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If a device reacts to a purpose, instead of to an object—you can't use it if your purpose is to test it! Because that isn't the purpose it was designed to react to!
 
-
 
              McKENTY was prospecting the low-lying approaches that led up to Short Pine Hills, in the uranium country of South Dakota. It was desolate, flat land, dark and muddy-looking, barren of vegetation. The ground he was covering was mazed with twisting gullies and crosscut canyons, and the small, compact Geiger slung over his shoulder was ticking out its steady melody, always threatening to burst into the furious chatter that indicated a concentration of radioactives, but never quite doing it.
 
              It looked like another blank day. He'd been in the Badlands over a week on this current jaunt, living out of a tattered sleeping bag spread under his old pup tent, cooking his meals over a canned-heat stove. He'd left his trailer up in North Dakota, near Bullion Butte, and he had traveled the intervening distance on foot, hoping that he would hit a uranium concentration somewhere in the Badlands lignite region.
 
              With international affairs hovering on the thin edge again, and all the orthodox sources or radioactives being tapped frantically to meet the demands of the stockpilers, McKenty had boldly decided on striking out on his own in the Dakotas. The stuff was there, somewhere in the carbonaceous flatlands, and if he could find a practicable concentration he'd be set up for years.
 
              There was just one hitch. He wasn't finding any.
 
              The Geiger dangling from the leather shoulder strap continued to cluck pleasantly. I ought to be using a gamma detector, McKenty thought gloomily, as he wandered on toward the distant, upthrust butte that was his stopping-point for the day. Geigers are out of style. But who can afford one of the new things?
 
              That was the trouble with this business, McKenty reflected. Your equipment gets outdated as fast as you can buy it—and if you don't strike a lode often enough, you can't afford to replace it.
 
              He stopped after about three miles more, and sat down beneath the eave of a small, rock-capped butte that rose straight from the ground just in front of him. He lit a pipe and sucked it moodily, watching the bluish smoke go filtering into the air. He looked around, studying his surroundings.
 
              His job took him into some pretty empty places, now and then. Alaska, for example—though the yield he'd made, that fine year of '61 had more than recompensed him for the dreary, lonely summer. But this place took the cake. Hundreds of miles of eroded nothing, and no recompense in the offing to make things any nicer. He began to think that he'd been crazy to come out here.
 
              After a while, he pushed himself to his feet and resumed his journey, first consulting his compass to make sure he'd be able to get back to his camp, twelve miles behind, at close of day.
 
              He moved on for one more fruitless mile, and then stopped, aghast. He passed a grimy hand over his face, and frowned in dismay. Was he starting to crack—or was that a house, perched precariously atop a low butte not too far ahead?
 
-
 
              It turned out to be a house, all right—small, badly constructed, with uneven brown shingles running down its lopsided roof. McKenty stared in bewilderment at it for a long while, wondering just what sort of person would build a house out here in the Dakota Badlands.
 
              The answer was obvious: a hermit. In all probability, a most antisocial unpleasant, crochety sort of fellow who might drive visitors away with a shotgun loaded with salt pellets.
 
              Or maybe not. McKenty didn't know—and he hadn't seen another human being for almost a week. Impelled half by curiosity, half by his natural and usually-suppressed gregariousness, he climbed the winding path that ted to the summit of the butte.
 
              The house leaned badly. It had been built by an amateur. McKenty regarded the oak expanse of the front door doubtfully for a couple of moments, and then knocked loudly, twice.
 
              "Hello, there!" he called. "I'm a prospector wandering through the neighborhood. You mind if I step in for a while?"
 
              There was no immediate answer, and in the long silence McKenty thought he heard the sound of machinery humming and grinding within. Then the door swung open, and a man stepped out.
 
              He was of middle height, fortyish, heavily tanned, with intense blue eyes, graying hair, and a short, unkempt, light-brown beard. He smiled openly, disarmingly.
 
              "Come on in, stranger. You're the first company I've had in two months!"
 
              Without waiting for further invitation, McKenty followed the other inside. He found himself in a room as cluttered as the surrounding territory outside was empty.
 
              A glowing neon tube arced across the ceiling, casting a soft orange-red light; there were some orthodox light-fixtures as well, but they didn't seem to be in use. The left side of the shack was devoted to a tangled heap of machinery, gadgets of every possible description, pile on disorderly pile of strange and disturbing-looking goldbergs. McKenty blinked at the sight of it.
 
              The rest of the place was fairly conventional: a small Army cot; a bookcase, made of an old orange crate, containing half a dozen thick books and some small, coverless magazines; a short-wave radio; a television set, not plugged in. (What channels reach out here? McKenty wondered.) Another room was visible in the back.
 
              The recluse indicated an upturned, unpainted crate, and grinned. "Here, friend—have my best armchair."
 
              "Don't mind if I do," McKenty said, and sat down gingerly. The crate yielded beneath his weight, but supported him. "I've had a rough day—a rough week, matter of fact. Lean pickings around here."
 
              "Are you hunting for uranium?" the other asked, pointing meaningfully at the Geiger dangling from McKenty's shoulder.
 
              McKenty nodded.
 
              "Uh-huh. There's always one or two, every summer," the recluse said. "Ever since word got around that there's uranium in these here hills, there's always been some fellow willing to tramp around here looking for it. Where's your jeep?"
 
              "Haven't got a jeep," McKenty said, unwilling to confess just how low his finances really were. "It's a Studebaker, and it's not worth much for this kind of country. I left it back up north and made it down here on foot. That's the whole trouble—if I could find some uranium out here, I could buy a jeep so I could set out to look for uranium the right way. It's a circle."
 
              "And the only way out is to strike it rich," the other said. He nodded. "I know the feeling. Frustrating, isn't it?" Without waiting for an answer, he got up and disappeared into the next room. "I'll put up some coffee," he called in.
 
              "Fine," McKenty said. He was relieved. The "hermit" seemed civilized enough.
 
              The stranger appeared again a few moments later, carrying two cups of coffee. "Name's Colville," he said, as he set the cups down. "Yours?"
 
              "McKenty."
 
              They sat silently for a few moments, and then McKenty looked up and said, "I hope I'm not being inquisitive, but—"
 
              "I know," Colville said. "You've been wanting to ask me, what in blazes am I doing out here alone on the edge of nowhere? The answer's a simple one, and I don't mind telling you. I'm getting away. I have a project going, and the only way I can carry it out is to come out here where no one can bother me. I come here every summer—I teach, the rest of the time. Texas Tech."
 
              "Oh," McKenty said. "Doing research, eh?"
 
              Colville nodded. "Uh-huh. Psionics research. I'm a professional crackpot."
 
              McKenty covered his feelings by taking a deep sip of coffee. Then he looked up, glancing from the cluttered workbench to Colville nervously. "Psionics, you say? You mean brain-powered autos and things like that?"
 
              "I detect a certain note of healthy skepticism," Colville said. He finished his coffee and stood up again.
 
              "Not at all!" McKenty protested defensively. "I just—"
 
              "Don't bother," Colville said. "It's the reaction I expected. That's why I come out here—where none of my colleagues on the faculty can get wind of what I'm doing. It's simpler to work that way, for now. And I'm an amateur geologist, too. This is interesting country from that standpoint."
 
              McKenty, troubled, toyed with the laces of his high boots. "I don't mean to run your work into the ground, of course, but ... but ... psionics has always seemed like fairy-tale stuff to me."
 
              "So it is," agreed Colville gravely. "Fairy tales, exactly." He gestured at the workbench. "If I told you what some of these things can do—sometimes—you'd laugh at me. Worse than that; you might try to get me locked up. So I won't tell you."
 
              "I'll take it on faith," said McKenty. "I'm in no mood for arguing psionics with anybody."
 
              "Troubles, eh?" Colville asked sympathetically.
 
              "Troubles," McKenty said.
 
              Half an hour later, they were finished talking about McKenty and his difficulties in finding uranium, and were discussing psi again.
 
              "I won't believe it," McKenty said stubbornly. He found himself getting more and more irritated by Colville's refusal to assert any definite point of view that could be argued against. The gentle-voiced recluse would merely say, "I think it'll work—" and leave it at that.
 
              "I won't believe it," McKenty repeated. "Machines just don't work that way."
 
              "What way?"
 
              "Without rules, without sense. Look," he said, hefting the square Geiger counter. "Here's a machine—a regular kind of machine. When it's near the right kind of radiating particles, it does a lot of ticking. When it's not, it hardly ticks at all. It works that way all the time. You can count on it."
 
              Colville smiled. "It hasn't done you much good lately, has it?"
 
              "That's no fault of the counter," McKenty retorted. "I just haven't been in the right places."
 
              "Um-m-m," Colville said reflectively. "Suppose ... just suppose I could build you a machine that would take you to the right places—that would find uranium for you. You say there definitely is some out here?"
 
              "Somewhere," McKenty said. "Other prospectors have made finds near here. The stuff's pretty diffuse, but the new mining process they've developed makes it possible to extract it from the lignite beds."
 
              "All right," Colville said. "Let me build you a psionic doodad. Then we'll turn it loose out here and see what happens."
 
              McKenty started to snap an angry refusal, feeling insulted, and then he realized the futility of such an action and he started to chuckle. What if the recluse had something? It didn't seem likely, of course, but it wasn't right to prejudge him. Besides, you never can tell. And if the "doodad" didn't work, well, that would settle the argument about psionics pretty well, or at least give McKenty a good edge.
 
              "O.K." McKenty said finally. "You build your thingumajig and I'll try t. In the meantime I'll stick to my Geiger."
 
-
 
              McKenty stuck to it, and two days more went by, during which he ranged a little farther south toward Short Pine Hills, without detecting anything worth digging for.
 
              On the third day, as arranged, he returned to Colville's shack. The short man was waiting for him. He was wearing a much-begrimed lab smock, and the room smelled of a recently-used soldering iron.
 
              McKenty sniffed. "What do you use for flux? Old seaweed?"
 
              "It's all my own invention," said Colville. He crossed the room to the workbench and extracted a long, thin rod from the jungle of gadgetry thereon.
 
              "Here," he said. "One genuine, guaranteed, home-made psionic dowsing rod. Specially adapted for uranium hunters."
 
              McKenty took the rod gently from the older man and looked at it, examining the circuitry on the underside. "Pretty good job of wiring," he commented, at length.
 
              "Thanks," Colville said.
 
              McKenty met the other's eyes and stared at him for a long moment. Finally he said, "Come off it, Colville. You don't expect me to fall for this, do you?"
 
              "Of course not," Colville said, shrugging. "It's not a matter for faith. Why don't you try it out and see if it works?"
 
              "Do you seriously think that—" McKenty started, and then stopped, feeling foolish. Colville was right. There was no sense in arguing over whether the machine worked or not. The thing to do was to try it. He'd been joshed into a position where the only sensible path was that of giving the rod a serious trial.
 
              He looked up. "How does the thing work?" he asked. "Assuming that it does work, anyway. What's the theory?"
 
              "There's uranium down there," Colville said. "Scattered in that lignite bed. It can be detected psionically—aside from being findable by such orthodox, if clumsy, things as gamma detectors. You might say it's radiating the fact of its presence—something the prospector wants desperately to know. The trouble is your mind's not selective enough to pick up the signal; the noise level's too high. That's where the rod comes in. Call it a transformer. It steps down the noise and boosts the signal so you can pick it up."
 
              McKenty coughed deliberately. "You sound dead serious, you know."
 
              "I am," Colville said simply.
 
              McKenty shook his head. "I don't know," he said. "You look like you're sane. Well, suppose we try the thing out. Let's go see if the uranium wants to be found."
 
-
 
              They left at once. "That's the nice thing about living way out here," Colville observed, as they made their way down the side of the butte. "It's not like living among civilized people—out here you don't have to bother locking your doors when you go out."
 
              "I guess not," McKenty agreed, looking around at the wide-spreading wasteland. "And you never have snoopy neighbors, either. Or any kind of neighbors, for that matter."
 
              "I get some prospectors occasionally," Colville said, "but you're the first who's stayed for longer than a cup of coffee. They all seem to think I'm a mad scientist, and beat it as soon as they can."
 
              "I think you're a mad scientist, too," McKenty said.
 
              "I know. But it's an opinion that can be changed. You're flexible; the others who came by weren't. They were sure I was crazy—but if that rod works for you, you won't think so."
 
              "I'm not so sure of that," said McKenty. "Maybe I'll just think I'm crazy, too."
 
              "Maybe. Well, here we are," said Colville. "Ready?"
 
              Grasping the rod in the middle, McKenty hefted it and looked suspiciously at Colville. "What do I do?"
 
              "Take it by the handle, first—not in the middle, like that. Grab it like you would a tennis racket."
 
              McKenty slid his hand down along the cool metal until he was holding the rod by the thick rubber handle at one end. He fidgeted.
 
              "Comfortable?" Colville asked.
 
              "No," McKenty said. "It feels topheavy. Doesn't sit right in my hand. Your handle's too big for my grip, or something."
 
              "Are you sure? Try shifting the rod around a little."
 
              McKenty juggled it in his hand, and shook his head. "Still doesn't feel right."
 
              "O.K.," Colville said. "We're ready to begin. Suppose you try pointing the rod in different directions, now, and concentrate on uranium. Maybe when you've got it in one certain direction, you'll discover the rod suddenly feels right."
 
              McKenty started waving the rod in different directions. "You should live so long ... hey!" He stared down at the slender rod as if it had turned to a live viper in his hands.
 
              "It's all right, now," he said slowly.
 
              Colville chuckled. "Didn't believe me, eh?"
 
              McKenty held the rod out before him, and wiped a bead of sweat away. The rod felt comfortable now. It fit his hand like the right-sized shoe, or like the right kind of hat adjusted in just the way he liked. Something about the rod had changed. Palpably, undeniably, unmistakably, impossibly changed.
 
              "Go ahead," Colville urged. "Follow your nose, now."
 
              Without saying anything, McKenty started to walk. The rod led him down a ravine, into a gulley where the dark stratum of lignite stood out against the eroded sides of the hill like a thick black thread running just below the butte's cap rock. From there, it took him across a curved canyon, up around a scrawny-looking fir tree whose needles were gray and limp from lack of nourishment, and over a bed of volcanic rock.
 
              The rod drew him on. Whenever he deviated from true, he sensed the subtle change in the feel of the handle—and when he returned to the proper trail, it nestled in his palm once again. Colville, smiling quietly, walked at his side, saying nothing, occasionally tugging thoughtfully at his beard. McKenty realized that he was being allowed to find out for himself just how much of a crackpot the psionicist was.
 
              "When do I stop?" McKenty asked, after they had gone on another hundred yards. The sun was high overhead now, and McKenty was sweating profusely—and not entirely from the heat.
 
              "You stop when the rod indicates it," Colville replied.
 
              The rod did nothing for a while longer except lead McKenty silently onward. Then, suddenly, it twisted downward to point at the ground below.
 
              "It's dipping!" McKenty exclaimed.
 
              "It's dipping," Colville agreed. "This is the spot. Listen to your Geiger, now."
 
              In the intensity of his concentration, McKenty had forgotten all about the Geiger over his shoulder. He had been so completely absorbed in the workings of Colville's doodad that he hadn't been listening to the clicking.
 
              He listened now.
 
              The counter was going wild.
 
-
 
              Six weeks later, when McKenty had made his stake, filed his papers, brought in assayers, and subsequently sold his claim for a handsome figure when it was definitely proven to be uranium-rich, he returned to the wobbly shack on the top of the butte.
 
              He knocked vigorously. "Colville?"
 
              "Come on in." McKenty pushed the door open, and saw that Colville was packing. The workbench had been cleared off, and a heap of cardboard cartons had been pushed carelessly together in the middle of the floor.
 
              "Summer's over," Colville said. "Time to go back home."
 
              "Taking all your gimmicks with you, eh?"
 
              "Of course," Colville said. "I've done all I can do here. The thing to do now is to go back and complete my researches the way they have to be completed." He paused. "Did your negotiation with the mining company come off all right?" he asked, as he wound some heavy twine around a flimsy-looking carton of radio tubes.
 
              "That's what I came back to see you about," said McKenty seriously. He sat down carefully on the edge of the workbench.
 
              "I want to ask you some questions."
 
              "Question away," Colville said.
 
              "Look here," the prospector said, "I made quite a pile out of that lode you found for me, you know. Enough cash to get out from under my hole, and then some."
 
              "Glad to hear it," Colville said, grinning.
 
              "O.K. I made a lot of money because you let me use your machine." He leaned forward. "But there's some catch in all this, and I want to know what it is."
 
              "Catch."
 
              "Yes, catch," McKenty repeated. "Listen—you're not a rich man. You probably draw a miserable salary at your college, and all this gadgetry of yours requires dough. More dough than you've got. Right?"
 
              Colville nodded.
 
              "O.K., then. You've got a machine that can make money for you. It can find uranium—and in today's market, that's real money. So what do you do? You put all that money in my pocket instead of grabbing it yourself. I don't get it, Colville. How come you're so altruistic, when you're obviously hard up for cash?"
 
              The psionicist turned slowly to face him. "Altruism? What altruism? Look, son, do you know how that rod works?"
 
              McKenty shook his head. "You made some sort of explanation, but not in enough detail to make sense."
 
              "Well, listen, then. It's a three-phase setup. In order to find uranium with the rod, three factors have to be in alignment. Any idea what they are?"
 
              McKenty thought for a moment. "Well, you've got to have a uranium deposit to start with," he said.
 
              "Right. That's the first factor. There's got to be uranium somewhere within the effective range of the instrument—which is about ten miles around. The second factor is the rod itself, of course."
 
              "And the third?"
 
-
 
              Colville remained silent for a moment, and McKenty noticed a strange grin, half expressing amusement and half a less definable feeling of pain, starting to turn up the corners of Colville's mouth.
 
              "The third factor," Colville said, finally, "is that you've got to have a genuine, deep-down desire to find what you're looking for. Finding uranium has to be the be-all and end-all, if you know what I mean. That's the thing that makes the rod work. Without it, it's just a bunch of circuits."
 
              McKenty, puzzled, let his eyes stray around the room. After a moment, he glanced back at Colville. "What are you driving at?"
 
              "The rod won't work for me," Colville said bluntly. "The third factor's not there."
 
              "Huh? But you want uranium just as bad as—"
 
              "Not so," Colville said. "You want uranium. I wouldn't mind having it, but that's not the same thing. The main thing on my mind is my machine. I want it to work. I concentrate on making it work. And, of course, it doesn't work."
 
              "Because you end up concentrating on the machine, instead of on the uranium," McKenty said. 
 
              "That's it," agreed Colville.
 
              "Hm-m-m. Couldn't you try not to concentrate on the rod, then?" McKenty suggested.
 
              Colville chuckled. "Suppose I order you not to think of a hippopotamus," he said.
 
              "I get what you mean." McKenty stood up and stared levelly at the psionicist. "So your machine just won't work for you, simply because you want it to work so darned bad, and you can't outbluff the machine."
 
              "I can't fake a belief," said Colville. "Not directly, anyway. But I can get around the machine by adding a fourth factor."
 
              "Fourth factor?" asked McKenty suspiciously.
 
              "Yes," said Colville. "You. I can't make the rod work—but if I could make you make the rod work, that would be almost as good, wouldn't it? So when you blundered in here, I put you in a position where you'd give it a try. You did."
 
              "And got rich. That's still altruism, isn't it?"
 
              "Not at all. I was using you for my own ends. I proved that the rod would find uranium, which is something I didn't know definitely as long as I couldn't test it myself." He smiled. "I'm glad you came back. You're the kind of man I'm looking for."
 
              "What do you mean?"
 
              "What would you say to a scheme whereby I supplied bigger and better mineral-finding devices for you to use, and we'd split the profits fifty-fifty?"
 
              "Pool our assets for mutual benefit, eh?" the prospector asked.
 
              "Something like that," said Colville. "You'd be able to make use of a darned-near-infallible locating device—and I'd have a source of cash to carry on further research. What do you say?"
 
-
 
              McKenty studied the older man for a moment, struggling to understand him. "Your biggest dream is to have one of your own machines work for you, isn't it?" he asked finally.
 
              Colville nodded slowly.
 
              "And it can't ever happen," McKenty said. "Your machines can only function for other people."
 
              "There's some satisfaction in helping others," said Colville.
 
              McKenty felt a sudden surge of pity run through him. Yes, satisfaction, he thought—but not complete personal fulfillment. Poor devil, he's condemned to be altruistic. He couldn't be selfish if he wanted to be.
 
              "You'd make the gadgets, I'd use them," he said out loud, considering the proposition. "We'd split fifty-fifty—and we'd get filthy rich. We could pave the Badlands with platinum."
 
              Colville chuckled. "Sounds fine. We ought to make lots of sweet money together."
 
              He must be terribly bitter, McKenty thought. All his brains, and he can't make his own gadgets work.              
 
              Then he looked again. There was no trace of bitterness to be seen on Colville's face.
 
              Suddenly, McKenty realized that it was impossible for Colville to be bitter. The very nature of the thing Colville was doing precluded any personal, direct success, and Colville knew that. It was a drawback inherent in the nature of the research. That sort of man couldn't be bitter. Mildly frustrated, yes, in an amused way—but bitter, no.
 
              "O.K.," McKenty said, understanding it now. "Sure—I'll be glad to be your partner."
 
 
 
The End
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