MX KNOWSBEST
It is said the trouble with the world is people... they're so prone to hasty, hot-headed
judgements. So what could be better than to leave the big decisions to the cool, electronic
calculations of a logical machine? Only how can emotional and imperfect beings feed
unemotional and perfect data to any machine?
by GORDON R. DICKSON

THE BARROOM seemed totilt alittle as hewaked in. "Let's get drunk, Dugie," said Allen Morg,
climbing onto a bar stoal.

"Thistimein themorning?' Dugie peered a him from behind the bar, his smooth, round,
young-looking face seeming to bob like aballoon in the dimness. " At ten am.? What kind of abad
decison did you get?'

"Givemeadrink, Dugie," said Allen. The round face advanced and peered at him.

"Y ou been drinking it up dready. Maybe | should punch for adecision on eighty-sixing you."

"Givemeadrink." said Allen. And then the whole room swung crazily, the ceiling came down in front
of hiseyes and there was ablank space for awhile.

HE CAME to in one of the private lounges, and Gat Bolver wasthere.

"Fed better now?' Galt asked.

"Whereld you come from?" asked Allen.

"Dugie cdled me. HeEd have sent you home, but he didn't know where your apartment is. What's dl
this business about an ax?"'

"AX?" With greet effort, Allen raised his head and looked past Gdlt'slong, friendly horse faceto the
rest of the lounge. There was no ax in Sight. Helet his head drop back wearily. "1 must have logt i,
someplace.”

"Y ou're lucky. Dugi€'s been checking. One place you werein last night dmost put inariot cal. You
said you were going to chop up MX."

"DidI?"

"Youdid."

Silence descended on the lounge. After awhile, Allen said, "Connie took off."

"Oh?' said Galt. He had been gitting till, shaggy and gaunt, just waiting by the side of the couch on
which Allen was stretched out.

"We were kidding one night. | said we ought to punch for adecision before getting married. She took
meuponit.”

"Well?" asked Gdlt, after aminute.

"Negative. Shetook off. No forwarding address.”

"When wasthis?' asked Gdlt.

Allen shrugged, gazing at the celling of the lounge with the bitter taste of anti-alcohol in his mouth.

"Yederday," hesaid, "...or the night before.”

"Y our law office says you haven't been down in aweek.”

"Thenit'saweek," said Allen, expressonlesdly.

Galt consdered him.

"Want to do some more drinking?"

"No," said Allen. "'l want my ax back."

"The man saysit when he's sober.”

"That'sright," agreed Allen, "the man saysit when he's sober."

Gdlt reached out and gripped his shoulder.

"Hang on alittle while, buddy," he said. "I've got something better for you than an ax.”



IT TOOK some twenty-eight hoursto rebuild Allen Morgsinto afair pecimen of a sober human
being again. Four o'dlock of the following afternoon found him and Galt on Gait'sarfoil platform, flying
north out of the city to see some people.

"How far isit?" asked Allen, fitting hislean body comfortably into one of the soft chairs of the
platform.

"About forty miles," answered Galt, squinting at the horizon with the balance whed between hisbig
hands. Allenlooked a him.

"How come you never told me about these people before?' "Before,” said Galt, "you may not have
liked M X, and you may have didiked people taking its decisons for gospel —but were you ready to do
something about it?"

"No, | guessnot,” said Allen.

"Thereyou are.”

The platform tilted and did off in adightly new, more northwesterly direction.

"Who are they, anyway? Can you tell methat now?" asked Allen.

"Y ou know them. It's Jasper Aneurine, hissister Leta....and someone else.”

Allen frowned, histhin rather good-looking face becoming even more intense than usudly. He
remembered the Aneurines. They had cropped up more than once at partieswith Galt, severd years
back. He had not seen them since. Jasper was a silver-haired, upright man of the sort that seemsto
become abruptly handsome in late middle age. Leta, who must be a good twenty years or more her
brother'sjunior, had not been unusually good-looking, but rather striking in her own way. Allen had been
engaged to some other girl—not Connie—at that time, but he remembered being strangely and almost
compulsively attracted to L eta, on the few occasions of their meetings. Therewas asort of londly,
destined air about her.

"How long," asked Allen, "have you belonged to this bunch?’

"Oh," sad Gdt. "Almogt ten years.

"I've known you fifteen." Galt nodded. "But it wasn't just my secret.”

"No," agreed Allen. "Still, ten years—all the while you've been hacking away asatrid lawyer, just
like mea my contracts, and | never took you for arevolutionary.”

"I'm not," said Gdlt.

"Aren't you?' said Allen, and laughed alittle bitterly. "Try to take M X from the people who've given
up making up their own minds, and see. The dope addict loves his drugs; the drinker loves his booze."

"Say ingtead,” said Gdlt, "they can't do without them.”

"Easy," said Gdt, soothingly. "Easy. It'sabig problem, but just aproblem. That'sal.”

"Just a problem?How doesthat thing go?" demanded Allen.

"Our fathers in their time sowed drag'on's teeth...

"...0Our children know and suffer armed men. finished Gdlt.

THEY FLEW north and alittle bit west past Scarborough, Tendale, and Cooper's City. They passed
New Berlin and veered west again toward alittle suburb caled Kingsdde. There they came down on the
parking pad of aprivateliving area.

The drapes were pulled back on the living room beside the pad and atall young woman with brown
hair and adim, intelligent face was waiting for them. The whispering air current of thewall cooled Allen's
face for amoment as he stepped through the wall; then he was face to face with L eta Aneurine once
more.

"Leta" said Gdt. Y ou remember Allen.”

"Very wel," shesaid. Shegave himadim, firm hand and Allen found himself holding ontoit for a
short second with real thankfulness. After the desert heat and sun of Connie, this was cool weter.

"l remember too," he said.

"Then I'm flattered,” she answered, and turned to Galt. " Jasper and Frank arein the den.”

"I'll gotalk tothem,” said Galt. "Y ou stay herewith Leta, will you Allen?' And he stalked off,



disappearing through awall of screen light in the back of the room.

"And what makes Galt bring you out at last to see us?' asked L eta, turning back to Allen.

"Well..." He hesitated, but her perception was quick.

"Oh, | see," shesaid. "Y ou're one of our sudden convertsand | shouldn't ask. Would you like a
drink—even if it'sjust to balance politely in your hand?"

He smiled, and found hisold liking for her coming back.

"Thanks," he said, and trailed her across the room to a dispenser cabinet.

"What'll it be, now?" She opened the cabinet. A concealed rainbow of light played acrosstheinterior
and aminiature, three-dimensiona representation of his host's liquor supply revolved dowly for his
ingpection. Allen thought of the week just past with something like a shudder.

"Beer," hesad, "light and cold.”

"Andinagein,” shesaid. She pressed appropriate buttons and handed it to him, taking asmall glass
of sherry for hersdf.

"Who's Frank?" he asked.

She led the way back to some easy chairs across the room. "Frank Campanelli. HE's our technical
expert.”

"Technicd expert?'

She amiled at him. "Jasper'll tel you. And how's businessin court these days?'

"Y ou've got me confused with Galt. | just write contracts—a sort of glorified clerk.” He gazed at her
curioudy. "Y ou know, | never did know what you do."

"I write poetry. Don't laugh," she added gravely, "1 make agreat dedl of money at it. | do graded
storiesin poetic imagery for the school-age child. How are contracts, then?

"Hine"

"Thenit'swoman trouble.

He started. "How do you know?"

"Why, | was born an expert, being female. And received the normd twenty years or so of
postgraduate instruction customary for girls” She bit her lip. "Including the ingtincts and habit of poking
my noseinto what's probably none of my business. I'm sorry."

"It'snothing." He shrugged. "We punched for adecision on getting married. MX said no ...and she
took it to heart."

Letadid not answer for asecond. She seemed to be thinking,

"You know," she said, suddenly. "If | were Frank, or Jasper—or Galt, even, | wouldn't trust you."

He was both shocked and wounded. He stared at her in astonishment.

"Why not?" he chdlenged.

"Y ou might change back, just as suddenly asyou changed to." But she looked at him amost
gppedingly asshe said it, asif begging him not to blame her for ajudgement she couldn't help.

"What do you mean, suddenly?' he said. "Why, I've felt thisway for years."

"But you've never done anything about it until now."

"What'sthat got to do with it?"

She made adefensive, apologetic gesture with one hand, asif warding off ablow.

"Wdll, perhaps I'm wrong. Perhaps you're just not aleader.”

"Andyou, | see" he said harshly, "are one of those women with ahigh 1Q and nothing ese, who
justify themselves by taking jabs a every man they come in contact with."

The sudden storm of their antagonism blew itself out into sllence. She had turned her head away, and
it was not until he got up and went around to face her that he saw there were tears on her cheeks.

"You garted it,” he said.

"Yes" shesad. "It'smy fault."

He would have taken the one step that would have brought him to her, but at that moment Galt stuck
his head through the light wall.

"Comeon," he ordered, briefly; and disappeared again. Allen turned back to Letaand saw her using
ahandkerchief to repair damages.



"Go ahead,” shesad. "I'll bedonginaminute.”

A LITTLE rductantly, Allen turned and went. Stepping through thelight wall, hefound himsdf ina
narrow halway that led to aminiature garden and fishpond. Beyond the garden, three men sat about a
tablein aroom.

"Oh, hereheis" Galt said as Allen camein. "Allen, you know Jasper. Thisis Frank Campanelli.”

Frank was adark little rubber ball of aman, about Jasper's age, or possibly younger; Leta's brother
did not look hisyears. Now he nodded hisslver hair a Allen. "Hdlo, Allen.”

"Hello," answered Allen. He shook hands with Frank Campanelli, who had risen from his seat and
extended a hand as stubby and firm asthe rest of his body.

"Sit down," said Jasper. "Allen, Galt knows you well and of course I've met you anumber of times.
But you're acomplete stranger to Frank. Mind if he asks afew questions?’

"Charge ahead,” sad Alien.

"What're you after?" asked Frank.

The question was so abrupt as to be discourteous, and the short man made no attempt to softenit,
ether by manner or phrasing. Allen took histime about lighting acigaret.

"I'd liketo put MX out of business," he said.

"How long do you think you'l fed that way?"

"Until MX isout of busness," said Allen. "Look here—"

"Why do you think it ought to be put out of business?'

"Because ninety percent of the human race haslost the guts to make up their own minds for
themsdves" sad Allen. "Why do you think it ought to be put out of business?

"Well get to melater,” said Frank. "How do you think we ought to go about doing it?"

"Well," said Allen, "I was hoping to try it with an ax. Maybe you've got a better idea. Have you?"

Frank didn't answer him. He turned to Jasper.

"I dont likeit," hesaid. "I don't like anything about it. People who heat up fast can coal off fast.”

"Frank," replied Jasper, camly; "Gdlt tellsus Allen here's been ten years coming to this.”

"Why didn't he come sooner?"

"Y ou can't have it both ways, Frank," said jasper. "Either Allen'stoo fast to anger, or too dow, but
not both. For my part"—he gave Allen afriendly smile—"1 think he'sjust about right in matter of speed.”

"Why," asked Allen, "dl the fuss?"

"Because," snapped Frank, turning on him, "thisisno game. Thisis serious business—"

"OH, THERE you are, Leta," interrupted Jasper. "Comein and Sit down with us. Y ou remember
Allen Morg, don't you?'

"I'vejust been talking to him," she said, taking one of the chairsat thetable. "And | see Frank's been
taking at him."

"Serioudy, though,” went on Jasper, quickly, before Frank could open hismouth again. "Frank is
quite right. Most people have no ideawhat's been doneto M X and what it's done to people.”

"| can seewhat it's doneto people,” said Allen, unable to keep his eyesfrom straying to Leta. She
sat with her eyes on her brother, alittle abstracted, asif listening partidly to her own inner thought, and
did not glance at Allen.

"But do you redlize the degree of it?" asked Jasper, leaning alittle forward acrossthetable. "Do you
redlize how it's become something that strikes at the very heart of the concept of individua freedom? The
very thing that makes an individua in our society ishisability and preference for making hisown
decisons”

The slver-haired man'stone of voice was demanding initsclaim upon Allen's attention. Reluctantly,
he withdrew his eyes from Letaand looked at her brother.

"I know that," he said. "Doesn't everybody? It's obvious.”

"Obvious, but how many peopletakeit for granted just because of that? Y ou know, the theory
behind MX was afine one. Remember reading about it in school? A master device, ajoining of the



census records with the economic integration computer and the new—they were new then—psychologic
computation methods. All in one machine. A public service. Code your name and what other persond
information M X requested and ask your question. 'Should | buy mysdlf anew living areanow, or next
year? MX integrated the problem and came up with an answer to the bet of its ability."

"Tothebest of itsability!" echoed Allen, alittle bitterly.

"Exactly—to the best of itsability." Jasper's eyes gleamed darkly in hisface under the slver hair.
"That was the theory; ninety percent correct, ninety percent of the time, for ninety percent of the cases
concerned. There, you see, wastheillusion of freedom. No one, of course, would commit hislifeto the
decisions of amachine which was only ninety percent accurate. Or so they thought. They forgot the
perniciousness of habit—of the habit of having decisons made for you."

"The pointis," said Gdt, "people have been comforting themselves with a sense of freedom from MX
that doesn't actudly exist. Asa practica matter, Allen, not ninety, but dmost a hundred percent of the
people use and obey M X ahundred percent of thetime."

"Isit redlly that much?" asked Allen.

"That much.”

"But the bad decisons—"

"They're explained away," said Jasper. "What does a man say when adecision turns out bad—say
MX decidesin favor of aman buying a platform now, instead of later? And the next day, with the new
platform, he has an accident.”

Allen nodded.

"l know," he said. "He says that maybe the computation figured a more serious accident if the
machine was gotten later, or some such excuse.”

"That'sit!" The eyesin Gdt'slong face seemed to pounce like a hawk. "Maybe MX knows best!"

Therewasalittleslence. "A new god," said Allen, thoughtfully.

"A new god,” said Gdt. "And ajedous god."

Letagot up from her chair. Outside, in the garden, the light was fading.

"Timefor dinner,” shesaid. "I'll go see about it." Shelooked acrossthetableinto Allen'seyes. "Youll
be staying for the evening.”

"Thank you," said Allen, and watched her leave the room.

AFTER DINNER, he managed to corner her on alittle balcony overlooking that same garden with
the fishpond. Hefelt a strange necessity to talk to her further, to understand her. It was asif an entirely
new sort of curiogity had laid hold of him, and grew with the mounting intimacy of their talk.

"Tell meonething," he asked, after awhile. "Areyou in this because of your brother, or because you
fed strongly about M X, yoursdlf?*

She looked up at hisfacein the dim light of the shadowed bal cony.

"Because | fed strongly about MX," shesad.

"l see" he answered. He was oddly disappointed and she sensed it.

"You don't like fanatic females, isthat it?' Thetonewaslight, but it quavered betrayingly on the last
word. Helooked down at her, and all a once her helplessness, reached through to him; here, he felt
flooded with tenderness toward her.

"You're not afanatic femae," he said.

Suddenly, like someone who &t last surrenders completely, she leaned against him. He put hisarms
around her. She murmured against him and he felt the warmth of her breath through his shirt.

"l don't know...I don't know..." she whispered. "I know thisisright, but | want to liveanorma life,
too."

He put his head down to kiss her, but she avoided him.

"No. Please don't,” she murmured. "Please.”

"Why not?"

"It'sjust that it'stoo soon yet. | couldn't help thinking of you as on the rebound.”

"You dont trust me," he sad, bitterly.



She didn't answer. He put afinger under her chin and forced it upward so that she had to look at
him.

"You don't trust me," he repeated.

Her face showed the painin her.

"Oh, Allen!" she said, miserably. Brutdly, helet her go and stepped away.

"Wait, Allen!" she cried behind him. "I don't care about me. It's Jasper and the others.”

"Why," he demanded, turning back, "what do you think I'd do to them? Snitch to MX on them?”

She did not answer. With a sudden sense of fury and shock, he stared at her.

"You do think that!"

"Oh, Allen! Allen, darling” —she reached out to him, but he stepped back from her—"it'sjust that
you aren't settled, you aren't stable...”

But he was burning with anger and determined to punish her.

"Thanksfor letting me know about it," he said, and left her.

HE MANAGED to cool down as he returned through the several rooms and hallways that separated
him from the Sitting room where the others were having their after-dinner coffee. But it seemed he came
in on an argument here, too; the voices of Galt and Frank ceased abruptly as he entered; and all three
men looked up at him from their chairs with the afterwash of strained emotion on their faces.

"What's up?' he asked, taking a cup of coffee from the dispenser and Sitting down in achair that was
grouped with theirs.

"Nothing," said Galt, tightly. "Frank thinkswe're going alittle too fast with you, that's dl.”

Allen met the other man'sdark, hard eyes.

"That'shisprivilege" hesad, lightly.

"Perhaps,”" said Gdlt, histone smoothing out. "At any rate, it's beside the point, because Jasper and |
outvoted him. Now, Allen | want you to listen with an open mind to what Jasper and Frank haveto tell
you, because it's the result of years of work."

Allenlooked a him alittle curioudy, but Gat'slong face was heavy with seriousness.

"Go ahead," said Allen, nodding.

Jasper cleared histhroat, and Allen turned to look at him. The tension, the very feverishness that had
been in the silver-haired man was gone. He spoke with the easiness of an experienced professor
addressing his seminar.

"I'm the socid expert in thisbusiness, Allen," he said. "'It's been my job to study and understand al
the change and effect which M X has caused in our human society during the last fifty years.” He put his
coffee cup down on thearm of his chair and leaned forward.

"Y ou know," he tapped with one dim finger on the arm of the chair, "after the last shouting and
drum-playing was over that celebrated the uniting of thisworld into asingle socia unit, the problems
realy came aong. Persona problems, Allen. People were unsure of how they were supposed to act and
react in this new world they suddenly had. And that'swhat MX grew out of—a sort of super-advisory
service that was set up at that time."

Allenfrowned.

"Itsafact." Jasper nodded emphaticaly. "There actualy was a bureau with branchesin every
community to answer questions; you can look it up for yourself in the history books if you want to.
Anyway, of course it got more and more mechanized, or automationized, if you like that word better,
until they finaly conceived of MX asafina answer to the problem. Y ou know the rest of it—how people
became more and more dependent on it. But what most people don't redizeisthelogica basisfor the
development.”

"Logic?' echoed Allen "l don't seeany logicinit at al. It'sjust plain menta laziness."

"No, no," said Jasper, quite earnestly. "There's the habit angle, to be sure, but there had to be
something benesath and before that. Therésastrong, origind, logica reason for aman trusting MX's
decisonsinstead of hisown. It'sthis same business of percentages. M X, aman knows, isright ninety
percent of thetime, on the average. And he asks himsdlf if he can do aswell on hisown. Usudly, he



believes he can't.”

Allen frowned again. "But it'sagamble,” he said. "Anyone knowsthat. Y ou might believe that and
gtill happen to fal into the ten percent bad answer section regularly.”

Jasper nodded.

"Yes" hesad. "But ill, that's the logic we're up againgt. And on its own ground it's unbeatable,
becauseit presupposesinfalibility on MX's part. In other words, that ninety percent is something
everybody thinks they can count on. But if we can destroy that faith, and replace it with a hedlthy attitude
of doubt, well have people regaining their emotiona integrity and their emotiona balance.”

"Clear enough,” Allen looked across a him. "How do we go about it?"

JASPER gmiled camly.

"We're going to gimmick MX," he said. "We're going to cheat most outrageoudy in agood cause to
remind people that a machine—even amachine like MX—can be taken advantage of by ahuman being.
People are going to start getting some surprising answersto their questions, answersthat will turn out to
be dead wrong. And sometime after that our gimmickswill be discovered.”

Allenwasdightly puzzled. "Sorry," he said, "but | don't see—"

"Why," said Gdlt, "aman who has been awakened to the possibility that MX can be gimmicked, will
have ajob on his hands recovering hisblind faith init. Hell say to himsdlf, sure, they found that gimmick,
but suppose there's others they haven't found? Suppose somebody's rigged it somehow, someplace el se,
for his own advantage?'

"Ah," said Allen, dowly. "I see"

"Yes" Jagper nodded at him. "Simple, crude, and effective.”

"How'sit to be done?'

Jasper did not answer. He turned his head to look at the short man, hisfriend. "Frank..." he said.

Frank looked back at him stonily.

"He could be the death of al of us," Frank said.

"We stttled that," said Gdlt, alittle sharply.

Allenfdt anger gir inhim.

"Just what do you mean?' he demanded. "I could be the death of al of you?'

"Allen, no offense meant.” Jasper spoke quickly, soothingly. ™Y ou just don't know MX aswell as we
do."

"What'sMX got to do with my giving you away?"

"I'll tell you!" Frank broke in with sudden savagery. "M X has the necessary partsto kill us off if it
finds out about ug”

Allen stared at him.

"What kind of abogeyman taeisthis?"

"Bogeyman!" said Frank, and dl but turned hisback on them in disgust.

"No, Allen, it'strue” said Galt. "Tdl him, Frank."

"Ligten," said Frank, turning back, "thisismy field; | know. What the men who set up MX wanted in
thefirst place was a device to reckon the probability of one human action succeeding over another. Just
that. They couldn't build an actua predicting machine for two reasons. One, nothing human hands could
build and human mind conceive, could possibly take all the factorsinto account. Two, there was dways
the possibility that some of the factors supplied to their device would be false, or fasely stated.”

"All, right" Allen was determined he would not back down an inch. He faced the shorter man. "What
of it?'

"What of it? That'swhat MX was—just a probability computer. But then the human factor came into
it. The more people leaned on M X decisionsin their daily life, the more they wanted it to be more
accurate, more omnipotent, more godlike. And then the changes began.”

"What changes?’

"Thereve been alot of them," growled Frank. "But theré's only two that did real damage.
Twenty-three years ago, what was called a balance factor got added. And nine years ago something



cdled an implementation circuit.”

Heglared a Allen.

"The balance factor was an dement added that alowed M X to compensate for the psychological
profile of the person asking the question. It could compensate in the direction of what it assessed to be
the real desire and good of the questioner. The implementation circuit—I suppose even you know that
most of our trangportation devices, large production units and automatic machinery are directed by
MX?'

"I knew somewere..." said Allen.

"Almog dl. All right, thisimplementation circuit dlows M X to make use of the mechanicd facilitiesit
controlsto implement its own decisions. And findlly, in order to make this addition workable, it was
necessary to add one thing that should never have been built into MX."

"What?"

"A desrecircuit." Frank looked at him with grim triumph. "M X was furnished with the need to try
and makeits decisonswork out.”

FOR SOME reason this statement was apparently expected to be a bombshell. Allen was merely
puzzled.

"l don't getit," he said.

"You shout d," replied Frank. "It meanswere dl living under the thumb of amachine whose prime
purpose isto have the world run in accordance with its own decisions.”

Allen stared.

"What it meansfor us" added Gdlt, leaning forward, "isthat MX will fight back at any attemptsto
damageit, or its prestige.”

Allen sat back. Sowly herelaxed, and smiled alittle, in spite of himsdif.

"Oh, now I—" he began. "It'sthetruth,” interrupted Galt.

"A machine can't beinimica.” Allenlooked a Gdlt. "It can't deliberately try to hurt you."

"How about an aeriad torpedo with a seeker circuit that hunts down it'starget?’

"But theinitid impulse had to come from a human decison—"

"S0," brokein Frank, "did the implementation facto r, with it's desire circuit. That was MX's origina
impulse”

"Beieveus, Allen," said Gdlt. "Thisisfact."

"How do you know it dl?' demanded Allen. Therewasalittle slence.

At lagt, Frank said harshly, "I designed the implementation circuit.”

Allenlooked a him. But the short man's face was amask of anger that blocked off any urgeto
sympathy. Allen sghed.

"All right," he said. "1 believe you. Now what? How do you keep safe fromit?”

"A mechanica device," said Jasper, "hasitslimitations. It may be able to respond to an actud threst,
but it can't respond to athresat that's unexpressed.”

"And the sense organs of MX arethe coder panels,” said Gdt. "Unlessinformation reachesit through
that—about us, or example—it hasn't any way of knowing were dangeroustoit.”

"Thenitsample” said Allen. "Don't usethe panels.”

"Exactly," said Jasper. "'l haven't used them for fourteen years, Frank for just about aslong, and Galt
for deven. And you mustn't either, Allen.”

"17" Allen smiled. "MX doesn't know | know you, or anything about this."

Jasper shook his head.

"Have you any idea how many factorsit's possible for MX to take into account in making a
decison?' he asked.

"Noidea," replied Allen, cheerfully.

"Wel, it's something over hdf amillion. All the years weve been keeping scrupuloudy away from the
coder pandls, welve still had to report on the census, pay our taxes, make purchases in the food and
shopping centers, and maintain bank accounts. M X has years of information on us, lying like unfused



dynamitein the code punches on our cards and waiting for the one pertinent fact that will show us up for
the threat we areto its own existence.”

"But what could it tell from me?" asked Allen.

"Wedon't know," said Gdlt. "But the chance istoo risky to take. Leave the panelsdone, Allen. You
don't need them, anyway."

"No," Allen sghed. "That's, true." He brightened up. "Wéll, how about the rest of this? How about
the gimmick?'

The other two men turned to Frank, who looked at them for a second, his dark eyes unmoving.

"Nol" hesaid.

The word dropped like a soneinto the pool of waiting sllence, sending little rings of emotion rippling
through the others.

"No!" echoed Jasper.

"Why not?'

"Becauseit'stoo soon,” said Frank. "I just met this man today. Let him wait for the details.”

"l told you," said Gdlt, in the patient tones of aman who isrepeating what he had aready repeated
many times before, "that | know him. That | trust him. That | vouch for him. Also, we need him—not ina
few days, but right now. Things are dmost finished.”

"No," repeated Frank. "Frank—Jasper's voice brought the short man's head around—"you're wrong.
Y ou're usudly right to be cautious, but thistime you'rewrong. If you won't tell him, 1 will."

"Then | wash my hands of it." Frank stood up abruptly and, turning his back, strode across the room
to rip back the drape hanging in front of thefar wall. Beyond, the night sky and afull yellow moon, early
and enormous just above the treetops, looked in on them. Frank stood, legs spread alittle apart, staring
out & it and not moving.

"ALLEN..." said Jasper, gently, and Allen turned his attention back to the silver-haired man, who
opened adrawer in the arm of hischair and took out atiny, dark object, like aminiature condenser,
which he handed to Allen. Allentook it curioudly, examining the smal, black central body from which
two short wires sprouted.

"There's only one part of itself where MX wouldn't be aware of someone working onit," said Jasper,
"and that's the coder panelsthemsalves. They're easily opened with arepairman's key, and in about forty
seconds a trained man can open one, attach that little object you're holding, and re-close the panel. The
gpot whereiit attaches and its design make it dmost indistinguishable from the ordinary factory assembly
of acoder'sinnards. Even atrained repairman would have to belooking for it, to find it onceit was
attached.

"That'swhat you want mefor?' asked Allen.

"We're about ready to start adding these things to the coder panels—not just here, but the world
over. Welve been making them by hand for eight years now, in thousands of little groupslike this one.
Now, we need every pair of hands we can get.”

"What doesit do?' asked Alien.

"It digtorts the information coded on the pand. MX will receive fase information from anyone usng
the coder; asaresult, it will hand out afase decison.”

Allen nodded.

"l see," hesaid, dowly. "Yes, | see" Hishand closed tightly over thelittle object, and dowly, he
nodded.

THERE WAS achance before Gat and Allen left that evening, for Allen to snatch afew free
minutes. Once more he went in search of Leta, and discovered her, finaly, in her own room. She was
dressed for bed and sitting on therailing of asmall terrace outside her room, gazing & the same moon
that had provided afocusfor Frank's attention a short while earlier in the Sitting room. Against the
moonlight, in thefilmy nightdress, she looked like some sad figure out of an old painting, al black and
slvery gray. With arush, dl the hard emotions flowed out of Allen, like water from abroken cup, and he



amost groped his way across the room toward her.

"Leta.." hesad.

Sherose and clung to him. For aminute, they said nothing, just held on to each other. After .alittle
while, he begged her to come away with him.

"...you don't want this. It isn't your life"

She pressad hersdif tightly againgt him.

"Butitis," shesad."You cant live with something for fifteen yearslike thisand not have it be your
life"

"That's not true," he answered "1t was Jasper's choice, but not yours. Y ou didn't pick this."

"That doesn't make any difference.”

"You want to comewith me, don't you?'

"Oh, | don't know!" shecried. "I don't know!"

"Yes, you do."

Sheraised her faceto look at him.

"Would you run out, Allen?"

"1?7" hesaid, surprised. "But | don't mean that you should run out. All I meanisfor you to come away
from here to where you can lead your own life. I'm going through with this, of course. | want to."

"But you want me, too," shesaid.

"Wdll, why not?" he demanded. "Isthere any reason why | can't have both?'

There was anoise from the doorway of the bedroom. They turned. Frank stood just inside the
shadow of the aperture, hisface in shadow.

"Jasper wantsto seeyou, Leta," he said. Hisvoice was perfectly even.

"Oh—" she gasped. "Excuse me." She turned and went swiftly out the door. Frank stepped aisdeto
let her pass. Then he walked toward Allen.

"Y ou needn't gpologize,” Allen said grimly.

"I wasn't going to." Frank had emerged into the moonlight on the terrace. He looked upward at
Allen'sface. "Leave Letadone" hesad.

Allen congdered him. "Why?'

"A number of reasons." Frank's moonlight-pale face had no expression. "The best isthat | know you
by reputation—from Galt and others. Y ou can't be trusted.”

Allenfdt thefamiliar sir of anger, boiling like some dow, heavy liquid insde him. "Can't be trusted
...how?" he asked, softly.

"Inany way," answered Frank, quite camly. "That waswhy | didn't want to tell you about the
gimmicks downgtairs. Y ou're not the man to belong to an organization, Morg. Y ou're an egoist; and youll
put yoursdlf first. Y ou'd betray any of us—al of us—if the choice wasright.”

"Andyou,” replied Allen, brutdly, "areinlove with Leta."

Frank did not gtir, or change his unmoving countenance.

"Of course" hesaid. "But that doesn't comeintoiit.”

"l think it does"

"What you think," went on Frank, easily, "is of no importance whatsoever. I've been forced into
risking my life and my work on you. | won' risk thelives of the people | love. And if you keep after Leta,
thetimell come when you'll put the rest of us on the auction block to buy what you want with her."

Allen grinned with rage. He was seething up ingdeinto bailing fury.

"Sowhat?' he asked.

"So gtay away from her," continued Frank. "I you don't, I'll kill you." He reached into his shirt, took
his hand out again, and there was a small, snapping sound. Thelong, thin blade of aknife displayed itself
inthe moonlight. Allen made an involuntary little sound and took a step backward. " Oh, not with thisand
not now," said Frank. "I just wanted to show you | meant what | said. | will kill you, one way or another
evenif it codssmemy own lifefor doing it." He folded the knife and put it back into his shirt.

"Gat'swaiting for you a the pad,” he said.

Heturned and left. Allen stared after hissmall, blocky figure asit disappeared down the hall. After a



moment, he followed.

Gdt was waiting for him, at the landing pad.

"Oh, hereyou are," he said, alittleimpatiently, asif he had been waiting for sometime. "Come on.
It's late enough dready, and | have to bein court early tomorrow.

Heled the way to the platform, and they took off.

IT WASA quiet ride back to the city. Allen wasthinking, and Galt evidently had his mind on the
case hewasto plead the next day. When they reached the city transportation center and left the platform
for separate cabs, Allen, instead of going directly hometo his apartment, rode to alittle neighborhood
bar for acup of cof fee.

Hewasin an incredibly disturbed state of mind. Great rewards and greet pendties juggled
themsdvesin hismind. On the surface, it was fantagtic that he should fed this deeply about a situation
into which he had rather unwillingly falen. But there was L eta, who had so strangdly and so quickly
reached through to him, and for whom he felt what he was convinced was, for thefirst time, areal and
actud love.

The short, thick-bodied Frank Campanelli, on the other hand... The sharp crystals of agenuine
hatred were growing in the nutrient solution of Allen's resentment toward the man. The two emotions built
on each other, even while Allen cautioned himsdlf to go dowly, go carefully, so as not to be swept away
by the swift current of his own turbulent fedlings.

In hismind heresolved acold, andytica appraisa of the Stuation. Letawas the product of her
environment. Fifteen years of devotion to acommon purpose had bonded their two livestogether. There
seemed no way to destroy that bond without destroying at least one of the partiesto it, and Allen—he
thought to himsdlf with atouch of salf-righteousness—unlike Frank, could not serioudy consider
murdering another man.

Allen shoved his coffee cup angrily from him. Hewas furious a the particularly sdf-defeeting
structure of the problem. On the one hand, Leta; on the other, Frank. And over dl, thelooming greatness
of the job of sabotage they were dl committed to, to, together.

Like asharp breaking-in of light on some dark place, the answer dissolved the obscurity of the
situation. Of course! Once the sabotage had been committed, once their work had been discovered in
millions of coder panels and the genera population had begun to wander how long they had been there,
had begun to question and doubt M X, speculating on whether there might till be other, more secret
gimmicks concealed in it--then there would be no morework to link Frank and Letatogether. Then Allen
would face no more problem.

Or would he? The sudden doubt sprang thornily upright in his mind. Fifteen years were agreat many
yearsto live and work together. How strong could the habit of association grow, nourished by the
winters, sorings, and summers of al those years? After the job was done, would the ghost of it still stand
inthe moonlight, aknifeinitshand, barring Allen'sway to L eta?

THERE WAS acoder pand in abooth across the room. Allen half-rose before he remembered, and
sat down with acurse on histongue. Of course, he couldn't use it now. But this was exactly the kind of
question that M X was set up so beautifully to render adecision on. Disgustedly, Allen reached for his
coffee cup, saw what he was about to do, and changed the motion of his hand to punch for adrink.

Y esterday he had thought that he would never be able to look at an acoholic beverage with
enjoyment again. But the Scotch and soda he punched for tasted clean and comforting when it came.
And the quick glow, following shortly after it was down, took the unyielding edge off his disgppointment.

He ordered another and sipped it. Already his mind was bouncing back from the block of the
prohibition he had agreed to. To be sure, only afool would do what he had amost done—go up, punch
out the problem, giving hisown name, Letals and Frank's, and request adecision on the possibility of
what hewished. But MX had been set up to handle theoretical problems, too. And what could be
dangerous about atheoretica problem posed by an anonymous questioner?

How to phraseit? Allen revolved ideasin hismind, finished his drink and punched another. Then,



with this half-completed, he got up and went over to the booth housing the coder pandl.

Theoretical, he coded on the smple keyboard dl children learned in school nowadays. Then he
dtated the problem in generd terms, giving fictitious names for himsdf, Leta, and Frank.

MX was dow answering, dower than he ever remembered it being. And then, when the panel above
the keyboard did light up, the words upon it were not what he had expected.

boner to furnish additional boner to furnish additional data on these two additional points.

1.What is the nature of the work on which the older man and the girl have been engaged for
the fifteen years stated?

2.Did the younger man referred to cease relationships recently with another girl or woman not
mentioned, as a result of a decision by MX?

For afew seconds, Allen did not move. Then, very quietly, leaving the questions still on the screen,
he stepped back and out of the booth. Quietly, he closed the door, and quietly, he walked out of the bar.
Ingtinctively, hislegstook him at afast pace away down the nighttime street.

So, MX perhaps had been able to guess hisidentity from the Situation in his question. Who would
have thought its knowledge and its system to be so fantagtically extensive? But that would be the most it
could do. There had been no clueto Letaor Frank in what he said. Asfar as M X could know, they
might be any two people, any two people anywherein theworld. Certainly there could be no record of
them among thelist of people MX would have of those whom he had had dealings with before.

Ashewent homeward, his spirits started, to rise and after awhile he found himsaf whistling. What he
needed, hetold himsdlf firmly, was agood night's deep. In the morning, thingswould be different.

BUT MX WAS atireless creature, and under the desire circuit it was not created to leave a problem
unsolved. Click, click, click, went MX. In the endless cdlls and banks of its structure, little lights glowed,
little impulses of current shot through. The problem was investigated, a picture built, an answer found.

From adot in apand overlooking adesk where alight glowed, five cards shot out to awire basket.
The bottom one glanced off an edge of the basket and dl five did out to lie under the soft glow of the
light above.

In acouple of widdly separated gpartmentsin the city outside, wiring shorted and dow fires began to
smolder behind bedroom walls. And north west of the city, a great automatic freight transport subtly
dtered it'sblind, obedient course through the skies, so aiming itself toward aliving areain asmall suburb
cdled Kingsdde. It's speed when it hit would be upwards of eight hundred miles an hour.

And under the light, thefirst five cards lay together on thetablein alittle hesp.

Morg, James Allen. CANCELLED

Bolver, Galt Winton Harvey. CANCELLED

Aneurine, Jasper Renee. CANCELLED

Aneurine, Leta Marie. CANCELLED

Campanéelli, Frank Thomas.. CANCELLED

THEEND



