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Tonb Tapper

THE DI STANT gl are of the atom c expl osion had already faded
fromthe sky as MDonough's car whirred away fromthe

bl acked-out town of Port Jervis and turned north. He was
making fifty mp.h. on U S. Route 209 using no |lights but

his parkers, and if a deer should bolt across the road ahead
of himhe would never see it until the inpact. 'It was hard
enough to see the road.

But he was thinking, not for the first tine, of the old joke
about the man who tapped train wheels.

He had been doing it, so the story ran, for thirty years. On
every working day be would go up and down both sides of

every |locomptive that pulled into the yards and hit the

wheels with a hamer; first the drivers, then the trucks. Each
time, he would cock his head, as though listening for some-
thing in the sound. On the day of his retirement, he was

given a magnificent dinner, as befitted a man with | ong seni or-
ity in the Brotherhood of Railway Trai nmenand sonebody

stopped to ask hi mwhat he had been tapping for all those

years.

He had cocked his head as though listening for sonething,
but evidently nothing came. "I don't know," he said.
That's me, MDonough thought. | tap tombs, not trains.
But what am| listening for?

The speedoneter said he was close to the turnoff for the
airport, and he pulled the dimers on. There it was. There

was at first nothing to be seen, as the headlights swept al ong
the dirt road, but a wall of darkness deep as all night,
faintly edged at the east by the low doned hills of the
Neversink valley. Then another pair of |ights snapped on
behind him on the main highway, and came jolting after
McDonough's car, clear and sharp in the dust clouds he had

rai sed.

He swung the car to a stop beside the airport fence and

killed the lights; the other car followed. In the renewed bl ack-
ness the faint traces of dawn on the hills were w ped out, as
t hough the whol e universe had been set back an hour. Then

the yell ow eye of a flashlight opened in the w ndow of the
other car and stared into his face.

He opened the door. "Martinson?" he said tentatively.

"Right here," the adjutant's voice said. The flashlight's

oval spoor swung to the ground. "Anybody el se with you?"

"No. You?"
"No. Go ahead and get your equipnent out. Il open up
t he shack. "

The oval spot of |ight bobbed across the parking area and
came to uneasy rest on the conbination padl ock whi ch held
the door of the operations shack secure. MDonough flipped
the done light of his car on | ong enough to | ocate the
canvas sling which held the conponents of his electro-
encephal ograph, and eased the sling out onto the sand.

He had just slammed the car door and taken up the

burden when little chinks of light sprang into being in the
blind wi ndows of the shack. At the sane tine, cars cane
droning out onto the field fromthe opposite side, four of
them each with its w de-spaced unblinking slits of paired
parking lights, and ranked thensel ves on either side of the
landing strip. It would be dawn before long, but if the planes
were ready to go before dawn, the cars could light the strip
with their brights.
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We're fast, MDonough thought, with brief pride. Even the
Air Force thinks the Civil Air Patrol is just a bunch of
amateurs, but we can put a mission in the air ahead of any
other CAP squadron in this county. W can scranbl e.

He was getting his night vision back now, and a quick

gl ance showed hi mthat the w ndsock was flow ng straight
out above the bl ack, silent hangar against the pearly false
dawn. Al oft, the stars were paling w thout any cloud-di nm ng,
or even nuch twi nkling. The wind was steady north up the
val l ey; ideal flying weather.

Smal | lunpy figures were running across the field fromthe
parked cars toward the shack. The squadron was scranbling.
"Mac!" Martinson shouted frominside the shack. "Where

are you? Get your junk in here and get started!"

McDonough slipped inside the door, and swung his BEG
conponents onto the chart table. Light was pouring into the
briefing roomfromthe tiny office, dazzling after the | ong
darkness. In the briefing roomthe radio biinked a tiny red
eye, but the squadron's comunications officer hadn't yet
arrived to answer it. In the office, Martinson's voice runbl ed
softly, urgently, and the phone gave himback thin un-
intelligible noises, |like an unteachabl e parakeet.

Then, suddenly, the adjutant appeared at the office door
and peered at MDonough. "Wat are you waiting for?" he
said. "Get that mind reader of yours into the Cub on the

doubl e. "
"What's wong with the Aeronca? It's faster."
"Water in the gas; she ices up. W'll have to drain the

tank. This is a hell of atinme to argue." Mrtinson jerked
open the squeal i ng door which opened into the hangar, his
hand groping for the light switch. MDonough foll owed him
supporting his sling with both hands, his el bows together
Nothing is quite so concentratedly heavy as an el ectronics
chassis with a transformer mounted on it, and four of them
make a back-w enchi ng | oad.

The adj utant was already hauling the servicing platform
across the concrete floor to the cowing of the Piper Cub.
"Get your stuff set," he said. "I'lIl fuel her up and check the
oil."

"Al'l right. Doesn't | ook |ike she needs nuch gas."

"Don't you ever stop talkin'? Let's nove."

McDonough | owered his load to the cold floor beside the

pl ane's cabin, feeling a brief flash of resentnent. In daily
life Martinson was a job printer who couldn't, and didn't,
give orders to anybody, not even his wife. Well, those were
usual ly the boys who let rank go to their heads, even in a
vol unteer outfit. He got to work.

Voi ces sounded fromthe shack, and then Andy Persons,

the commandi ng of fi cer, came boundi ng over the sill, followed
by two sl eepy-eyed cadets. "Wiat's up?" he shouted. "That
you, Martinson?"

"It's nme. One of you cadets, pass nme up that can. Andy,

get the doors open, hey? "There's a Russki bomber down north
of us, sonewhere near Howells. Part of a flight that was
maki ng a run on Schenect ady. "

"Did they get it?"

"No, they overshot, way overtook out Kingston instead.
Stewart Field hit themjust as they turned to regroup, and
knocked this baby down on the first pass. W' re supposed

The rest of the adjutant's reply was lost in a grow ng,
echoi ng roar, as though they were all standing underneath a
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vast trestle over which all the railroad trains in the world
were crossing at once. The sixty-four-foot organ reeds of jets
were being blown in the night zenith above the fiel danot her
hunting pack, come from Stewart Field to avenge the hydro-

gen agony that had been Kingston

His head still inside the plane's greenhouse, MDonough
listened transfixed. Like nost CAP officers, he was too old to
be a jet pilot, his reflexes too slow, his eyesight too far over
the line, his belly nuscles too soft to take the five-gravity
turns; but now and then he thought about what it m ght be
like to ride one of those flying bl owtorches, cruising at six
hundred m les an hour before a thin black wake of kerosene
fumes, or being followed along the ground at top speed by

the doubl e wave-front of the "supersonic bang." It was a
nobl e notion, alnost as fine as that of piloting the one-nman
Ni agara of power that was a rocket fighter

The noise grew until it seened certain that the invisible
Jets were going to bullet directly through the hangar, and
then di med gradually.

"The usual orders?" Persons shouted up from under the
declining roar. "Find the plane, punp the live survivors, pick
the corpses' brains? Wo else is up?"

"Nobody, " Martinson said, com ng down fromthe |adder

and hauling it clear of the plane. "M ddl etown squadron's
deactivated; Montgonery hasn't got a plane; Newburgh hasn't
got a field."

"Warwi ck has Group's L-16"

"They snapped the undercarriage off it |last week," Martin-

son said with gl oony satisfaction. "It's our baby, as usual
Mac, you got your ghoul-tools all set in there?"

"In a mnute," MDonough said. He was al ready wearing

the Walter goggl es, pushed back up on his helnmet, and the
detector, anplifier, and power pack of the EEG were secure

in their frames on the platformbehind the Cub's rear seat.
The "hair net"the flexible network of el ectrodes which he
woul d jam on the head of any dead man whose head had

survived the bonber crashwas connected to them and hung
inits clips under the seat, the |eads strung to avoid fouling
the plane's exposed control cables. Nothing renmained to do
now but to secure the frequency anal yzer, which was the

heavi est of the units and had to be bolted down just forward
of the rear joystick so that its weight would not shift in
flight. |If the apparatus didn't have to be collimted after
every flight, it could be left in the planebut it did, and
that was that.

"O K ," he said, pulling his head out of the greenhouse

He was trenbling slightly. These tonb-tappi ng expeditions
were hard on the nerves. No matter how nuch training in the
art of reading a dead m nd you nay have had, the actua
experience is different, and cannot be duplicated fromthe

| ong-stored corpses of the |laboratory. The newy dead brain
is an inferno, alnost by definition.

"Good," Persons said. "Martinson, you'll pilot. Mac, keep

on the air; we're going to refuel the Airoknocker and get it
up by ten o' clock if we can. In any case we'll feed you any
spottings we get fromthe Air Force as fast as they cone in.
Martinson, refuel at Montgonery if you have to; don't waste
time comng back here. Got it?"

"Roger," Martinson said, scranbling into the front seat and
buckling his safety belt. MDonough put his foot hastily into
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the stirrup and swung into the back seat.

"Cadets!" Persons said. "Pull chocks! Roll "eri"
Characteristically, Persons hinself did the heavy work of
lifting and swinging the tail. The Cub bunped off the apron
and out on the grass into the brightening norning.

"Switch off!" the cadet at the nose called. "Gasi Brakes!"
"Switch off, brakes," Mrtinson called back. "Mc, where

to? CGot any ideas?"

Wi | e McDonough thought about it, the cadet pulled the

prop backwards through four turns. "Brakes! Contact!"

"Let's try up around the Qisville tunnel. If they were
knocked down over Howells, they stood a good chance to

wind up on the side of that nmountain."

Martinson nodded and reached a gl oved hand over his

head. "Contact!" he shouted, and turned the switch. The cadet
swung the prop, and the engine barked and roared; at
McDonough's left, the duplicate throttle slid forward slightly
as the pilot "caught" the engi ne. MDonough buttoned up the
cabin, and then the plane began to roll toward the far, dim
edge of the grassy field.

The sky got brighter. They were off again, to tap on another
man's tomb, and ask of the dimvoice inside it what menories
it had | eft unspoken when it had died.

The Civil Air Patrol is, and has been since 1941, an auxiliary
of the United States Air Force, active in coastal patrol and in
air-sea rescue work. By 1954when its ranks total ed nore

than ei ghty thousand nen and wonen, about fifteen thousand

of themlicensed pilotsthe Air Force had nerved itself up

to designating CAP as its Air Intelligence arm with the job
of locating downed eneny planes and radi oi ng back infor-
mation of military inportance.

Aerial search is prinmarily the task of planes which can fly

|l ow and slow. Air Intelligence requires speed, since the kind
of tactical information an eneny weck may offer can grow
cold .within a few hours. The CAP' S pl anes, npbst of them

si ngl e-engine, private-flying nodels, had al ready been proven
i deal aerial search instrunents; the CAP"Sradio net, with its
nmore than seventy-five hundred fixed, nobile and airborne
stations, was nore than fast enough to get information to
wherever it was needed while it was still hot.

But the expected eneny, after all, was Russia; and how

many civilians, even those who know how to fly, navigate, or
operate a radio transmitter, could ask anyone an intelligent
question in Russian, |et alone understand the answer?

It was the astonishingly rapid devel opnent of electrica
met hods for probing the brain which provided the answer

in particular the developnent, in the late fifties, of flicker-
stimulus aimed at the visual nemory. Abruptly, EEG tech-
nicians no |l onger needed to use |anguage at all to probe the
brain for visual inmages, and read them they did not even
need to know how their apparatus worked, |et alone the brain.
A few nonents of flicker into the subject's eyes, on a fre-
quency chosen froma table, and the i mages woul d cone
swarning into the operator's toposcope goggl esthe fre-

quency chosen without the slightest basic know edge of el ectro-
physi ol ogy, as a wonman choosing an ingredient froma
cookbook is ignorant ofand indifferent tothe chenistry

i nvol ved in the choice

It was that engineering discovery which put tonb-tappers

into the back seats of the CAP'S putt-putts when the war
finally beganfor the inmages in the toposcope goggles did not
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stop when the brain died.

The world at dawn, as MDonough saw it fromthree

thousand feet, was a world of |ong scul ptured shadows, al nost
as notionless and three-dinensional as a |unar |andscape near
the daylight termnator. The air was very quiet, and the Cub
droned as gently through the blue haze as any bee, gaining
altitude above the field in a series of wide clinbing turns. At
the last turn the plane wheel ed south over a farm owned by
sonmeone Martinson knew, a man already turning his acres
fromthe seat of his tractor, and Martinson waggl ed the plane's
wi ngs at himand got back a wave like the quivering of an
insect's antenna. It was all deceptively nornal.

Then the horizon di pped bel ow t he Cub's nose again and
Martinson was clinbing out of the valley. A | ake passed bel ow
them spotted with islands, and with the brown barracks of
Canp Cejwin, once a children's sumrer canp but now full

of sleeping soldiers. Martinson continued south, skirting Port
Jervis, until MDonough was able to pick up the main |ine of
the Erie Railroad, going northeast toward QtisviUe and
Howel | s. The nountain through which the Qtisville tunnel ran
was already visible as a snoky hulk to the far left of the
dawn.

McDonough turned on the radi o, which responded with

a rhythm cal sputtering; the Cub's engine was not adequately
shielded. In the background, the C.QO's voice was calling
them "Huguenot to L-4. Huguenot to L-4."

"L-4 here. W read you, Andy. We're heading toward

Qisville. Snmooth as glass up here. Nothing to report yet."
"W read you weak but clear. W're dunping the gas in

the Airoknocker crackle ground. We'll follow as fast as pos-
sible. No new AF spottings yet. If crackle, call us right away.
Over."

"L-4 to Huguenot. Lost the |ast sentence, Andy. Cylinder
static. Lost the last sentence. Please read it back."

"Al'l right, Mac. If you see the bonber, crackle right away.
Got it? If you see crackle, call us right away. Got it? Over."
"Got it, Andy. L-4 to Huguenot, over and out."

"Over and out."

The rail road enbankment bel ow them went around a wi de

arc and separated deceptively into two. One of the |ines had
been pulled up years back, but the marks of the |ong-ago
stacked and burned ties still striped the gravel bed, and it
woul d have been inpossible for a stranger to tell fromthe
air whether or not there were any rails running over those
marks; terrain fromthe air can be deceptive unl ess you know
what it is supposed to look like, rather than what it does | ook
i ke. Martinson, however, knew as well as MDonough which

of the two rail spurs was the discontinued one, and banked
the Cub in a gentle clinbing turn toward the nountain.

The rectangul ar acres wheeled slowy and sol etmly bel ow

them brindled with tiny cows as notionless as toys. After

a while the deceptive spur line turned sharply east into a
wool |y green woods and never cane out again. The nountain

got larger, the norning ground haze rising up its nearer side,
as though the whole forest were snoldering sullenly there.
Martinson turned his head and |l eaned it back to | ook out

of the corner of one eye at the back seat, but MDonough
shook his head. There was no chance at all that the crashed
bonber could be on this side of that heavy-shoul dered nass

of rock.
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Martinson shrugged and eased the stick back. The pl ane

bored up into the sky, past four thousand feet, past four

t housand, five hundred. Lake Hawt horne passed under the

Cub's fat little tires, an irregular sapphire set in the pomel
of the mountain. The altinmeter crept slowy past five thousand
feet; Martinson was taking no chances on being caught in the
downdraft on the other side of the hill. At six thousand, he
edged the throttle back and | evel ed out, peering back through
the plexigl as.

But there was no sign of any wweck on that side of the
nmount ai n, either.

Puzzl ed, McDonough forced up the top cabin flap on the

right side, buttoned it into place against the buffering slip-
stream and thrust his head out into the tearing gale. There
was nothing to see on the ground. Strai ght down, the knife-
edge brow of the cliff fromwhich the railroad tracks energed
again drifted slowy away fromthe Cub's tail; just an inch
farther on was the mat chbox which was the Qtisville siding
shack. A sort of shaking of pepper around the mat chbox

meant people, a snmall crowd of thenthough there was no

train due until the Erie's No. 6, which didn't stop at Qisville
anyhow.

He thunped Martinson on the shoul der. The adjutant

tilted his head back and shouted, "What?"

"Bank right. Something going on around the Qtisville

station. Go down a bit."

The adjutant jerked out the carburetor-heat toggle and

pul l ed back the throttle. The plane, idling, went into a |ong,
whi stling glide along the railroad right of way.

"Can't go too low here," he said. "If we get caught in the
downdraft, we'll get slamed right into the nmountain.”

"I know that. Go on about four niles and nmake an airline
approach back. Then you can clinb into the draft. | want

to see what's going on down there."

Martinsen shrugged and opened the throttle again. The

Cub clawed for altitude, then made a hal f-turn over Howells

for the bogus | anding run.

The plane went into normal glide and McDonough craned

his neck. In a few noments he was able to see what had

happened down bel ow. The nmountain fromthis side was

steep and sharp; a wounded bonber coul dn't possibly have

hoped to clear it. At night, on the other hand, the nouth of
the railroad tunnel was nmarked on all three sides, by the lights
of the station on the left, the neon sign of the tavern which
stood on the brow of the cliff in QisviUe (POP. 3, 000H CH

AND HEALTHY) and on the right by the Erie's own signa

standard. Radar woul d have shown the rest: the |ong regular
pat h of the enmbankment |eading directly into that cul -de-sac

of lights, the beetling mass of contours which was the noun-
tain. All these signs would nmean "tunnel" in any |anguage.

And the bomber pilot had taken the |ongest of all possible
chances: to cone down gliding along the right of way, in the
hope of shooting his fuselage cleanly into that tunnel, |eaving
behind his wings with their dangerous engi nes and fuel tanks.

It was absolutely insane, but that was what he had done.

And, mracle of miracles, he had nade it. MDonough

could see the wings now, buttered into two-dinensiona

profiles over the two pilasters of the tunnel. They had hit
with such force that the fuel in them nmust have been vaporized
instantly; at least, there was no sign of a fire. And no sign of
a fusel age, either.
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The bonber's body was inside the nountain, probably half-
way or nore down the tunnel's one-mle length. It was in-
conceivable that there could be anything intelligible left of it;
but where one miracle has happened, two are possible.

No wonder the little Qtisville station was peppered over
with the specks of wondering people.

"L-4 to Huguenot. L-4 to Huguenot. Andy, are you there?"
"W read you, Mac. Go ahead."

"We've found your bonber. It's in the Qtisville tunnel
Over."

"Crackle to L-4. You've lost your mnd."

"That's where it is, all the sane. We're going to try to
make a | anding. Send us a team as soon as you can. Qut."
"Huguenot to L-4. Don't be a crackle idiot, Mac, you
can't land there."

"Qut," MDonough said. He pounded Martinson's shoul der
and gestured urgently downward

"You want to |and?" Martinson said. "Wiy didn't you say

so? We'll never get down on a shallow glide like this." He
cleared the engine with a brief burp on the throttle, pulled
the Cub up into a sharp stall, and slid off on one wing. The

whol e worl d began to spin giddily.

Martinson was | osing altitude. McDonough cl osed his eyes

and hung onto his back teeth.

Martinson's drastic piloting got themdown to a rough

| andi ng, on the wheels, on the road leading to the Qisville
station, slightly under a nmle away fromthe nountain. They
taxied the rest of the way. The crowd |l eft the nouth of the
tunnel to cluster around the airplane the nonent it had cone
to a stop, but a few nonents' questioning convinced M-
Donough that the Qisvilleans knew very little. Some of them
had heard "a turrible noise" in the early norning, and with
the first light had discovered the bright netal coating the
sides of the tunnel. No, there hadn't been any snpke. No,
nobody heard any sounds in the tunnel. You couldn't see the
other end of it, though; sonething was blocking it.

"The signal's red on this side," MDonough said thought-
fully while he helped the adjutant tie the plane down. "You
used to run the PBX board for the Erie in Port, didn't you,
Marty? If you were to phone the station naster there, maybe
we could get himto throw a block on the other end of the

tunnel . "

"If there's weckage in there, the block will be on autonat-
ically."

"Sure. But we've got to go in there. | don't want the

Nunber Six piling in after us."

Martinson nodded, and went inside the railroad station
McDonough | ooked around. There was, as usual, a notorized
hand truck parked off the tracks on the other side of the
enbanknent. Many willing hands hel ped himset it on the
right of way, and several huskies got the one-lung engine
started for him Getting his own apparatus out of the plane
and onto the truck, however, was a job for which he refused
all aid. The stuff was just too delicate, for all its weight,
to be allowed in the hands of |aynenand never mnd that
McDonough hi nmsel f was al nost as nuch of a laynman in

neur ophysi ol ogy as they were; he at |east knew the coUi mat -
ing tables and t he cookbook

"O K ," Martinson said, rejoining them "Tunnel's bl ocked
at both ends. | talked to Ral ph at the dispatcher's; he was

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/James%20Blish%20-%20Tomb%20Tapper.txt (7 of 15) [10/15/2004 2:40:55 PM]



file://IG|/Program%620Files/eM ul e/ ncoming/James%20BIi sh%620-%20Tomb%20T apper.txt

st eani ngsays he's lost four trains already, and another due
in fromBuffalo in forty-four minutes. We cried a little about
it. Do we go now?"

"Ri ght now. "

Martinson drew his automatic and squatted down on the

front of the truck. The little car grow ed and crawl ed toward
the -tunnel. The spectators nmurnmured and shook their heads
knowi ngly.

Inside the tunnel it was as dark as always, and cold, with

a danp chill which struck through McDonough's flight

j acket and dungarees. The air was still, and in addition to
its musty snell it had a peculiar netallic stench. Thus far,
however, there was none of the snell of fuel or of comnbustion
products whi ch McDonough had expected. He found sud-

denly that he was trenbling again, although he did not really
believe that the EEG woul d be needed.

"Did you notice those wi ngs?" Martinson said suddenly,

just loud enough to be heard above the popping of the
motor. The echoes distorted his voice al nost beyond rec-

ogni tion.

"Notice then? What about then"

"Too short to be bonber wings. Al so, no engines."

McDonough swore silently. To have failed to notice a

detail as gross as that was a sure sign that he was even nore
frightened than he had thought. "Anything el se?"

"Well, | don't think they were alum num too tough

Titani um maybe, or stainless steel. What have we got in
here, anyhow? You know the Russkies couldn't get a fighter
this far."

There was no arguing that. There was no answering the
guestion, eithernot yet.

McDonough unhooked the torch fromhis belt. Behind

them the white aperture of the tunnel's nouth | ooked no

bi gger than a nickel, and the twin bright lines of the rails
| ooked forty niles long. Ahead, the flashlight reveal ed nothing
but the sliny walls of the tunnel, coated with soot.

And then there was a fugitive bluish gl eam MDonough

set the notor back down as far as it would go. The truck
crawl ed painfully through the stifling blackness. The thudding
of the engine was painful, as though his own heart were
trying to nove the heavy platform

The gl eam canme cl oser. Nothing noved around it. It was

metal, reflecting the light fromhis torch. Martinson it his
own and brought it into play.

The truck stopped, and there was absol ute sil ence except

for the ticking of water on the floor of the tunnel

"It's a rocket," Martinson whispered. His torch roved over
the ridiculously inadequate tail enpennage facing them It
was badly crunpled. "In fair shape, considering. At the clip
he was goi ng, be nust have slamed back and forth |ike an

al arm cl apper. "

Cautiously they got off the truck and prow ed around the

gl oani ng, badly dented spindle. There were clean shears

where the wings had been, but the stubs still remained, as
though the netal itself had given to the inpact before the
joints could. That nmeant wel ded construction throughout,
MeDonough renenbered vaguely. The vessel rested now

roughly in the center of the tunnel, and the railroad tracks
had spraddl ed under its weight. The fusel age bore no iden-
tifying marks, except for a red star at the nose; or rather,
a red asteri sk.
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Martinson's torch |ingered over the star for a nonent,
but the adjutant offered no coment. He went around the
nose, MeDonough trailing.
On the other side of the ship was the death wound; a
smal |, ragged tear in the netal, not far forward of the tail
Sone of the raw curls of netal were partially nelted.
Martinson touched one.
"Flak," he nmuttered. "Cut his fuel lines. Lucky he didn't
bl ow up. "
"How do we get in?" MeDonough said nervously. "The
cabin didn't even crack. And we can't craw through that
hol e. "
Martinson thought about it. Then he bent to the lesion in
the ship's skin, took a deep breath, and bellowed at the top
of his voice
"Hey in there! Qpen up!"
It took a long tinme for the echoes to die away. MeDonough
was paral yzed with pure fright. Anyone of those distorted,
om nous reboundi ng voi ces coul d have been an answer. Fi-
nal Iy, however, the silence cane back
"So he's dead," Martinson said practically. "I'll bet even
hi s footbones are broken, every one of 'em WMac, stick your
hair net in there and see if you can pick up anything."
"N-not a chance. | can't get anything unless the el ectrodes
are actually t-touching the skull."
"Try it anyhow, and then we can get out of here and |et
the experts take over. |'ve about nmade up ny nind it's a
m ssile, anyhow. Wth this little danage, it could still go off."
MeDonough had been repressing that notion since his
first sight of the spindle. The attenpt to save the fusel age
intact, the piloting skill involved, and the obvious cabin
wi ndshield all argued against it; but even the bare possibility
was sonehow twi ce as terrifying, here under a nountain, as
it would have been in the open. Wth so enornbus a nass
of rock pressing down on him and the ravening energi es of
a sun perhaps waiting to break | ocose by his side
No, no; it was a fighter, and the pilot m ght sonehow stil
be alive. He alnbst ran to get the electrode net off the truck
He dangled it on its cable inside the flak tear, pulled the
goggl es over his eyes, and flicked the switch with his thunb.
The Wal ter goggles nade the world inside the tunnel no
darker than it actually was, but know ng that he woul d now
be unable to see any gleamof light in the tunnel, should one
appear from sonewheresay, in the ultimte glare of
hydr ogen fusi oni ncreased the pressure of blackness on his
brain. Back on the truck the frequency-anal yzer began its
regul ar, neani ngl ess peeping, scanning the possible cortica
output bands in order of likelihood: First the 0.5 to 3.5
cycl es/ second band, the delta wave, the last activity of the
brain detectable before death; then the four to seven c.p.s.
theta channel, the pleasure-scanni ng waves whi ch went on
even during sleep; the al pha rhythm the visual scanner, at
eight to thirteen c.p.s.; the beta rhythns at fourteen to thirty
C.p.s. which mrror the tensions of conscious conputation,
not far below the | evel of real thought; the gamm band,
wher e
The goggles Ilit.

And still the dazzling sky-blue sheep are grazing in the
red field under the rai nbowbilled and pea-green birds.
McDonough snat ched the goggles up with a gasp, and
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stared frantically into the bl ackness, now swinming with resi-
dual images in contrasting colors, melting gradually as the
rods and cones in his retina gave up the energy they had ab-
sorbed fromthe scene in the goggles. Curiously, he knew at
once where the voice had come from it had been his no-
ther's reading to him on Christmas Eve, a story called "A
Child' s Christmas in Wales." He had not thought of it in well
over two decades, but the scene in the toposcope goggl es had
called it forth irresistibly.

"What's the matter?" Martinson's voice said. "Get any-
thing? Are you sick?"

"No, " MDonough nuttered. "Nothing."

"Then let's beat it. Do you nake a noise |ike that over

not hing every day? My Uncle Crosby did, but then, he had

ast hma. "
Tentatively, MDonough | owered the goggl es again. The
scene cane back, still in the sane inpossible colors, and

al nrost conpletely w thout notion. Now that he was able

to look at it again, however, he saw that the blue animls were
not sheep; they were too large, and they had faces rather |ike
those of kittens. Nor were the enornously slow noving birds
actually birds at all, except that they did seemto be flying
inunlikely straight lines, with slow, mathematically even

fl appi ngs of unw nglike wings; there was sonething vegetabl e
about them The red field was only a dazzling blur, hazing

the feet of the blue animals with the huge, innocent kitten's
faces. As for the sky, it hardly seened to be there at all;

it was as white as paper.

"Come on," Martinson nuttered, his voice edged with
irritation. "What's the sense of staying in this hole any nore?
You bucki ng for pneunoni a?"

"There's . . . sonmething alive in there."

"Not a chance,"” Martinson said. H s voice was noticeably

nmore ragged. "You're dream ng. You said yourself you

couldn't pick up"

"I know what |'m doing," MeDonough insisted, watching

the scene in the goggles. "There's a live brain in there. Sone-
thing nobody's ever hit before. It's powerfulno nind in

the books ever put out a broadcast like this. It isn't human."
"Al'l the nore reason to call in the AF and quit. W can't

get in there anyhow. What do you nean, it isn't human?

It's a Red, that's all."

"No, it isn't," MeDonough said evenly. Now that he

t hought he knew what they had found, he had stopped

trenbling. He was still terrified, but it was a different kind
of terror: the fright of a man who has at |ast gotten a clear
idea of what it is he is up against. "Human beings just don't
broadcast like this. Especially not when they' re near dying.
And they don't remenber huge bl ue sheep with cat's heads

on them or red grass, or a white sky. Not even if they cone
fromthe USSR Whoever it is in there cones from sone

pl ace el se."

"You read too nuch. Wat about the star on the nose?"
MeDonough drew a deep breath. "Wat about it?" he said

steadily. "It isn't the insignia of the Red Air Force. | saw
that it stopped you, too. No air force | ever heard of flies
a red asterisk. It isn't a cocarde at all. It's just what it is."

"An asterisk?" Martinson said angrily.

"No, Marty, | think it's a star. A synbol for a real star
The AF's gone and knocked us down a spaceship." He

pushed the goggles up and carefully w thdrew the el ectrode
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net fromthe hole in the battered fusel age.

"And," he said carefully, "the pilot, whatever he is, is
still aliveand thinking about hone, wherever that is."
Though the Air Force had been duly notified by the radio

net of MDonough's preposterous discovery, it took its own
time about getting a technical crew over to Qisville. It had
to, regardl ess of how much stock it took in the theory. The
near est source of advanced Air Force EEG equi pnent yas

just outside Newburgh, at Stewart Field, and it would have
to be driven to Qtisville by truck; no AF plane sl ow enough
to duplicate Martinson's |anding on the road could have
handl ed t he necessary payl oad.

For several hours, therefore, MDonough could do pretty

much as he liked with his prize. After only a little urging,
Martinson got the Erie dispatcher to send an oxyacetyl ene
torch to the Port Jervis side of the tunnel, on board a Diese
canel back. Persons, who had subsequently arrived in the
Aeronca, was all for trying it inmmediately in the tunnel, but
McDonough was restrai ned by sonme di mnmenory of high

school experinments with magnesium a netal which | ooked

very much like this. He persuaded the C.O to try the torch
on the sneared wings first.

The wings didn't burn. They carried the torch into the
tunnel, and Persons got to work with it, enlarging the flak

hol e.

"I's that what-is-it still alive?" Persons asked, «cutting
steadily.

"I think so," MDonough said, his eyes averted fromthe

tiny sun of the torch. "I've been sticking the electrodes in
there about once every five mnutes. | get essentially the

same picture. But it's getting steadily weaker."

"Dyou think we'll reach it before it dies?"

"I don't know. |I'mnot even sure | want to."

Persons t hought that over, lifting the torch fromthe netal

Then he said, "You' ve got sonething there. Maybe | better
try that gadget and see what | think."

"No, " McDonough said. "It isn't tuned to you."

"Orders, Mac. Let ne give it a try. Hand it over."

"It isn't that, Andy. | wouldn't buck you, you know that;
you nmade this squadron. But it's dangerous. Do you want

to have an epileptic fit? The chances are nine to five that
you woul d."

"Ch," Persons said. "All right. It's your show" He re-
sumed cutting

After a while McDonough said, in a renote, enotienl ess
voice: "That's enough. | think | can get through there now,
as soon as it cools."

"Suppose there's no passage between the tail and the nose?"
Martinson said. "More likely there's a firewall, and we'd
never be able to cut through that."

"Probably," MDonough agreed. "W couldn't run the

torch near the fuel tanks, anyhow, that's for sure."

"Then what good"

"If these people think anything |i ke we do, there's bound
to be sone kind of escape nechani snsonet hing that bl ows

the pilot's capsule free of the ship. | ought to be able to
reach it."

"And fire it in here?" Persons said. "You'll snmash the

cabin against the tunnel roof. That'll kill the pilot for sure.”

"Not if | disarmit. If |I can get the charge out of it, all
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firing it will do is open the |ocking devices; then we can
take the windshield off and get in. I'll pass the charge out
back to you; handle it gently. Let me have your flashlight,
Marty, mne's al nost dead."

Silently, Martinson handed himthe light. He hesitated a
moment, listening to the water dripping in the background.
Then, with a deep breath, he said, "Well. Here goes nothin'."
He cl anbered into the narrow opening.

The jungl e of pipes, wires and punps before hi mwas

utterly unfanmiliar in detail, but fanmliar in principle. Human
bei ngs, given the job of setting up a rocket nmotor, set it up
in this general way. MDonough probed with the Iight beam

| ooking for a passage |arge enough for himto w ggle through
There didn't seemto be any such passage, but he squirned
his way forward regardl ess, forcing hinmself into any opening
that presented itself, no matter how small and contorted it
seened. The feeling of entrapnment was terrible. If he were
towind up in a cul-de-sac, he would never be able to worm

hi nsel f backwards out of this jungle of piping . .

He hit his head a sharp crack on a netal roof, and the

met al resounded hollowy. A tank of sone kind, enpty, or
nearly empty. Oxygen? No, unless the stuff had evaporated

| ong ago; the skin of the tank was no col der than any of the
ot her surfaces he had encountered. Propellant, perhaps, or
conpressed nitrogensonething like that.

Bet ween the tank and what he took to be the inside of the
hull, there was a | ow freeway, just high enough for himto
squeeze through if he turned his head sideways. There were
occasi onal supports and ganglions of wiring to be withed
around, but the going was a little better than it had been,
back in the engine conpartnment. Then his head lifted into

a slightly larger space, nade of walls that curved gently
agai nst each other: the front of the tank, he guessed, opposed
to the floor of the pilot's capsule and the belly of the hull
Bet ween the capsule and the hull, up rather high, was the
outside curve of a tube, large in dianeter but very short; it
was encrusted with notors, small punps, and wiring.

An air lock? It certainly | ooked Iike one. If so, the trick
with the escape mechani sm night not have to be worked

at allif indeed the escape device existed.

Fi nding that he could raise his shoul ders enough to rest

on his el bows, he studied the wiring. The thickest of the
cabl es enmerged fromthe pilot's capsule; that should be the
power line, ready to activate the whol e busi ness when

the pilot hit the switch. If so, it could be shorted out
provided that there was still any juice in the batteries.

He managed to get the big nippers free of his belt, and
dragged forward into a position where he could use them

with considerable straining. He closed their needlelike teeth
around the cable and squeezed with all his mght. The jaws
closed slowy, and the cusps bit in.

There was a deep, surging hum and all the punps and

nmotors began to whirr and throb. From back the way he

had conme, he heard a very nmuffled di stant shout of aston-

i shrent .

He hooked the nippers back into his belt and inched

forward, raising his back until he was alnost curled into

a ball. By careful, snall novenents, as though he were being
born, he managed to sonersault painfully in the cranped,
curved space, and get his head and shoul ders back under

the tank again, face up this time. He had to trail the flash-
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light, so that his progress backwards through the utter dark-
ness was as blind as a nole's; but he nade it, at long |ast.
The tunnel, once he had tunbled out into it again, seened

m racul ously spaci ousal nost |ike flying.

"The damm door opened right up, all by itself," Mrtinson
was chattering. "Scared ne green. Wat'd you dosay ' Open
sesane' or sonething?"

"Yeah," MDonough said. He rescued his el ectrode net

fromthe hand truck and went forward to the gaping air |ock
The door had bl ocked nost of the rest of the tunnel, but it
was open w de enough.

It wasn't nmuch of an air lock. As he had seen from
inside, it was too short to hold a man; probably it had only
been intended to noderate the pressure drop between inside
and outside, not prevent such a drop absolutely. Only the
outer door had the proper bank-vault heaviness of a true

air lock. The inner one, open, was now nothing but a narrow
ring of serrated blades, nachined to a Johannson-bl ock
finish so fine that they were airtight by virtue of nolecular
cohesion alonea highly perfected iris diaphragm M-
Donough wondered vaguely how the pinpoint hole in the

center of the di aphragm was pl ugged when the iris was fully
closed, but his layman's know edge of engineering failed him
entirely there; he could cone up with nothing better than

a vision of the pilot plugging that hole with a wad of well -
chewed bubbl e gum

He sniffed the danp, cold, still air. Nothing. If the pilot
had breat hed anything alien to Earth-normal air, it had

al ready dissipated without trace in the organ pipe of the
tunnel. He flashed bis light inside the cabin.

The instrunents were snashed beyond hope, except for

a few at the sides of the capsule. "The pilot had smashed them
or rather, his environnent had.

Before himin the light of the torch was a heavy, transpar-
ent tank of iridescent greenish-brown fluid, with a small figure
floating inside it. It had been the tank, which had broken
free of its noorings, which had smashed up the rest of the
conpartment. The pilot was conpletely enclosed i n what

| ooked like an ordinary Gsuit, inside the oil; flexible hoses
connected to bottles on the ceiling fed him his atnosphere,
what ever it was. The hoses hadn't broken, but sonething
inside the Gsuit had; a line of tiny bubbles was rising from
somewhere near the pilot's neck.

He pressed the EEG el ectrode net against the tank and

| ooked into the Walter goggles. The sheep with the kitten's
faces were still there, sonewhat changed in position; but

al nost all of the color had washed out of the scene.
McDonough grunted involuntarily. There was now an at-
nmosphere about the picture which hit himlike a blow, a
feeling of intense oppression, of intense distress

"Marty," he said hoarsely. "Let's see if we can't cut into
that tank fromthe bottom sonehow " He backed down

into the tunnel

"Why? If he's got internal injuries"

"The suit's been breached. It's filling with that oil from
the bottom If we don't drain the tank, he'll drown first."
"All right. Still think he's a man-from Mars, Mac?"

"I don't know. It's too snall to be a nan, you can see
that. And the menories aren't |ike human nenories. That's
all 1 know. Can we drill the tank sonme pl ace?"
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"Don't need to," Persons' echo-distorted voice said from
inside the air lock. The reflections of his flashlight shifted
in the opening like ghosts. "I just found a drain pet cock
Roll up your trouser cuffs, gents."

But the oil didn't drain out of the ship. Evidently it went
into storage sonewhere inside the hull, to be punped back

into the pilot's cocoon when it was needed again.

It took a long time. The silence cane flooding back into

t he tunnel
"That oil-suspension trick is neat," Mrtinson whispered
edgily. "Cushions himlike a fish. He's got inertia still, but

no nmasslike a man in free fall."

McDonough fidgeted, but said nothing. He was trying to

i magi ne what the nulticolored vision of the pilot could mean.
Sonet hi ng about it was nagging at him It was wong. Wy
woul d a still-conscious and gravely injured pilot be solely
preoccupi ed with renmenbering the fields of honme? Wy

wasn't he trying to save hinself insteadas ingeniously as

he had tried to save the ship? He still had el ectrical power,
and in that litter of smashed apparatus which he al one could
recogni ze, there nust surely be expedients which still awaited
his trial. But he had already given up, though he knew he

was dyi ng.

O did he? The enotional aura suggested a know edge

of things desperately wong, yet there was no real despera-
tion, no frenzy, hardly any fearal nost as though the pil ot
did not know what death was, or, knowing it, was confident
that it could not happen to him The inmensely powerful,
dying mnd inside the Gsuit seened curiously uncaring and
passive, as though it awaited rescue with suprene confidence
so suprene that it could afford to drift, in an oil-suspended
floating dream of honme, nostal gic and unhappy, but not

really afraid.

And yet it was dying!

"Al nmost enpty," Andy Persons' quiet, garbled voice said

into the tunnel

Cl enching his teeth, MDonough hitched hinself into the

air lock again and tried to tap the fading thoughts on a

hi gher frequency. But there was sinply nothing to hear or
see, though with a brain so strong, there should have been,

at as short a range as this. And it was peculiar, too, that
the visual dream never changed. The flow of thoughts in a
powerful human nmind is bewilderingly rapid; it takes weeks

of analysis by specialists before its essential pattern emnerges.
This mind, on the other hand, had been hol ding tenaci ously

to this one thoughtconplicated though it wasfor a

m ni mum of two hours. A truly subidiot performancebei ng
broadcast with all the drive of a super geni us.

Not hing in the cookbook provided McDonough with any

precedent for it.

The suited figure was now sl unped agai nst the side of

the enpty tank, and the shades inside the toposcope goggl es
suddenly began to be distorted with regular, wenching blurs:
pain waves. A test at the level of the theta waves confirmed
it; the unknown brain was responding to the pain with ter-
rible. knots of rage, real blasts of it, so strong and un-
controll ed that McDonough could not endure them for nore

than a second. Hi s hand was shaking so hard that he could
hardly tune back to the gamm | evel again.

"W should have left the oil there," he whispered. "W've
moved himtoo much. The internal injuries are going to kil

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/James%20Blish%20-%20Tomb%20Tapper.txt (14 of 15) [10/15/2004 2:40:55 PM]



file://IG|/Program%620Files/eM ul e/ ncoming/James%20BIi sh%620-%20Tomb%20T apper.txt

himin a few mnutes."
"We couldn't let himdrown, you said so yourself," Persons
said practically. "Look, there's a seamon this tank that | ooks

like a torsion seal. If we break it, it ought to open up |like
a tired clam Then we can get himout of here."
As he spoke, the enpty tank parted into two shell-1like

hal ves. The pilot lay slunmped and tw sted at the bottom
like a doll, his suit glistening in the light of the CQO"'s torch
"Help ne. By the shoulders, real easy. That's it; lift. Easy,
now. "
Nunbl y, McDonough hel ped. It was true that the oi
woul d have drowned the fragile, pitiful figure, but this was
no help, either. The thing cane up out of the cabin like a
marionette with all its strings cut. Martinson cut the |ast of
them the flexible tubes which kept it connected to the ship.
The three of themput it down, sprawl ing bonel essly.

AND STILL THE DAZZLI NG SKY- BLUE SHEEP ARE GRAZI NG
IN THE RED FI ELD
Just like that, MDonough sawit.
A col oring book!
That was what the scene was. That was why the colors
were wong, and the size referents. O course the sheeplike
animals did not |ook rmuch |ike sheep, which the pilot could
never have seen except in pictures. O course the sheep's
heads | ooked |i ke the heads of kittens; everyone has seen
kittens. O course the brain was powerful out of all propor-
tion to its survival drive and its know edge of death; it was
the brain of a genius, but a genius w thout experience. And
of course, this way, the USSR could get a rocket fighter to
the United States on a one-way trip.
The helmet fell off the body, and rolled off into the gutter
which carried away the water condensing on the wall of the
tunnel . Martinson gasped, and then began to swear in a | ow,
gri ndi ng nonotone. Andy Persons said nothing, but his Iight,
as he played it on the pilot's head, shook with fury.
McDonough, his fantasy of space ships expl oded, went
back to the hand truck and kicked his tonb-tapping ap-
paratus into small shards and bent pieces. H's whole heart
was a fumng caldron of pity and grief. He would never
knock upon anot her tonb again.
The bl ond head on the floor of the tunnel, dreamng its
wani ng dream of a colored paper field, was that of a little
girl, barely eight years old.
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