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  HAROLD RANDOM would never have chosen the way he died. He was far too conservative to have deliberately picked such a spectacular death.


  Six days a week, for the past seven years, he had left his rooming house at precisely seven-thirty every morning. To say that people set their clocks by him would perhaps be an exaggeration. But it should be a matter of record that when Mr. Feeney, the janitor, saw Random tramping down the stairs from 4M, that industrious gentleman knew the garbage truck would be around in nine minutes.


  "Good morning, Mr. Random," he had said two thousand and ninety-three times. "How's the Sewage Disposal Department today?"


  "Splendid, Mr. Feeney," Harold Random had generally replied. "We're installing a new wrinkle in shockproof mains this week."


  But one morning Random didn't come down. Feeney realized that nothing short of disaster could be responsible.


  His first act, therefore, was to run up the stairs to 4M and tap gently. It was just possible that Mr. Random had overslept. When Feeney got no response, he attacked the door with more vigor, pounding the panel. But he couldn't rouse Mr. Random.


  Worried, and even somewhat frightened, Feeney called the police. A few minutes later a radio patrol car rolled up before the house.


  Two burly policemen burst through the front door. "Upstairs," Feeney blurted. "Four M."


  They bounded up, their guns cautiously ahead of them. When they got to the door of 4M, it took their combined strength to break it down.


  A very large living room stood revealed, with a smaller bedroom off to the right. They looked in on overstuffed furniture in the usual green and rust of the more expensive rooming house. Perhaps the only object worthy of attention was the corpse lying near the bile-green armchair.


  "It's murder, sure enough," the first policeman said. "Why couldn't it be suicide?" Feeney asked.


  The second policeman pointed to the murder weapon. It was a pretty decrepit revolver, dating back generations. It looked as if it had been oiled with mud and polished with a mailman's sock. It lay almost twenty feet away from the corpse.


  "Couldn't he of threw it?" Mr. Feeney asked innocently.


  They snorted. After that deduction, the police examined the rooms. As usual, all the windows and doors were locked, and the nearest fire escape was out in the hall, with no convenient ledges that a fiendish acrobat might have been able to use.


  They did find a gun permit in one drawer. It belonged to Harold Random, now deceased. The serial number on the gun matched that on the permit.


  It was a perfectly ordinary perfect crime. Random had been murdered in a locked room, with a gun that lay twenty feet away, and, as subsequent investigation proved, he hadn't an enemy in the world. Nobody seemed to think him important enough for hatred. All reports agreed that he had been meek and inoffensive.


  Random sat in the green easy chair, reading a fascinating book on the great strides London had made in wastage disposal. It was fascinating how an enormous city like London could do away with its sewage and yet keep its water clean.


  Harold Random shook his pale, vague head admiringly. Now, take their problem of slum congestion-much greater than New York-


  Zzzziiiirrrr. Whoosh!


  He leaped out of the green chair, clutching his fascinating book in thin hands that suddenly had gone cold and white. A mechanical whirring had filled the room. Instantly, air had burst outward, compressing the excessively atmospheric air of the room.


  Random dropped his fascinating book. At the other end of the room stood a man, faultlessly dressed.


  He was the exact duplicate of Harold Random!


  Of course, there were minor details. He looked more muscular, harder, much more fit. And the mustache on his stern upper lip was real black, streaked with interesting gray, instead of Harold's dim, wispy, somewhat straining fringe.


  Random abandoned his ridiculous notion, pulled at his collar, for comfort a half size too large.


  "Why can't you learn to dress properly?" the other demanded.


  But Harold Random wasn't listening. For the first time, he had noticed a compact, glistening mechanism behind the illusion who stood there disapprovingly. It was compact, yet Random couldn't help imagining that it extended, somehow, somewhere. Nonsense, of course.


  "Who-who are you?" he asked uncertainly.


  Raising his neat trousers at the knees just the proper bit, the older man sat distastefully on the squat rust couch. Now that Harold Random felt almost calm, he observed the strong chin, the firm hands, the absolute self-possession of the other. He felt vaguely envious.


  "I'm Harold Random," the other man said, more pleasantly. "I know this is quite a shock, but I'm you. You see, I've come from the future. Been dabbling around with time machines for several years, just so I could make this visit. It's very important to both of us."


  Random the younger smiled weakly. Weak as that smile was, it angered the other Random.


  "Don't be such a sap!" he rapped out. He gestured to the end of the room with a manicured thumb. "There's my time machine. It cuts through the time warp. Time, the fourth dimension, can be traveled as well and easily as any other dimension, provided one has the means. I have. With an elevator or airplane you can rise into the third dimension. With a time machine you can rise above, or descend below, the main stream of time."


  "Oh," the younger Random said puzzledly. "I see."


  "You don't. But that doesn't matter."


  They sat in silence for quite a while. The younger Random was conscious of his prototype's keen and obviously disapproving scrutiny. When the older man spoke, however, it was in soft, winning tones.


  "Harold," he said, and then stopped, his dark brows drawn. "I don't know how we should address each other. You'd better call me Mr. Random. Is that all right, Harold?"


  Harold nodded baffledly. So far, it was the only touch of logic in an insane situation.


  "Well," Mr. Random continued, "what date is this?"


  He strode to the tired end table, which seemed barely able to sustain the weight of an evening paper.


  "December 11,1941. H-m-m-m. Then Marguerite hasn't married that ugly ape yet. You know-Will Hanson."


  "Will Hanson?." Harold asked. Then the significance of the small word struck him. "What do you mean, she hasn't married him yet? She is supposed to marry me."


  Mr. Random leaned forward, his immaculate elbows on his sharply creased knees.


  "That's why I'm here, Harold," he said gently. "You know you haven't been making much progress with her. She's such a lovely thing, even without her fortune, that I know you'd hate to lose her. Well, let me tell you plainly-on January 11, next year, she's going to marry Will Hanson."


  "Oh, but-" Harold protested in his usual diffident way.


  "But nothing! You and your damned sewage disposal. Is that all you can talk about to her and her father?"


  Harold sat back primly.


  "Marguerite and her father are very intelligent. They encourage me in every way. They always prompt me to talk on the subject."


  "Sure! Sarcasm always was wasted on you."


  Another bitter silence filled the depressing rust and green room. Now that Harold thought back, he could detect signs of irony in their leading questions. But his enthusiasm for his job had been so keen, he would have spoken to a gorilla with the same boring, extensive detail.


  "Anyhow," Mr. Random said, "she's under pressure from her pa. Why she should love an object like you, I don't know, but she does. In January, though, what with high pressure from pa and Willie, and your general lack of everything, she is going to take the leap.


  "I've just come from sixteen years in the future. Let me tell you, Harold-Marguerite then is even more beautiful and rich than she is now. If you don't let me-"


  Harold had come to his feet slowly. The foreshadow of the stern, aggressive Harold Random he was to become showed in the jut of his chin.


  "I don't follow," he said uneasily.


  Mr. Random got to his feet and began pacing energetically.


  "You don't want to lose Marguerite, and neither do I. But you're incapable of handling her. Well," he stopped pacing, faced Harold determinedly, "you and I will change places. You go into the future. I'll stay here. You can have everything I've amassed, really quite a lot. In sixteen years you can also have Marguerite. O.K.?"


  "I should say not! You want her youth!"


  Mr. Random was outraged.


  "Her youth! I'd rather have her sixteen years from now. But rather than let an idiot like you-"


  This was too much for even the meek young Harold Random. He stood, really quite belligerently, toe to toe with his older self.


  "I've stood for enough," he stated. "You're trying to get me out of the way so you can step in. You know I'll win her anyhow!"


  "The hell you will," Mr. Random replied furiously. "You couldn't win in a rigged lottery. Get into that time machine!"


  Random the younger stood decisively where he was.


  "Oh, you won't, eh?" Mr. Random snapped.


  He seemed to know his way about quite well. That was perhaps the only thing that might have shaken Harold's determination, had he not been so stubbornly determined. Mr. Random pulled out a drawer of the bureau in the small bedroom. When he returned he held a gun. He stopped at the end of the living room.


  "Get in that time machine!" he repeated harshly. "I'm going to count to three," he said. "If you aren't in there voluntarily-"


  "Go ahead," Harold invited heroically. "This is just a bluff."


  "One-"


  Harold gaped at the black hole of the muzzle. It was very large. "Two-"


  At that moment Harold's nerve broke. He made a fierce dive for the stern figure at the other end of the room. Mr. Random must have been holding in his fiery temper with a terrific effort.


  "Oh, trying to put up a fight, eh?" he barked. He fired once.


  That didn't seem to satisfy him. Even as Harold dropped, writhing, he wasn't satisfied. He jerked at the trigger again, viciously, until Harold gave a strangled last cry.


  Unnnnnnnnnnnn!


  The highly compressed air suddenly went back to normal. Where the glittering machine had stood, there was nothing. The poorly-cared-for gun clattered to the floor.


  For there was no hand to hold it. Harold Random lay alone in death, the murder weapon almost twenty feet from him. And, naturally, there were only his own fingerprints all over everything, including the gun.


  Mr. Random had overshot his mark. By destroying Harold, he had annihilated himself.


  And Will Hanson married Marguerite on January 11.


  

