly.

“Transport terminal?” hesitantly proposed Stepan. “Use it if it is?”

“Too dangerous as yet,” the consensus voted. Joe went back to their original line of walking. When he had gone twenty paces, there came a sighing sound from behind him; he whirled.

Standing over the pale patch he had just been inspecting was an object taller than himself, very much like an ear of corn stripped of its husk, for it was formed like a tall narrow barrel and covered with a coat of silky yellow down.

It began to flicker. From it, as it flickered, duplicates of itself began to proceed, spreading outwards in rhythmical waves across the rise and fall of the ground. A glance around showed that the other light-colored patches had each produced a similar object, and was likewise flickering thousands into existence out of an original one.

A tenor sound, which chorded on a distant octave with the ever-present low-pitched humming filled the air.

“Is this for us, or has this anything to do with us?” the question arose.

“Are they living creatures, or is this the counterpart of a bed of flowers?” Mrs. King asked.

“Harmonic periodicity,” stated Rohini Das after a pause. “Logarithmic spiral outwards. Could be natural. Might well be product of intelligence.”

One of the latest generated of the objects was approaching Joe. A spasm of apprehension grasped them. Joe had to clear his throat.

“Speak—communicate?”

“Try it.”

He waited until the object was less than ten feet away and uttered a greeting in Esperanto. Possibly the first creature, if this was a creature, to meet the stranger would be one able to communicate.

Absurdly, an answer chorded out of the air—formed by the pervading tenor and bass sound.

“You are intruding.”

Astonished, Joe took an automatic step back. “We—I apologize,” he said vaguely, thinking it was the golden thing which had spoken. But it was not. The golden thing proceeded with majesty on its way, and the chorded words recurred.

“You are intruding.”

Glancing about him, Joe saw that there were now thousands of the golden objects covering the gray slope of the ground like mobile shrubs. They were beginning to flow into a patterned movement like a dance.

“Move,” decided the team. Joe turned and faced the way he had been going, only to find that the golden things now spread before him like a shifting wall. He started forward nonetheless, but the pace of their weaving was getting more rapid, and soon he was having to leap, jump, halt abruptly in order to avoid collision.

Still the whirling grew faster. He and the rest recognized despairingly that sooner or later collision was inevitable, and almost in the same moment, as he halted to avoid one of the objects, another struck him from behind.

It was curiously yielding and buoyant, like a pillow, but it bounced off him and diverted to one side. The diversion brought it into collision with another; like a chain reaction or like falling skittles disorder flowed out from where he had been struck.

Appalled, he halted and stared after the wake of the disturbance.

A new chord was struck suddenly in the air. A word formed. “Stop!”

The whirling of the golden objects died to nothing. Some of them toppled to the ground and lay still; others balanced where they were, quivering.

Again words formed. This time they were unequivocal.

“Go away!”

Panting, Joe obeyed without question, hurrying forward between or over the golden objects until he emerged at last onto an expanse of ground which was clear of them. As soon as that happened, the movement began again returning bit by bit to its original classical precision.

“High handed!” was Stepan’s angry reaction.

“In keeping,” countered Joe. “The impression they gave was that they were prepared to tolerate us only if we didn’t make a nuisance of ourselves.”


“What do they classify as a nuisance?” Lawrence demanded.

“This, obviously.”

By hurrying out of the area occupied by the golden things, he had reached the edge of the possible city. The ground here was still gray, but of a rather different shade and a very different texture, being rough and somehow tacky. He plodded a little as he went. On his right was one of the things he had seen from the edge of the bowl-shaped lawn and classed as a tree. Close-up, it did seem to be vegetable, but had neither leaves nor branches, only scale-like plates of bluish-green mounted on a stumpy green trunk.

“All the plates are oriented towards the sun,” Mrs. King pointed out. “Either it’s vegetable, or it’s a device for employing solar power in some way.”

Joe stepped towards it, finding the going harder as he came nearer, with the intention of touching one of the sun-oriented plates. As his arm reached out, there was a sudden warning of danger from Lawrence.

“The ground is probably tacky as a warning—do not!” Pictured with this was the idea of people following lines of least resistance in the locality of fragile equipment or dangerous objects.

“Agreed?” the team asked itself, and recognized the high possibility of what Lawrence suggested. Sweating, Joe turned around and began cautiously to feel his way forward where the tackiness grew less. It was fifty yards before the ground was altogether free of the sticky sensation.

He paused to wipe his face and take a deep breath. As he did so, there was a blurring in the air in front of him. Astonished, he froze, staring.

The blurring became whirling and cylindrical, cleared, remaining well-defined. Out of the cylindrical vacancy someone looked.

It took a moment to adjust to the knowledge that it must be someone and not something, for it was brown and slate-colored, and certain small formal symbols decorated its upper forward parts. Between the symbols were two recognizable and indisputable eyes: large, brown-irised, wet-shining. In a way hard to describe, Joe found its air at first expectant, as though the creature were on the verge of saying or doing something. Then it relaxed conveying weary contempt, and the cylinder out of which it looked in mid-air blurred into whirling and vanished from sight.

“We rang an alarm, and someone came running?” suggested Joe. The team turned the idea over and agreed.

“More care,” counseled Rohini Das with a suspicion of superiority.

“We’ve done well so far,” countered Mrs. King mildly. “At least we’re still alive.”

Their movement away from the tacky danger zone had brought them close to the first possible building of the city. There seemed to be no such formal organization into streets and blocks as was found on Earth; Rohini Das suggested that the key to the arrangement was to be found in some harmonic function which related the buildings and perhaps their uses to each other. There was only one way to find out. Cautiously, alert for renewed tackiness underfoot, Joe moved toward the closest building. This was a structure—so perfect it seemed to have been grown rather than built—like a ribbed shell, springing out all along one side into a sort of gallery. Under the roof of the gallery were openings to the interior.

There was no warning of danger. Joe walked up to the first of the openings and peered through.

Beyond the opening, there were creatures like the slate and brown one that had appeared in mid-air a few moments ago. The shock of that appearance had partly prevented Joe from seeing clearly what they were like; now, though, he could discern that they were basically of a coiled shape, with a flexible springy body four feet long and numerous appendages with which they moved about.

The room in which he saw them was unexpectedly huge, far huger than he had anticipated. The walls and roof were of a pearly white substance with an even luminescence. Arranged across the vast expanse of the floor were contorted objects which he compared automatically to furniture, because the creatures were resting in them or moving about in cup-shaped hollows as though restless.

The silence was eerie. That was the first moment he realized that the humming which had accompanied his movements so far was no longer audible.

“Do any of us understand what’s going on?” he asked.


The team answered that it was hopeless to try without more information. At their suggestion, he moved to look in at the next opening. Strangely enough, this one lead on to a different room, also vast, but with squared corners and lighted with a dull brick-red light. Here there were different creatures, perhaps grayish or white, but lit redly, stumpy and seemingly without appendages, opening and shutting a lipless gap on their upper ends and emitting a shrill wail.

Another opening, and differences again: a chamber of crystal, whose walls gave the illusion of opening on to a flat oily sea. Here creatures shaped like sea lilies moved in a cloud of steam, back and forth from the walls to a group in the center who clustered as though growing from a single root on a jagged block as transparent as glass.

Another opening, and the last: four thick things like bloated snakes twined in blue darkness, rustling. The air was fetid-hot.

“The creature floating in the air seemed to know who we were,” ventured Lawrence. “We aren’t going to get anywhere unless we try and communicate. I propose starting with that race.”

“Agreed,” the team decided and accordingly Joe returned to the first entrance. In the middle of the opening he stood, cleared his throat and called out.

With terrifying suddenness, the slate and brown creatures froze. Some of them began to move menacingly towards him.

It took the team’s combined courage and determination to resist the impulse to turn and run; the soles of Joe’s feet itched with the desire for flight. But the creatures halted more than arm’s length away, and surrounded him, staring.

Finally one of them moved very close, and uttered three halting words in Esperanto with a voice precisely like Gyul Kodran’s. So someone, at least, knew about his arrival and was prepared.

“Are you well?”

It was not the question Joe had been expecting; Lawrence was quicker than he, and assumed control to make an answer.

“Well at present, thank you for your inquiry. But I shall not long continue to be well without what Gyul Kodran stated I was allowed to bring: food and other necessities. It was agreed between him and my people that I might have what I brought.”

The thought crossed the team’s mind that Joe must have been fed during the voyage, while he was unconscious—or had the voyage been so brief that he had not yet become hungry again?

Others of the group of creatures spoke in rapid tones to the one which had addressed Joe. There was a definite sense of dismay in their attitude; it was hard to explain how such an emotion could be conveyed to someone totally unfamiliar with their “expressions.”

A vague puzzlement began to grow in the team’s minds.

Now the one that had spoken before was replying to questions—or accusations—launched by his companion. Lawrence was remaining temporarily in control; his linguistic faculty was stretched to the uttermost, but he indicated sudden confidence.

“It’s a language all right,” he asserted, pleased. “It has word and sentence units, and a range of sounds which I ought to be able to imitate easily enough.”

To the others, the conversation of the aliens would have been a mere buzzing; hearing it through the filter of Lawrence’s expert knowledge, however, they were enabled to understand how he could begin to grasp it almost at once. His auditory memory was phenomenally highly trained; the third repetition of the same sound was enough to file it in his memory with a tentative assigned meaning. So far, he could not do more than assign guesses—but even that was good.

At last a decision of some kind appeared to be reached. The spokesman uttered the single word, “Wait.” And turned and disappeared among the others.

“I get the clearest possible impression,” said Rohini Das, “that they weren’t actually expecting us.”

The possible consequences of that idea occupied their minds for some time. It was an alarming suggestion—but Rohini was right.

“Why? Do you think it was their intention to break their word and deliberately handicap us?” Stepan demanded.

“Or were they just assuming that we would panic and break down before we got anywhere?” countered Lawrence, and went off at a tangent: “Given a few days, I’ll be speaking a pidgin version of this language. It’s probably highly subtle and sophisticated, but we’ll be able to make ourselves clear.”

“What do you suppose goes on here?” Mrs. King inquired, having been occupying herself with a study of their field of vision.

Lawrence drew a wry parallel with an African trying to make sense out of a post office without knowing how to read and write. Amusement relieved their tension momentarily, but it came back when Joe turned around and saw that a film had come up over the opening through which they had entered.

“I’ll bet that’s solid as a rock,” he thought.

The creatures who had come forward to surround him were moving back to their original places with a shuffling gait. Time passed. There was once more the overwhelming silence which had prevailed when they first looked in here.

And then a familiar voice sounded into the stillness. It said, “I am Gyul Kodran.”

Spinning on his heel, Joe was too late to see how Gyul Kodran had arrived. He was simply there in the midst of the others of his kind—for they were of his kind. He no longer shielded himself by wearing the garment of shifting forces which had protected him on Earth, and he stood revealed as another slate and brown creature, of average size and typical appearance.

Once again Joe allowed Lawrence to control his speech. He said, “You seem to have broken our agreement.”

Faint puzzlement seemed to affect the alien. He said, “I am accustomed to your manner of hasty thinking. It is as well. Explain.”

“I was promised the use of what I brought with me—food and necessities. Where have you put it?”

Other members of the team thrust forward suggestions; Lawrence accepted some, rejected others, and went on in a level voice.

“Moreover, if you meant what you said when you informed us that our representative was to prove himself capable of existence among you, you should have provided some basic information. I am prepared to do my best; how can I, without someone to teach me your language, to explain to me how I can come by your medium of exchange if you have one, to interpret to me warnings which will prevent me from accidentally harming one of your people?”

He concluded with a defiant stare at Gyul Kodran. It was plain that he had somehow seized an advantage over the other; he wanted to exploit it.

There was a pause. During it, Joe caught sight of what he believed to be the spokesman of the group, who had asked if he was well, listening covertly from the background. None of the other creatures was paying any attention.

“Very well,” said Gyul Kodran heavily. “Let it not be said that we deceive you. Come with me.”

He strode forward. One of his many appendages caught’ Joe by the arm and drew him towards the opening to the outside. Reflexively Joe tensed against the grip, but yielded in time to offer no resistance.

He stepped through the opening—and together with the rest of the team wondered for a moment whether he had gone insane.

By all the laws of normal space, he should have found himself once again on the gallery along the side of the building like a ribbed shell. Instead, he was surrounded by brilliant lights—blue, white, red, green, purple—mingled like patchwork on a gray ground. The lights shifted, twisted, turned. They were underfoot, beside and overhead.

Gyul Kodran, still grasping Joe’s arm, marched straight ahead. They seemed to get nowhere although they walked for almost a minute through the flashing colored shafts. Joe’s mind was still numb, as numb as his companions’, when Gyul Kodran abruptly turned straight up, and they emerged.

And this time, they truly were in a city.

They had arrived, then, in a park on the outskirts, and Mrs. King’s suggestion that the golden weaving objects were equivalent to a flowerbed was probably correct. It was almost home-like to find himself now in something altogether resembling a city of Earth, with identifiable buildings, with crowds, with vehicles. That was the first reaction.

Then Joe began to remember what he had thought in the car going from the project out to the airport on route for the Pacific: how would an alien look at an earthly city? And he had a wildly dissociated feeling as he began to realize that his first impression was inconceivably wrong.


True, there were buildings here. But they were shaped more like the functional coverings of machinery: cones, trapezoid forms, spirally twisted columns, in a bewildering assortment of colors, among which dark blue and black predominated.

They had neither entrances nor windows visible.

True again: there were crowds here. But they streamed in even, ranked flows—here a group of slate and brown beings like Gyul Kodran, there a group of gray-white ones, such as he had seen in the building they had just left, more like Gyul Kodran, and then groups of creatures different from all the rest. Here and there among the flowering ranks one of the tall downy golden objects bobbed rather like a captive balloon.

He was standing on a semicircular platform raised about four inches above the surrounding ground. That ground was not the surface of a street. There were no streets here—only intervals and areas between buildings.

Gyul Kodran was regarding him curiously, almost as if in satisfaction, almost as though waiting for a comment. Joe felt Rohini Das nudge him mentally; she wanted to slip into control.

Not absolutely certain what she was going to say, he permitted it with slight reluctance.

At once she addressed the alien. “Are you familiar with our mathematical notation?”

“Of course,” said Gyul Kodran, taken aback.

“Then let me disappoint you. That quick trip from where we were before was probably accomplished by an application of a derivative function in terms of less-than-c at about the fourth level of expansion of the hyperphotonic series. The lights are very pretty, but they must waste a good deal of power.”

There was pleasant malice in Rohini’s mind as she spoke, and the rest of the team, appreciating it, complimented her.

Gyul Kodran took a backward step, which carried him over the rim of the semicircular platform to the level of the ground. He said, “Rather accurate. But the lights, of course, are route-markings.”

“The same thing could be done for less power with—oh, but what’s the difference? If you’re satisfied, you’re satisfied.”

Rohini, mentally chuckling, slipped back and allowed Joe to resume control. He noticed that Gyul Kodran had been definitely put out by Rohini’s comment. He was taking his time over collecting himself.

Meantime, a group of the grayish aliens had halted in their march-like, uniform progress past the platform, and were forming into a ring to study Joe like a museum curiosity. That was comforting; it was the first sign of interest that the passers-by had yet shown.

“This way,” said Gyul Kodran abruptly, and began to walk past the end of the group of grayish creatures. The one on the end of the line sidled into Joe’s path causing Joe to stop.

Gyul Kodran did not seem to notice, but simply walked on.

Joe tried stepping to one side, as though the blocking of the path had been by chance. The grayish alien copied him. It was deliberate, and for a reason.

While he was casting around for a solution, he felt Stepan indicate the desire to take over. An inkling of what he intended to do reached Joe; he yielded instantly.

A pause, while Stepan tensed and relaxed important muscles, then a rapid sideways leap, and four quick paces forward, bounding like a jack rabbit.

He was alongside Gyul Kodran once more.

Apparently his guide had noticed nothing, or if he had he was taking no interest. He was making directly for the side of a structure like a fat, sidewise-tilted cylinder, colored indigo blue. As he approached, part of the side of the cylinder changed its appearance as the side of the ship had done when he emerged on to the beach of the lonely Pacific island.

A thick, fetid creature like a bloated snake began to wind out of the wall, pouring swiftly like a flood. Gyul Kodran stepped aside, and Joe copied him.

The blue snake passed on, swollen and featureless. It entered one of the passing groups of beings and vanished.

“Your belongings have been put here,” said Gyul Kodran, and stepped into the building. Joe did the same, feeling the wall yield but tug at him like tacky elastic mist. Polarization of a limited area—again, wasteful of power; the same function could be performed by a revolving door. His engineer’s mind reviewed possibilities.

“There,” said Gyul Kodran, and indicated a large room—a section of the cylinder, horizontally floored, where his crated belongings were stacked up. “You require water; it is here. You require waste-disposal facilities; they too are here. Now kindly refrain from troubling me again during your stay; I have other calls on my time. I will see you when we call you to announce our verdict.”

He hesitated one moment, again seeming to be puzzled, and then was gone.






XVI

“WELL, THERE’S one thing to be said for all this: at least we can’t get lonely.”

Joe had to put considerable effort into the feeble wisecrack as he sat on the edge of his bed eating the first meal he had been able to get that day directly out of its can.

“This isn’t in the least how I expected it to be,” Mrs. King commented.

“You’re dead right,” chimed in Lawrence. “I’m starting to have some rather interesting suspicions. Propose detailed consideration of what we’ve learned.”

Joe stopped eating, the can and the spoon grasped unnoticed in his hands. “Lawrence?”

“Almost one-third of the test period is up. What have we learned, seen and done?” Lawrence slipped into control of the body, dropped the spoon into the can, and began to raise fingers to count up items.

“One: we have succeeded in making a few short trips outside our quarters. And we’ve found our way back.

“Two: we have acquired a hesitant knowledge of the local lingua franca. I suspect this is a hybrid language capable of expression in visual and kinetic terms as well as in terms of sound—the grayish aliens certainly don’t communicate by sound.

“Three: we have succeeded in keeping out of people’s hair, or whatever they have instead of hair. Is that a list of pride-inducing achievements?”


“What we have not done is a much longer list,” commented Joe gloomily.

“Agreed.” Stepan took over. “Questions: why if this Federation of Worlds is so vast and impressive, are there only at most a dozen different races here?”

Mrs. King snapped in, “These are the ones capable of existing under conditions here—radiation, oxygen, gravity.”

“Reasonable,” granted Stepan. “But what have we found besides that? Have we found the mind-shaking advanced social order, the staggering technical achievements, which we looked forward to? No! This city is fairly impressive, but in fact it’s a tumble of children’s building blocks; Rohini understands its design in terms of simple mathemetical functions. She also suggested at once the means of transport they employ here. By now Joe probably knows how to build a copy.”

Joe frowned. “This is peculiar,” he conceded. “So far we haven’t seen anything that we couldn’t expect to acquire for ourselves in another century or so.”

“Myself, I am especially disappointed in their culture,” said Mrs. King. “As has been pointed out, this city is impressive, but it is sterile, cold, in some ways clumsy. The only essentially attractive thing we have yet seen was the weaving dance of the golden ones on our arrival. Even that was rigid, like a mathematical prediction.”

“Is there nothing beyond what we have seen, do you suppose?” Stepan suggested musingly. The others caught a glimpse of what he was thinking, and turned wonderingly to see more.

“I am no psychologist,” he pursued, and they felt once more the aching sense of lack due to the loss of Schneider. “But I have been turning over the memory of the first day when Gyul Kodran was bringing us here. Were we not all struck by the measured, uniform, almost marching progress of the crowds in the streets? Each creature was with a group of its own kind, except for the golden bobbins, and we know from what we saw at first that they too have to congregate and move together and perhaps reestablish their corporate identities.”

He ended on a questioning note. Lawrence snatched up the suggestion and carried it forward with enthusiasm.

“I’m blind and stupid!” he exploded passionately, bringing sudden warmth to Joe’s face. “Why am I not seeing what lies under our nose? Stepan, you must be right. Think that the only creatures we have yet encountered who have shown independence and decision in the one case, curiosity in the other, were Gyul Kodran and the grayish one who blocked our path. Blocked our path as one might act to tease an animal and provoke it into amusing behavior.”

“I think we must not be overready to jump at what seems to be an attractive conclusion,” Joe ventured. Rohini Das gave a scornful reply.

“Nor must we dismiss the logical conclusion because it seems attractive! My view is this: that Gyul Kodran’s Federationers are afraid of us. I say they set this test in terms of an individual because they and all the other races allied with them are worth nothing as individuals. Wouldn’t this explain why they were not truly expecting us to come into the city and bother them? They probably thought they would just have to go and collect us from where they left us, starved and shivering and frightened, and send us home.”

“Why set the test at all?” Stepan asked, and Lawrence at once sprang in with an answer.

“To humble us and bring us down. They knew that if they did not take a hand, they would have to face the possibility of our coming out to them on our own terms. They were probably banking on the humiliation of failure to make us hesitant afterwards. And they were not confident enough to keep us down forcibly—most likely, they didn’t think they could.”

“But Gyul Kodran came to Earth alone,” said Mrs. King softly.

“Did he?” Joe clapped his hand to his forehead. “Did he? We don’t know! There may be a hundred Gyul Kodrans! Remember he told us in his final speech before departure that he had consulted with the council or whatever the previous night; how? By instantaneous return to this capitol planet? Or by taking the place of his predecessor? We can’t say, can we?”

They shared a sudden warm optimistic glow of confidence. Joe resumed full control and determinedly spooned the last of the contents of the tin into his mouth.

“I think we might well go out and take another look at the city, and see how it appears through rose-colored glasses,” he suggested.

The team agreed.

It was dusk outside. They had stayed out late one night, seeing that the exterior of the buildings gave back in the early hours of darkness the light they had absorbed during the day, on a slightly longer wave length. That could be done by man also; it would be costly, but it was a worthwhile idea. Joe had filed the technique for future reference.

They had also remained out to study the evening flow of traffic, and there was something extremely hard to understand. The flow never stopped; sometimes it increased and sometimes it diminished, but it always consisted of groups of ranked beings, moving with a common purpose to a common goal. In the twilight hours, the goal was usually a cup-shaped building with violet-banded walls. Once Joe had joined a flow of slate and brown aliens as they converged at such a building, the nearest to where he was quartered. But when he made to approach the entrance, one of the golden bobbins had drifted on its pedestal of down and paused beside him. It made no sign or signal, but there was an air of discouragement in its expectant pose. Joe changed his mind and turned away; when he glanced back a moment later, the golden bobbin had disappeared.

A few of the golden bobbins were in evidence among the monotonously flowing groups of aliens, and Lawrence fastened first on the problem of their presence and function.

“Police? Watchdogs? Was what we saw when we arrived a kind of exercise or drill?”

Collectively they remembered how the golden bobbin had warned them off from entering the violet-banded building. It was a unique phenomenon in their experience so far, but indicative.

“All the phenomena we’ve experienced are unique,” objected Joe when he knew which way their line of thought was tending. “What about that slice of light that shot up from the city just after we arrived, the grayish alien blocking our path, and the sounding of that alarm and having someone appear in the air before us?”

“Unique but not necessarily meaningful,” Lawrence commented. “For analogy’s sake: a savage comes to a city and sees as he goes about a fire call, a smash and grab raid, a publicity gimmick involving a plastic sea serpent. Is he to conclude that the city’s business revolves around burning buildings, robbery and snake totems? Mark you, he probably would; it’s up to us to show better reasoning.”

“Granted,” Joe sighed. “Well, certainly there is something indicative in the way these golden things are always around. Shall we follow one and see what it does?”

“Why not?” the team responded.

Accordingly Joe glanced about him for the nearest of the golden bobbins, and spotted a particularly impressive specimen, slightly larger in all dimensions than the majority, poised not far from him at a point in the middle of an empty space of ground where two streams of hurrying aliens of Gyul Kodran’s species formed three streams and started to diverge. Why? Why should cars capable of a hundred miles an hour meekly halt at a red light?

They had learned during their stay so far to discriminate approximately between things which seemed to hold out no hope of comprehension and things which appeared potentially valuable items of knowledge. So far, most of the former had been in the category of social activity; Joe and Lawrence were coming to the conclusion that understanding technological tricks was not enough, that it was time to pay serious attention to the harder problems.

The question of the golden bobbins was as good a starting point as any.

They watched the golden bobbin for more than an hour, and it showed no sign of moving. When at last it did, it departed abruptly between two conical buildings where for the moment no traffic was passing. Joe followed, dodging the marching columns of aliens with some difficulty.

By the time he again came in sight of the bobbin, it was on the verge of vanishing behind a distorted cube. He had to hurry to catch up.

And then, on a flat, round piece of ground among the buildings, the bobbin stopped.

It remained still for a moment, and then—unexpectedly-toppled to the ground. The fall made it roll slightly, perhaps once around its long axis. After a few moments, it was still except for a rhythmical pumping motion of its surface, which caused waves to ripple in its downy covering.

“Can that possibly be natural behavior?” Joe put forward. Mrs. King answered automatically.

“How can we tell what is natural and what not? Better not to interfere.”

Joe glanced around for a place of concealment; he found an embrasure in the side of the nearest building, and slipped into it to watch and wait.

Time leaked by.

At last, when the rhythmical contractions of the fallen bobbin were getting slower and slower, there came a humming sound in the air—a deep, barely audible noise, like the one which they had heard on arrival.

“More bobbins coming!” guessed Joe, and looked round. From all sides bobbins had suddenly sprung into view; they were hastening forward, surrounding the fallen one, lifting it—how, could not be discerned, but it was not with limbs or tentacles, because they possessed neither. Shortly a group of them, which included the one who had fallen, left the area and passed out of sight.

Those that remained paused a moment. Then they began to converge at the point where Joe stood. The humming redoubled in volume and began to rise and fall.

At length, when Joe—feeling his palms sweat, his mouth dry—was hemmed in by ranked bobbins, a new note sounded with the underlying hum. It was just far enough away from a perfect octave to make his teeth grate. As once before, words formed out of the sound.

“How can you stand by and watch a fellow being die?”

The words bludgeoned into Joe’s mind, and with them came a sick sense of failure and despair at his and their overconfident stupidity.

And then the golden bobbins moved in on him.

Nonphysical bonds as strong as webs of steel pinioned Joe and lifted him off his feet between four of the golden creatures. They carried him away at the head of a column which moved almost like a parade, swaying a little, accompanied by a further increase of the deep bass humming. Every now and again other notes, much higher in the scale, chorded in briefly like striking sounds of indignation.


They held him sideways to their direction of travel, so that he could not see where he was being taken. Their featureless roundness seemed to make inward and outward their two important directions.

A few moments later, they were surrounded by the dazzling light patterns which Gyul Kodran had described as route markings on their nonspatial transport system; a little time went by there, and the direction in which they seemed to turn upon emerging was diagonally downward and not upward. At least, Joe assumed it was an act of emergence; all that visibly happened was that the lights vanished, and he was in a place of total darkness.

The bonds holding him dematerialized—if they were material at all—and he was dropped, staggering on to a yielding floor. There was a rustling, and the humming notes abruptly stopped.

He was alone.

Fighting down a sense of blind panic, he stretched out his arms and encountered walls nearby, as yielding as the floor. There was a sense of swaying, as though he had been dropped into a leather pouch about the waist of a walking giant. The darkness remained absolute. There was a sour smell like stale warm milk.

Silence.

“How were we to know?” protested Stepan with sudden anger, and the team’s minds snatched at the thought, twisting it and turning it like the point of a sword, and then looked toward Mrs. King.

Her answer quavered a little. “How could we interfere? For all I knew, it could have been an important lifestage. It looked like sudden sickness—but to interfere would have been worse still.”

Lawrence was suddenly grim and resigned. “This is not unknown,” he pointed out. “Stacking the deck against someone—Deny him the necessary skills and make out that he is therefore inferior.” Behind the thought were associated memories of how white had treated black in Africa.

“Were we right or wrong to think that these Federationers were deliberately handicapping us?” challenged Rohini. “I say they lied to us! I say that they are deceitful; so far from being better than we are, they are dishonest and afraid. But why? Give me reasons for this stupid hoaxing, this cheating!”

Joe answered with a pall of gloom veiling his mind, “We dare not forget that we too are practicing deceit.”

“Do you think they know?” Chillingly, Stephen put out the possibility.

“I do,” Joe asserted. “I think they were prepared to discard us at once, on our arrival. Probably the only reason we ever got Gyul Kodran to pay any attention to us was because we threatened to make a nuisance of, ourselves.”

“Disagree,” snapped Lawrence. “It fits only some of the facts. I’ve been watching the pattern of this society with as open a mind, as I could, and this is the conclusion I come to.”

Joe breathed deeply and lowered himself to a squatting position; there was no room to sit properly in this confined dark space. A hint of terror and despair crossed their minds as they became newly aware of their predicament; striving to ignore it, Lawrence set out his hypothesis.

It came in the rigorous form of a deliberated argument. Bearing in mind, it ran, first, what Gyul Kodran said about the Federation being of two minds about us does imply that there are differences of opinion between the constituent members of the Federation?

The team granted that.

Add what has revealed itself here: the drilled monotony of the behavior patterns of the inhabitants. Include the apparent function of the golden bobbins. Submit that the most probable explanation was along the following lines.

The races comprising the present Federation would be all very uniform, differing little from individual to individual and individually possessing scarcely any initiative. Habit and custom would weld them together into rather rigid, essentially predictable modes of behavior. Their achievements in technology would come about as the result of slow accretions rather than swift advances. There were other corollaries.

“Analogy,” proposed Mrs. King at this point. “The social structures of ancient China and ancient Japan.”

Accepted. Extension: the extreme formality of their art—if it could be classed as art—and architecture, bound by strict mathematical rules.

“Query,” from Joe. “Wouldn’t such stiff-necked cultures find it impossible to adapt to one another? How could they get along at all?”

Like this—the smooth surface of their own society would in each case provide them with guiding paths to follow in the event of contact with other cultures. Differences would puzzle them, not provoke them to violence because violence was not a standard element in their thought patterns.

“Reservations,” put in Rohini Das. “But go on. This is interesting!”

The process would extend only so far. Contacting another culture in which similar rigid predictable behavior patterns predominated was one thing. Contacting the tumultuous, multifaceted culture of a race like mankind was altogether different.

“As I see it,” Lawrence went on, dropping his air of deliberation for a conversational hesitancy, “Gyul Kodran’s race would be the nearest to us in the Federation, the race possessed of most individuality and initiative. And the golden bobbins are members of the race which most strongly opposed our admission.”

“In fact, you think Gyul Kodran is on our side?” proposed Joe.

“I think he was. But I think something went wrong. And the thing that most likely went wrong was that we were found out in our attempt to cheat.”

There was a pause of mental blankness.

“During the trip?” Rohini ventured. They agreed.

“To put it another way,” Joe suggested, “Gyul Kodran’s people supported our admission and wished to provide this test which an individual member of any other Federation race would fail, as a means of slipping our admission through against the opposition. Why would they oppose us so strongly that they would deliberately frame us into the social disaster of failing to help a sick being?

“Most likely because our presence would be a continual jarring in their ordered universe,” Lawrence answered. “Do you see that?” Associations of ideas sprang up illuminating his proposal: out of sight, out of mind, was their common denominator.

And the wall of the pouch-like compartment where they had been imprisoned ripped jaggedly to admit light and sound.

“I am Gyul Kodran,” said a familiar voice. “Come forth.”

They went to a place where thousands assembled. It was hard to see what the place was, because its lines dissolved here and there as though they ceased for a short distance to extend through normal space. But it was certainly some sort of council chamber, because in every direction there were beings—the slate and brown race to which Gyul Kodran belonged, the things like bloated blue snakes, the grayish-white creatures, and many other sorts and forms that they had not seen before. Ranked together with the others, like a field of maize stripped of its husks, were thousands and thousands of the golden bobbins, swaying a very little on their downy pedestals.

“Why are we here?” Stepan asked, and the whole team found the answer together.

“We are here for a judgment!”

Joe stood on a low raised dais in the center of all the assembly, defiant, despairing, his mind and the minds of the whole team churning with dismay. His hands clenched and unfolded reflexively; his mouth was dry and his stomach was full of the sourness of defeat. Yes, it was unfair; yes, it was inevitable. But knowing that did not make it easier to endure.

There was the bass humming sound here also. It made the surface of the dais shudder resonantly underfoot.

Gyul Kodran began to speak. His calm, neutral voice was like hammer blows nailing down a coffin.

“Joseph Hardy Morea, representative of the planet Earth, the time of your testing has been cut short because it is said against you that you witnessed the sickness and dying of a fellow being and did no more than watch.”

The golden bobbins heard and understood; that was plain from the movement like a wave of expectancy which passed over their ranks.

“Answer!” came a demand formed of a high jarring note which discorded on the bass humming.

A terrible mounting hopelessness rose up in Joe’s mind, and in the minds of the team all together. It was like a thunder storm within his skull, huge and dark and powerful.

Seconds passed like years; within their eternal length ideas poured out, were dismissed, faded, left vacancy. Joe was lost; Stepan was lost; Rohini was lost; Mrs. King was lost; Lawrence was lost.

Then in the total darkness of his empty mind, lightning broke out of the thunderstorm of despair. Blasting, fusing bolts lit the mental night, melted the walls that separated the retreating personalities of the team.

No longer were there individuals sharing a body who stood on the dais facing judgment. There was one person only: the representative of Earth.

Man spoke.

He said, “You are afraid of me.”

There was a shudder that passed through the great assembly like a whirlwind, shaking the watchers like leaves. The bass humming of the golden bobbins hesitated, broke, resumed with a vibrant overtone of alarm.

Man said, “You claimed that you were superior to me, in that you exist together in your Federation without hate and intolerance. But this is not because you are benign and well-disposed one to another. It is simply because you are blanks. You are flat, featureless beings, as incapable of positive friendship as you are of hate. Now answer me!”

Gyul Kodran was shaking like the rest. For the first time, when he made reply, his voice betrayed the stigma of dismay.

He said, “Go back to your planet, Joseph Hardy Morea. We will not try to stop you from coming out among us. We could not if we wanted to.

“You must know this. When we brought you away from Earth, we studied you and discovered at once the technique which had been employed to create you. We have known of it for longer than you have used metals. And we said: they have ended their own chances. They are so intolerant one of another that they cannot retain sanity under these conditions. So we expected that you would break down and fail the test which we set you.

“You have not broken down.

“For myself and my own kind, I welcome that. I would not have it said that my race is afraid to recognize greatness. There are some among us who have tried lately to make us believe evil of you, but all that can be said to them is that they must learn to live with you, not you with them.”

A dizziness overcame the representative from Earth. In the midst of a spinning whirlpool of triumph and amazement, he saw the assembly disperse.






XVII

THE CELEBRATIONS were still going on. They would probably last another week before the excitement and tension ran down. Noise of shouting and music from the streets far below was so loud that it could be heard in the privacy of Briaros’s apartment, and the television services were given over almost completely at the moment to world wide reviews of the great rejoicing.

Briaros sat alone in a deep armchair before a screen that currently showed a carnival parade in Lagos in which all the states of Africa were taking part. The sound was turned low, and the commentator’s words were hardly distinguishable from the carrier hum.

He held a fine cut glass in his left hand and was stroking it absently with his right.

The doorbot sounded a quiet announcement. Without looking up, Briaros said, “Come in, Dr. Reynolds.”

He did not raise his eyes until Maggie had come into the room and was standing beside his chair. When he did, he saw that she had been crying. Her eyes were swollen and her face was very pale. She wore a black coat and a black dress; her hands were clasped tightly and nervously on a little black handbag.

“Please sit down,” he said, and indicated a chair. He touched the remote control of the television and the screen died to darkness.

“It’s very good of you to spare time for me …” Maggie began, but he cut her short.

“Please! Could I be so rude that I would not take time for your sorrow when our whole planet is rejoicing?”


Maggie flinched. Then she said, “Are there others as miserable?”

Briaros cupped his glass between his hands and looked at it fixedly. “Of course. The father and mother of Lawrence Tshekele and a girl he left. An intimate friend of Miss Rohini Das. A brother of Mrs. King. Fritz Schneider’s wife. And …”

“Don’t go on,” said Maggie, almost inaudibly. “I’m stupid. I should have realized—but isn’t it forgivable?” She raised beseeching, haunted eyes to Briaros’s face “They have lost people altogether! While there’s Joe, his face, his voice, his name, everything. Only it isn’t Joe any longer. It’s a different person.”

Briaros said nothing.

“What happened, Señor Briaros? Do you understand? I was allowed to see him, and I believed for a moment it was going to be all right. Then he talked to me, and it was as though he was shut off, divided, completely self-sufficient and unable to want anyone else. It was terrifying—oh, God!” She gasped and choked back a sob.

“He’s like a god, isn’t he?” said Briaros, still not looking at her. “That’s the way I feel about him. He’s six people, and yet he’s only one. He has the skills of all of them and the compassion of a hundred.”

“That’s it! It’s the pitying which is worst!” Maggie leaned forward eagerly. “If one could feel that he despised us, that might help, but he doesn’t; he just pities us, and we’re ashamed to react with hatred!”

“I hope we shall always be ashamed to react with hatred,” said Briaros calmly.

Maggie didn’t answer for a moment. Slowly she began to relax, and eventually spoke again in a changed voice. “You are right, of course,” she said dully. “But—if what he says now is true—it was all unnecessary. It was all for nothing.”

“For nothing?” Briaros cocked his head to one side. “For nothing?” he repeated. “Can’t you hear the noise of the crowds, even up here? Don’t you know that the same thing is happening everywhere on Earth because of the good news?”

“That’s not what I mean!” flared Maggie.

“I know it’s not. What you mean is that we went out armored against giants, in the person of Joe and the team, and we found the giants were stuffed dummies.”


“Is that true? I’d like to think it’s not.”

“Are we to disbelieve what he tells us? He has been to see. And it won’t be long now before others go also. They’re assembling the engines now, up at Old Stormalong; they’re going to test them shortly, and before this year is up we’ll have made the first flight to another star.”

“I know. And what are we going to find? Not the great wise superior peoples we hoped for—more like a petty collection of selfish children!”

“Joe didn’t say that,” Briaros corrected her gently. “He told us only that they were afraid of us because we weren’t as they are, rigid and predictable. But we shall find friends, you know. Gyul Kodran and his people wanted to welcome us; that was why he came here, why he proposed this test, why he fought against attempts to discredit us and trick us into failure.”

“And I still feel it was for nothing that we lost them,” Maggie countered, “That I lost Joe, that Mrs. Schneider lost Fritz, that Lawrence Tshekele’s family lost him!”

Briaros gave her a thoughtful stare. After a pause, he said, “You know, my position is a very peculiar one. To fill it properly, one has to forget all kinds of loyalties which are as natural to most people as breathing, and sometimes it’s very hard to forget them. Admittedly, to forget ties to a large group is often easier than to fight down something that binds you to an individual person. I know that. I’m just asking you to think about this, too.

“You don’t gain anything, really, without paying for it. The best that can be hoped for is to gain a great deal for a very small payment. I’m saying that we’ve gained a tremendous amount. We haven’t just gained admission to the Federation of Worlds; we’ve gained something far more important. A certain person who is no longer just Joe Morea.”

Maggie sat with her hands folded together in her lap, listening, not moving.

“I said he had the compassion of a hundred,” Briaros went on steadily. “You reacted to that. You’ve seen it too. Is it only because of our checkered past that we value it? Is it only because we’re aware how close we came to wrecking our planet through our own blockheadedness? Or is it because, being so different one from another by comparison with the other intelligent races we’ve now heard about, we find it more necessary?

“Gyul Kodran came to us saying, in effect, that they in the Federation didn’t trust us—we were too potentially explosive. That was perfectly true. But the point they almost overlooked—the thing that might conceivably have led us to interstellar war, God forbid!, if things had gone otherwise—was that being nearer to the verge of self-destruction than they, we had developed a greater skill in walking the tightrope between success and disaster.

“I think that’s one of the two reasons why Joe and the team made out on the capitol world. We don’t know yet all that happened there, but I think we know the essentials. And the second reason was that the team was acutely aware that we had tried to employ deceit to escape the limiting rules of the challenge.

“It seems funny, doesn’t it, to think of deceiving someone honorably? But that’s the way the team apparently saw it. Or more likely, like this: that it was up to man to do his best, and if his best could not be done under the rules set by people who did not understand man, we had to use our superior knowledge of ourselves to correct that deficiency.

“And what happens? Under the intolerable strain of the belief that they had failed, the defences which still separated the individual personalities of the team—the last vestiges of the repressions, reservations and secrets which we all have one fron another—broke down. Instead of a group of personalities sharing a body, there was suddenly a body housing a six-fold personality, as rich as all six and then richer still.

“Why? Why the sum of the parts less than the eventual whole? I can only guess; we’re still trying to find out, but at present this experience of Joe’s is so far beyond our comprehension that we simply can’t fathom it. What we guess is that in every individual there is a fraction of selfish jealousy, which drives us to try and get just that little bit more than we give because we are lonely and unsatisfied even in our greatest loves.

“But here, now, is someone who need never be lonely or jealous, because he still is all that he was. Here is an over-fulfilled personality, who needs nothing from anyone and has everything to offer in return.”


“This makes one feel very small, doesn’t it?” said Maggie. “To take without being able to offer to give in return!”

“There’s a difference, isn’t there, between accepting charity given with a bad grace and that given out of a real desire to share good fortune?” Briaros half-smiled. “How often have I and my predecessors struggled to make rich countries part with things they don’t need, to give them to poor countries, only to have the poor countries see how unwillingly and with how many qualifications the gifts are bestowed, and take them with hate instead of gratitude!”

“Only—I’m ashamed to want to hate him,” said Maggie in a muffled voice.

Briaros got to his feet. He went to the liquor console and drew a glass of good brandy for Maggie, which he set silently at her elbow. He drew a little for himself, and returned to his chair.

“What I believe is now the case,” he said, “is that the greatest single living creature in the galaxy—that we can know of—is, if not human, at any rate a product of human experience and human skills. Can’t we be proud of that?”

“One day—maybe,” said Maggie. She picked up her glass in a trembling hand, but she was less overwrought than when she entered, and she brought it steadily towards her lips.

“One moment!” said Briaros. “Should it not be a toast? Listen!”

Outside, a tremendous blasting joyful noise of marching bands was growing in the street, twice as loud as any that had gone before.

“Absent friends?” said Maggie with a trace of bitterness.

“No. Future friends, I think. The friends we’re going to make, literally make. By teaching them friendship.”

They drank. Outside, the music faded and passed by.
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