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ABOUT FRANK M. ROBINSON 

Frank M. Robinson's first exposure to the publishing world was as a  copy  boy for  Chicago's Ziff-Davis Publications.  In between two tours of duty in the Navy-first in WWII and then the Korean War-he earned a BS in physics at Wisconsin's Beloit  College,  and  in  1955  a  MS  in  journalism  from Northwestern University.  He worked at a number of magazines in the years that followed, including  Science Digest (1956-1959),  Rogue  (1959-1965),  Cavalier  (1965-1966), and was a staff writer for  Playboy  from 1969 to 1973. He's been a full-time freelance writer ever since. 

His  first two story sales were to the  legendary John  W. 

Campbell at  Astounding  Science Fiction  in 1950 and 1951.  The Power (1956) was his first novel. It was an early science fiction thriller, eventually being brought to the silver screen in 1967 by famed SF feature film producer George Pal.  In the  1970s and 1980s, with writing partner Thomas N.  Scortia,  he co-wrote a number of very successful disaster  novels  containing  science fiction and techno-thriller elements. The first of these was  The Glass  Inferno.  It was filmed in 1974 as the  big-budget feature THE TOWERING INFERNO.  Robinson returned to solo writing in 1991 with the science fiction novel  The Dark Beyond the Stars. 

The SF story collection you are reading is his first in twenty-one years. (A complete list of published books appears opposite the title page.) 

Frank M. Robinson is also one of the foremost collectors of pulp magazines in the world,  his collection being one of the largest and most complete. From this interest sprang two handsome, profusely illustrated histories:   Pulp  Culture:  The Art of Fiction Magazines   published in 1998 and  Science Fiction of the 20th Century: An Illustrated History  published in 1999. He lives in San Francisco, California, surrounded by that remarkable pulp magazine collection. 
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INTRODUCTION 

C ONGRATULATIONS! 

 You've  just stumbled upon  a genuine treasure-five neatly polished gems of science fiction by a guy named Frank M. Robinson. 

 Frank is, by any measure, a writer's writer, the literary equivalent of the Renaissance Man. His career, spanning more than half a century, has been nothing short of remarkable. His first novel, The Power, written in 1956 was filmed by producer George Pal and starred George Hamilton,  Suzanne  Pleschette,  and  Michael  Rennie.  Another novel, The Gold Crew  (Warner Books, 1980), written with co-author Thomas N.  Scortia, became a made-for-television movie in  1986 entitled THE 

 FIFTH  MISSILE.  Yet another book,  The  Glass Inferno (Doubleday and Company, 1974) also written with Tom Scortia, became the basis for a mega-hit disaster  film you may have heard of-THE TOWERING 

 INFERNO, featuring more big-name Hollywood stars than you could shake a director's chair at.  It set the standard and the pattern for an entire genre of films that followed it. 

 His heart has always been with science fiction.  A  fan  at  an early  age,  he  worked for a  time as  an  office-boy  at Ziff-Davis Publications, and knew many of the notables of Chicago fandom. But as a writer, he turned his hand to wider fields. His first sales were science  fiction stories, but  he's  also  written mysteries, thrillers, film scripts, non-fiction, and numerous articles and other stories.  He's 

-1-
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edited two anthologies:  Sex, American Style  for Playboy Press in 1971, and with co-author  Earl  Kemp,  The  Truth About  Vietnam  in  1966 for Greenleaf Press.  He's  been  a  magazine editor, a  political speechwriter,  and .. .let me not forget to  mention  it ... his three years of service as the "Playboy Advisor." 

In fact, in these times when so many science fiction and fantasy writers of my acquaintance are bemoaning the difficulties of making a living at  writing, Frank's career aptly illustrates a very important lesson. To use the aphorism, "Never put all your eggs in one basket." 

It's a lesson worth learning. 

Born in  1926  in Chicago, Illinois, Frank  took  a  B.S. degree in physics from Beloit College in Wisconsin, then an M.S. in journalism from Northwestern University in Evanston, Illinois. He served in the Korean War as a radar technician. 

In  1991, Frank made a startlingly powerful return to the science fiction  genre  with  a  novel  entitled,  The  Dark  Beyond  the Stars  (Tor Books).  It garnered  much  praise and won the  Lambda  Literary Award for Best Science Fiction Novel, and has been reissued many times. He  also  began  selling stories  regularly to Mike  Resnick for Mike's numerous anthologies. With  a  tip  of  the  hat  to  Mike,  I've included two of those stories in this collection. 

Then came   Waiting.  Published by  Tor/Forge Books in 1998, this long-overdue sequel to  The Power  won rave reviews and was named by National Public Radio as one of its "Notable Books" for that year. 

Two  outstanding non-fiction  books must also  be  mentioned. 

Frank has one of the most incredible collections of pulp magazines in the country, perhaps in the world, and he's full of stories about those magazines and that era. In 1998, he tapped into that love to produce a lavish art book called  Pulp Culture (Collector's Press), which is now in its second edition. 

He followed that with  a second book from Collector's Press, the equally lavish  and lovingly produced   Science Fiction of the  Twentieth Century.  The members of the 2001 World Science Fiction Convention awarded this one with a Hugo Award for Best Non-Fiction Book, and it was well-deserved. 

Now  the thirty-one  year old Kansas City Science Fiction  & Fantasy Society launches  the  KaCSFFS Press  with  this  collection of Frank's short fiction. The book will debut at  ConQuesT 33, KC's oldest  regional  science  fiction convention, which  is honoring him as its  special  guest. This  book  can  only  be  considered a sampler of  a master  writer's  work. How can  anyone  whittle  down  a fifty-year career into so few pages as these? I'm honored to have been asked to select the five stories you have at  hand. These, my favorites, show 
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 Frank's best  qualities-tight prose,  inventiveness, a  sharp  eye  for detail, deft characterization, and occasional flashes of humor that will leave you chuckling. They are, each in their own ways, not just good stories, but important stories. 

 I'm happy to offer them to you. 

 "Causes"-an alternate history story about an America that might have been, a story made all the more chilling by the World Trade Center disaster and the events of September 11,  2001. Think carefully about its ending. 

 "East Wind, West Wind"-a cautionary tale of ecological disaster in the best science fiction tradition. 

 "The Hunting Season" -free speech can get you killed, and execution is a  public  sport.  I  read  this  story the same night  Attorney General John Ashcroft declared that criticizing the government was a traitorous act. I knew it had to be included here. 

 "A Life In The Day Of .. .  "-as fine a character study as you'll come  across as a  self-absorbed young man  gets  a brief glimpse of his future. 

 And finally, "Hail, Hail, Rock and Roll"-a love letter of a sort to science fiction fandom and to fans who don't laugh at themselves often enough. Heartfelt and funny. 

 Five stories. 

 It's  too little to adequately reflect such  a  huge  body  of work. 

 But it might be just enough to introduce you to a wonderful writer and a wonderful gentleman. It might be just enough to whet your appetite for more. 

 -Robin Wayne Bailey, April 12, 2002 
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CAUSES 

I  T WAS A WARM MEDITERRANEAN EVENING, the sea almost glassy. 

 The French battery on Abukir Island had opened up a little after five, but the English ships were out of range and the  cannonballs  had plowed harmlessly into the water. Admiral Nelson had filled his lungs with sea air, stared proudly at the fleet strung out behind him and then had given the signal for battle. A few moments later the flags fluttered from the Vanguard's yardarm  with  the  signal  "Form  Line  of  Battle  As  Convenient." 

 The French had been clever enough to anchor up against the shoals of the west bank of the bay, but then made the mistake of anchoring only by the bow. The winds had changed and the ships had swung out so there was now deep water between them and the shoals. The Goliath had immediately taken advantage of it, setting extra sails to forge ahead and cut between the French line and the shoals. The Goliath was quickly followed by other ships of the squadron. 

 It  wasn't long until  all  the  ships were engaged  and  the  evening was red not from the setting sun alone but with the flares from the cannon mouths and  the flames  that  leaped through the rigging of wounded ships. Admiral Nelson had clutched the rail in excitement as the  Goliath  cut across the bow of the French lead ship, the Guerrier, raking  her  with  its guns  and  smashing  her oaken  sides.  The Zealous had followed  suit,  and  within  minutes both the Guerrier's  main and mizzenmasts were gone. 

-5-

[image: Image 23]

6  •  THROUGH MY GLASSES, DARKLY 

 It had been fearsome after that. The air had become thick with cinders and the noise was deafening. A dull red moon had risen over a maelstrom of smoke and fire while the bay itself echoed with the cannonades of the British and the French. Nelson was entranced, pacing back and forth on the quarterdeck and raising his  glass  every Jew minutes to  get a  closer  view of  the action.  It was exquisite  carnage,  a  beautiful  slaughter .. .. The  French had shot away much of the  Vanguard's  rigging and a lieutenant standing by Nelson's side had had his legs blown off by a cannonball. The gushing blood had soiled Nelson's stockings and the lower part of his breeches but he hardly noticed.  The lieutenant's face had lodged for only a moment in his mind, a face he'd recognized briefly from a visit to the officers' mess. 

 It was close to nine now and the French line had been crippled so badly Nelson wondered how they were capable of any action at all. Then there was the sudden roar of shot overhead and he felt something hit his forehead.  He was  blinded by blood, started to fall, and felt himself caught by Captain Berry.  "I am killed! Remember me to my wife!" he cried. Berry hastily led him across the deck, both of them stumbling over the bodies lying on it, and down the ladder to the surgeon's cockpit. 

 Below,  in the smoky,  crowded quarters of the cockpit, filled  with the screams and smells of the wounded, Nelson was convinced he was dying. 

 "I believe it  is  nearly over for me," Nelson mumbled to the surgeon, but was assured it  wasn't  serious.  Nelson became calmer now,  even  more  so when the surgeon  wiped the blood from his face and folded back the flap of skin that had fallen before his eyes.  Once he could see, he glanced curiously around the sweaty interior of the cockpit where the surgeon and his assistants were busy at the tables, the slop buckets overflowing with bloody rags and pieces of arms and legs. 

 He lurched to his  feet,  helped by one of the surgeon's assistants,  then noticed a cabin boy slumped on a wooden bench nearby, his face oddly peaceful.  "What's wrong with the boy?"  he  asked the assistant. "Why isn't he helping?" 

 "He's dead, poor soul," the assistant said.  "He was too near a cannon; the concussion killed him." 

 Nelson frowned. "There's nothing we can do for the lad. Throw the body overboard. It's only in the way down here." 

 He was  back  on deck just  in  time  to witness the  bloody end  of the Orient,  the flagship of the French fleet.  Her rigging had been set on fire a half hour before and now the ship herself was ablaze. Moments later there was a colossal explosion as her powder magazine blew up and bits of timbers and bodies rained over the other ships in the bay.  For a moment all guns were silenced, then little by little the cannonades resumed. 

 It was going to be a tremendous victory, Nelson thought, once again at the  rail  as the   Vanguard  pitched and  rolled  from  her  own  cannonades. 

[image: Image 24]

CAUSES  •  7 

 Suddenly a cannonball ripped through the railing and he sensed rather than felt the splinter of wood that pierced his side. 

 He fell to the deck, clutching the wound with both hands and knowing immediately that no surgeon's skills could help him this time. 

 "I  give  my life for England's Cause!" he  cried,  and  from  a distance heard somebody shout, "We need help here! The Admiral  is  dying!" 

 The word quickly  spread  through both fleets,  disheartening the British and encouraging the French .. .. 

"I don't seen any flies around,"  Kells whined, worrying a hangnail with his teeth. "The wharf should be crawling with them, shouldn't it? And the bomb squad?" 

Ryan  scrunched around in the  front  seat  so he could see  the wharf area through the rear window. Crowds of sightseers thronged the restaurants  and  the  souvenir  shops  and  there  were  long lines waiting to visit the French cruiser, the  Jacques Magende,  tied up at Pier 39. It was a warm Saturday morning in spring and San Francisco was jammed with Japanese tourists as  well as  their French counterparts from Canada and Mexico. 

It was the perfect day for a .. .Statement. 

Ryan  felt as  nervous  as  Kells  but  was careful  not to show it.  It was a military operation; they were all soldiers and he was in charge. 

But Kells was right-there were too many people. There should have been sirens  by now and a general evacuation of the area. Semprezio had  called it in, hadn't he? 

"I  think we ought to go  back."  Kells  was  sweating,  his collar had  wilted,  and  there  were  damp stains in  the  shirt  under  his arms.  "We've  got  five minutes  before it  goes  off.  We  can  still disable the timer." 

Ryan shook his head. "We're not going anyplace. If it doesn't go off, scavenger personnel will find it in  a few days and the  flies will trace the parts. We'd be lucky to make it out of the country." 

The bomb was in a public restroom, fifty feet from the water and just  about amidships of  the  cruiser.  Half  a  hundred pounds  of a special plastique hidden in the false  bottom of a trash can for paper towels. The evening  before  they  had  driven  up  in  a  small  pickup truck with a number of cans in the back and the logo of one of the local scavenger companies painted on  the  side. It  had taken only a minute to retrieve the old can from inside the restroom and replace it with the deadly one. 

Nobody had  stopped  them.  The  logo  had  been  a professional paint job and their brown-and-white uniforms were genuine, stolen from the  laundry that had the contract  for the scavenger  company. 
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The  uniform Kells  wore  was  baggy-he  was  twenty pounds too thin  for it-but then, the flies  weren't  fashion  critics. The  three of them  had  acted the part  of  overworked  trashmen,  anxious to finish their shift and go home. Maybe too anxious, but he doubted anyone had noticed. 

"You sure Semprezio was supposed to meet us here?" Kells chattered.  "He  couldn't  have  forgotten,  could he? I never  trusted him, he's a boozer. He's probably holed up in some goddamn bar. ... " 

"Shut up," Ryan said, bored. "He'll be here." 

Somebody started hitting  the  front of  the  car  and  he jerked around.  A  flic was standing right in front of them, tapping the car with his nightstick.  Beside him, Kells grunted with sudden fear and fumbled at his belt where he usually hid his Beretta. Ryan had issued strict orders that only he would be carrying a gun. 

"You pull it," Ryan murmured,  "and I'll kill you myself, I won't wait for the flic to do it." He rolled down his window a little more so he could lean out. The air was sweet with the smells of freshly baked sourdough bread and walk-away shrimp cocktails and the faint, acrid odor of sweaty tourists. 

"What's the matter, Officer?" 

"You can't  read,  monsieur?" The  officer  was the  informal  type who  usually  drew  wharf assignments or  any  place  where there were likely to be tourists and the police were expected to be accommodating. He pointed with his nightstick at the No PARKING sign half hidden by a shade tree. ''I'm afraid you'll have to move." 

"Sorry, Officer, didn't see it." 

"Ah, you Americans," the policeman clucked, but smiled without strain. 

Close, Ryan thought, turning the corner. The flic could have been more  curious .. .it  could have  been  a  cold  and  blustery  day  when everybody's temper matched the weather. .. or the flic could have had it in for tourists from the United States, like most of them did. 

"Semprezio," Kells  whispered,  panicked.  "What the hell  do we do about Semprezio?" 

"We  drive  around  the block," Ryan  said  calmly.  "We'll  either spot him, or he'll spot us. In any event, the flic will have moved on so we'll just park again and wait." He glanced at his watch. Three minutes. Where the hell  was Semprezio? 

When they rounded the block, they saw him standing on the sidewalk near where they had parked before, looking up and down the street  with a nervous nonchalance. A  fat little  man stealing obvious glances at his wristwatch, a shade too desperate in his pretension that he waiting for someone. The same flic who had told them to move on 
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 was a hundred feet farther down the block, chatting it up with a pretty Canadian tourist. Ryan wasn't sure whether the flic  was  watching them out of the comer of his eye or not. Why the hell couldn't they have run into Semprezio a block away, rather than in the same spot? 

 They drew up to the curb and Semprezio hastily climbed in back. 

 Ryan sweated out the traffic light, trying very hard not to watch the flic,  who  was  watching them  with  a casual curiosity. U.S. tourists weren't exactly welcome in San Francisco-the relations between the United States and French America had been strained for decades. The Unit leader  should have relied on a  French-Mexican or  maybe a Canadian team.  If they had one .... It might be Manifest Destiny for Americans but it was money for everybody else. 

 Semprezio babbled at him  from the backseat, wiping his  fleshy face with a wadded-up handkerchief. 

 "The  first  phone  was  out  of  order,  I  swear  to God, I couldn't believe it .... I tried another and it turns out the fucking newspaper is on strike, nobody was there to take calls. Then I tried the goddamned flies and the operator said the emergency number was jammed-La Belle Dame sans Merci was giving a free concert in Notre Dame park and the kids were staging a minor riot. Every homeowner within two miles of the park was calling to complain. So I warned her about the bomb and she laughed and told me to go back to the concert .... " 

 Ryan lost it then. 

 "You're telling me you never got through, asshole?" 

 Semprezio jerked his head up and down. "That's what I just said. 

 I couldn't get through, I did my goddamndest-" 

 "I told you," Kells moaned. 

 Ryan glanced at his watch. Thirty seconds, give or take a fewthe timer was hardly state-of-the-art. He pressed down on the accelerator just  hard enough to get them out of there in a hurry but not so hard the speed-up would draw attention. 

 Then there was a cruump behind them and the car was shoved forward a foot. He could see the dust and the flames in the rearview mirror and a moment later they heard what  sounded like a faraway moan.  He and Kells rolled up the windows but not before the first wave of screams seeped through. 

 "For the cause," Ryan muttered . 


•  •  • 

 By noon they had found a bar in the Marina that was half empty but still noisy enough so their conversation wouldn't carry. The major plus was that the bar carried Schlitz and Budweiser among its import 
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 beers. Semprezio collected three bottles of Schlitz from the bartender and  came  back  with half  a  dozen  hardboiled eggs  that  he passed around. Ryan rolled one over the tiled table top, peeled off the shell, and dusted it with salt and pepper. His eyes were glued on the small television over the bar and the special news program that had interrupted a soccer game. 

 "I didn't think anybody would be killed," Semprezio whimpered in a low voice. "You said-" 

 "Fuck  what  I  said,  Lee.  In every war there're casualties, we all knew that going in." 

 Semprezio nodded uncertainly.  "Yeah, I  guess I knew that." 

 Then: "How long before they find the car?" 

 "A couple of days, probably more. We'll be long gone by then." 

 Semprezio nodded but didn't really seem interested.  Ryan guessed it was the graphic pictures on the television.  It was hard to balance the rightness of the Cause against the reality of the dead and dying that the camera showed in bloody detail. 

 He had figured Semprezio as a weak link right from the start. He was  too young,  too soft, he'd never seen much action beyond the occasional  poster party late at night  papering  the business  district with fliers accusing the French of being an occupation army in territory that rightfully belonged to the United States. Semprezio had enlisted in the Unit because he thought it was the patriotic thing to do, and that was the wrong reason. You enlisted because you had been hurt and you wanted to hurt somebody back. 

 "What will happen when they find it?" Kells asked. He was trying to hide his own nervousness and not succeeding very well. He was a more reliable soldier then Semprezio, but not by much. Everything had gone wrong, Ryan couldn't deny that. If Semprezio had gotten through to either the newspaper or the flies, the area would have been cleared and there  would have been no casualties.  It would have been a huge scare to the sailors on board the Jacques Magende-let them know they weren't wanted-and a blow to French pride. But none of them had figured on casualties, certainly not in this number. The fortunes of war .... 

 "What  will happen?"  Ryan  repeated.  "Probably nothing. We wiped  off  every possible surface  in  the  car  that  we  might have touched, inside and out. Unless the flies can lift the print of your ass from the front seat, we're in the clear." 

 Chances are they  wouldn't even find the car for a week, maybe more-how often did they check the cars in a public garage? They'd paid the rental with a credit card issued by the Unit. The voice at the other end of the phone line had sworn it would check out-up to a point. Once the car was found, it would probably be a few more days 
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 before they traced the card to an honest citizen, who would be appalled to discover that two credit cards with the same number had been issued in his name. 

 Ryan leaned over the table to Semprezio, who was busily picking bits of shell off an egg with nervous little movements. 

 "Lee,  you remember my  sister  in Chicago? Patricia? You were sweet on her at one time. It was the French underground, the bloody Papists, who set off the bomb in the Kroger supermarket and killed a dozen  employees  and customers,  including my sister.  You haven't forgotten, have you?" He waved at the television. "It's payback time, Lee. So innocent people got killed. Well, Pat was innocent, too .... " 

 Semprezio fluttered his  hands in agreement.  More  and more he was a  fat  ball of misery,  his  eyes  sunken  in his  face  like raisins in dough. 

 "I haven't forgotten Patricia," he said sullenly. 

 Ryan felt irritated. Semprezio's attitude was getting to him. Shit, nobody had forced him to join the Unit. 

 "Well, I think of a lot more victims than just Pat. And I think of .. . 

 America. 'From sea to shining sea,' isn't that how the hymn goes? The French took that from us, don't forget, and someday we'll get it back." 

 It sounded flat when he said it but he didn't have the talent to be a cheerleader for the Cause. He was in Operations, not Public Relations. 

 Kells looked from one to the other and forced a smile. 

 "What we really need is a party, a lot of beer, some women, and then we get out of here." He cocked his head at Ryan. "At your place, Mike? If Jenny wouldn't mind-she's broad-minded." 

 Ryan shook his head.  "I called before the Operation-she's not home. I'll try again later, ask her to round up some girlfriends." 

 They had arrived in San Francisco two months before to plan the bombing.  Semprezio and Kells had  remained  loners, but Ryan had been  lucky.  He'd met  Jenny  and  her  six-year-old in a  movie  line and within two weeks he'd moved in.  It had been a natural. She'd had relatives back in Chicago, and talking to him had been old-home week.  And she'd just been through a  messy divorce-trust a Frenchman not to keep it in his pants .... 

 "So what do we do from now until later?" Semprezio said, looking up from his half-eaten egg. 

 "See a movie, then call Jenny when we get out." Ryan stood up. 

 "Pay the tab, Semprezio-the movie's on me." 

 "Jesus Christ." 

 Semprezio turned white, his hand in his hip pocket. Ryan knew what was wrong before Semprezio even told them. He felt like somebody had kicked him in the balls. 
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"My wallet," Semprezio said in a strangled voice.  "It must have slipped down behind the seat cushions." 

Ryan  didn't give  either  of them time to worry about it.  He felt in  his pocket for the keys  and shoved them  across the table to Semprezio. 

"So go get it," he said in an even voice. "We'll be right here." He turned to Kells. "Two more beers, forget the eggs." 

It was another hour before he had to admit that something had happened, that Semprezio was never coming back. 

It  was early in the evening when they tried the first safe house. 

Semprezio  must  have  been  picked  up,  and  if he  had  then the flies knew  where  they were  staying.  He couldn't go  back  to Jenny's  and Kells couldn't return to his rooming house. And a hotel room was out of the question; the concierge would collect their identity cards when they checked in and call the local police station for clearance. They'd be picked up in minutes. 

The first safe house was in the Mission district, south of Market. 

An  ancient  Victorian that nobody  would have looked at twice unless  they  were  searching  for the  most nondescript house  on the  block.  Ryan  felt  uneasy.  In  a  way  it  called  attention  to itself because it was the house least likely to  do  so.  He'd phoned beforehand with the code identification, then been given a ten-minute window in which to show. 

It  was  dark,  the streetlights just  beginning  to wink  on.  Church Street  itself was deserted.  Ryan  waited in the  shadows  for a long moment watching the cars as they drifted by, then motioned to Kells and walked up the sagging front steps. 

It  was half a  minute  after he  pushed  the  buzzer  before he heard motions in the hallway.  He guessed that somebody had spent the time inspecting them through the slatted blinds.  Then the door opened a few inches and Ryan had a glimpse of a  beefy Irish face  with a bristling salt-and-pepper mustache  and  unfriendly eyes.  A  moment later  the  porch light  flicked off, leaving them in  the  dark,  feeling  foolish.  He  repeated  the  code  and  the door  opened wide enough for  Kells and him to slip into the  dimly lit hallway. 

There  were three of them  standing in the  shadows.  Ryan knew instinctively that  the  mustache  and unfriendly eyes were all that he would ever see of any of them. 

"You can't stay here," one  of them  said. There  was no friendliness in the voice and Ryan guessed it belonged to the Irish face that he'd glimpsed briefly when the front door was first opened. 
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 "The Unit guaranteed it," he said in a tight voice. 

 "There were a hundred and fifty-two killed at the wharf," another voice  said.  "Three  hundred injured.  The  flies  are turing  the city upside down and sooner or later somebody will talk. There're rumors they've got an informant." 

 "Nobody knew about us," Ryan  said  flatly, then thought of Jenny.  He'd never told her anything about the Operation; she knew nothing to tell. Or did she? He'd come into her life as a stranger and he'd taken pains to remain one, at least in most respects. That could have been enough to make her  curious, to make her check, maybe even call the flies .... 

 "You'll need money," another voice said. There was a rustle in the dark and somebody was shoving a wad of bills in his coat pocket. 

 He felt a sudden chill  at his back and  realized  somebody else had opened the door behind him. "Now get out." 

 The  second house, just off the panhandle of  Notre Dame park, was friendlier.  A young couple-too young-welcomed them in,  then made a  show of  drawing the blinds. Sloppy procedure, Ryan thought.  They should've been drawn before he and Kells had shown up. The man was maybe in his early thirties, with a patchy beard and a loose smile and an irritating habit of constantly brushing his  long hair out  of his  eyes.  His  wife  was  much  younger, with a  small baby at her breast.  No modesty, which meant she called attention to herself and her husband, which in tum meant they were dangerous to be around. 

 They were from New York. They had both moved  to  San Francisco recently and just gotten their work permits. They had joined the Unit just before leaving Manhattan. And they both looked at him and Kells with awe. 

 Only one night, Ryan thought grimly. One night and it was too risky even for one. 

 "That was  one  terrific Operation,"  Ken  said, staring openmouthed.  "You really hurt the Frogs." His wife's code name was Barbara, and Ryan winced when he heard it. Ken and Barbara-they probably thought it was  cute.  Operatives  could  choose  their  own code names  and  Ryan made a note to complain  to the Unit Leader when he  got back to  Chicago.  Again, it called attention,  and  rule number one was never to call attention. 

 "It was a failure," Ryan grunted. "More than a hundred and fifty people died." Then, abruptly: "Do you have any food in the house?" 

 Ken looked blank. "We could order a pizza .... " 

 Ryan stared at him; he and Kells should leave right now. "In the house," he repeated slowly. 
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"Uh,  sure.  Barb?" She was  already  on her  way to the kitchen, glancing back over her shoulder with eyes that were just beginning to flood with fear. 

In the living room, Ken sank back on the battered sofa and shook his head in wonder. "The television said a hundred and fifty-two!" 

He  hadn't  any  idea  of  what that  meant,  Ryan thought. 

Unfeeling-no, unaware. And the Unit couldn't afford anybody who was unaware; they were too much of a risk for anybody who worked with them. Somebody had made a mistake somewhere along the line. 

Sooner or later, these two would have to be killed. 

He and Kells would eat and get out. It was too dangerous to stay. 

Even Kells, curled up in silence in a broken-down easy chair, his eyes flicking nervously toward the window, realized that. 

Halfway through a  dinner of  scrambled  eggs and undercooked sausage, Ryan heard smothered noises in the street. They had eaten in silence, Ken and his wife pale with fright. Their guests had been too quiet, too grim. It hadn't taken long for the glamour to fade, for them to realize just how dangerous their lives had become. 

Both  Ryan  and Kells were on their feet  immediately.  "The back door, where is it?" Ken pointed and they were halfway down the hall before they heard the tramp of footsteps on the porch and a shout of 

"Open up!" Ryan turned once to see Ken and his wife frozen in their chairs, the child still at his mother's breast. A moment later the front door  crashed  open. On his way down the  rickety back steps,  Ryan heard the  muffled  pop-pop of shots  and guessed that Ken had made the mistake of edging his chair back to stand up and the flies had shot him at the table. Probably his wife and baby as well. 

"Jesus," Kells  grunted. " We  should've left the moment we saw them." 

"Beggars can't be choosers," Ryan said grimly, and then they had vaulted a fence  and  were  around a  comer.  Ryan cursed  to himself. 

Nobody was on the street, there was no after-dinner crowd in which they could lose themselves. He heard shouts a block away and they started running. 

"In  here," he  suddenly  said,  grabbing  Kells  by  the  shoulder. 

It  was a small alley by the side of a theater. They darted down it, then turned and slowed to  a halt. They  were  in the parking lot for the  theater, hemmed  in  on  all sides  by  tall  fences and other buildings. It was  a  dead end; there  was no exit other than the alley they'd come in by. 

There  were  noises in the alleyway behind  them  and  when  he turned, he was almost blinded by flashlights weaving back and forth in the dark. One of them picked out Kells, flicked past, then returned. 
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 Kells didn't hesitate a moment. 

 "For the Cause!" the little man shouted and dashed toward the light, firing his Beretta. There was a fusillade of shots and Ryan could see invisible fingers plucking at Kells's shirt and jacket just before he screamed and crumpled to the asphalt of the lot. 

 For  a  fraction of a  second, Ryan stood staring in horror. Who would have thought such a small man could hold so much blood? 

 Then  he  fell  flat  on the ground,  firing  his own gun with both hands at the circle of lights moving closer.  He heard small whuffs  in the air around him and felt like somebody was pinching his arms and legs.  Then  he sensed the gun  drop  from his  hands  and the lights abruptly vanished. 

 "You're lucky to be alive," the Commandant said.  He  was  a tall,  spare  man  with  bright eyes  and  a pencil-thin mustache who wore a freshly pressed blue uniform with sharp creases. There was a pot of coffee on the table in front of him and a silver tray with sticky buns. There was also a spare cup and plate, but he made no move to share his breakfast. 

 Ryan moved stiffly in the chair. His left arm was bandaged tightly to his chest so he couldn't move it, and both legs hurt like hellthough  the doctor  had  said he was  fortunate  the  bullets  had gone through the flesh without hitting any arteries or breaking any bones. 

 There was a bandage wrapped around his head-a flesh wound, the doctor had claimed, but warned he might have headaches the rest of his life. Which was probably going to be a very short one. 

 "Lucky," Ryan repeated sarcastically. 

 "Your accomplices-" the Commandant began. 

 "Fellow soldiers," Ryan interrupted. 

 "Soldiers?" the Commandant said.  "How  strange. We checked with  your  embassy  and  they in turn  checked  with your military. 

 There is no record of any Unit with Michael Ryan or David Kells as members. The embassy went further than that. They said you were probably terrorists, and they washed their hands of you."  The Commandant's voice lowered a fraction. "I suspect because they did not wish to get any blood on their own. So-" He took a sip of coffee and smiled.  "Tell me about the Operation. That's what you called it, isn't it? The 'Operation'?" 

 Ryan was silent. 

 "You've  been in  San Francisco for. ..  what? Two months? 

 You purchased the plastique from a  confederate, who left the country shortly thereafter, then stole three uniforms from the Evening Scavenger Company,  drove to the  wharf  the night  before  last,  and 
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hid  the plastique and the timer in a  public  washroom close to Pier 39."  He frowned.  "I can't  believe  you  hoped to sink the  Jacques Magende, so I can only assume the object was to inflict casualties upon the civilian population." 

Ryan shook his head. "We tried to call and warn the authorities-" 

The  Commandant  looked  at  him  in  mock  surprise.  "Of what? That  you intended to kill half the  tourists  waiting in line to board the cruiser?" 

"We wanted no casualties," Ryan repeated. He knew the penalty, he was prepared for it. What he couldn't stand was the accusation .... 

The Commandant leaned forward and punched a button on his intercom. 

"Send in the witness, please." 

A moment later the door opened and Semprezio strutted in, followed by a police cadet. 

"No need for introductions. I  assume you know Monsieur Semprezio? That's not  his real name, of course,  but I  see you've guessed that." 

Semprezio smirked at Ryan again, sat in a chair by the side of the desk,  and  reached  for one of the  sticky  buns.  The  Commandant slapped his hand away without even looking. 

"Monsieur Semprezio  has  told us  all  about  your  Operation. 

There's little we don't know. What puzzles me is . . .  why? Why go to this length to-whether you intended to or not-kill so many people? 

Put yourself in danger? Risk the lives of a naive young couple-" 

"Risk?" Ryan asked. 

The Commandant shrugged. 

"A natural mistake on the part of the prefect police, who thought he was armed. His wife ran  toward the kitchen-"  He looked  apologetic.  "There  was,  after  all, no  way of knowing what  weapons she might have hidden there." 

"You knew the address-" 

"Of  course.  Monsieur  Semprezio  was of inestimable help.  And you made notes. Not a wise idea, even if they were in code-a rather simple one that was easy to break. We knew the location of all your safe houses,  but  we  were slow in  getting to them-we thought you would wait until later in the evening." 

Ryan stared at Semprezio. 

"You son of a bitch," he said quietly. 

The Commandant  smiled thinly. "But  one  of ours,  not one  of yours." He turned to Semprezio. "You may go, monsieur. 

At  the  door, Semprezio hesitated,  smiling fatuously.  "Good luck, Mike." 
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Semprezio's hatred was  personal,  not ideological, Ryan realized with shock. Semprezio had resented his authority, had kept count of the imagined slights. In  the  end, working for the  flies had become simple revenge. 

Once Semprezio had left, the Commandant wiped his hands carefully on his napkin. "Not the most admirable of men." 

"He  knew  where  and  when,"  Ryan  said  slowly.  "If  he couldn't have gotten through to the paper or the regular police, he  must  have  had  a  number  so  he could contact  you  if things turned sour." 

The  Commandant's  voice  chilled.  "He  was caught between two masters and couldn't make up his mind. He delayed too long in making any calls and finally thought only to leave the wharf and save his own neck. Charges will be brought, of course." 

"But not in  a public trial. Otherwise you would have  blood on your  hands."  Ryan  smiled  bitterly.  "You're  as responsible for those deaths as I am." 

"You may think so, monsieur. I don't. But you haven't answered my question. Why? Your accomplice died shouting something about a 'Cause."' 

Ryan's voice was  sharp. "You  know  why.  This  land belongs to us-" 

The  Commandant  leaned  back  in his  chair  and  sipped at his coffee while the  sudden flush on  his  face  faded. "If it belongs to anybody,  it  belongs  to the  Indians  who were here  millennia  before either of us. You can hardly claim it belongs to you because of your nation's hopes two centuries in the past." 

"Six  months  ago, in Chicago, a French terrorist group bombed  a supermarket and a dozen people died-" 

"I  know about  that,"  the Commandant interrupted impatiently. 

 11  A  misguided  group  supposedly  representing  this  country and in reality representing their own shallow hatreds. They had a 

'Cause,' too."  He  paused. "God save us  from the  Causes  for which so many innocent  people die."  He poured coffee  into the other cup and shoved it and the silver plate  of  sticky  buns toward Ryan. 

"A part of me despises you, monsieur. To another part, you are merely ... business. We both know how this will end. It's traditional to offer you a last favor. Is there anything . . .  ? Within reason, of course." 

He looked at Ryan expectantly. 

What he  really resented,  Ryan thought,  was  his  inability  to hate the Commandant. In a similar situation, he doubted he would be so generous. 
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 "You knew where we were, you must have picked up Jennifer Sloane by now. I was .. .living with her. She has a six-year-old daughter. She knew nothing about any of this." 

 The friendliness abruptly faded from the Commandant's face and Ryan realized it had been a pretense all along. The Commandant riffled through a stack of photographs on his desk, withdrew two, and flipped them across the desk at him. 

 "The  spy told us about  the Sloane woman; we knew she was guilty of nothing but loneliness.  But we should have watched her more  closely.  Perhaps we could have warned her  not  to take her daughter and go sightseeing on the wharf yesterday." His voice suddenly turned hoarse. "A hundred and fifty-two of my countrymen died yesterday morning and two hundred fifty-seven were seriously injured.  Among those who died were Mademoiselle Sloane and her daughter." 

 Ryan couldn't tear his eyes away from the photographs. Eightby-tens in all their dreadful color. In one of them, it was hard to recognize the face he'd once kissed, the hair he'd stroked. The features were shredded, the blouse bloodied, the skirt blown above her knees, and nothing but bloody ruin from her thighs to her chest. The other print was of a  cheap doll, blood-streaked, lying in pieces on the asphalt, its plastic eyes staring helplessly at him. 

 The Commandant's voice came from far away. 

 "Tell me monsieur-I really want to know.  Was this  'Cause' of yours worth it?" 

 The priest was young and endlessly understanding and forgiving.  He had an  infinite capacity  for ignoring the judgments  of the court and the reality of the guillotine in the prison yard below. In the last analysis, it was up to God to pass judgment, not man. 

 "It's fate," he was saying, "and we're helpless before it. A 'shadow show,' I think Shakespeare called life." 

 Ryan  had  stretched out on  the  bunk,  trying  to concentrate on what the priest was saying and wondering if what he really wanted was one last nap before the jailers woke him for the big sleep. 

 "You believe in fate," he said, curious. "Do you also believe in the 

 'what-ifs' of life? If Semprezio, for example, had actually been able to make that phone call?" 

 The priest hesitated. 

 "I suppose you could say I believe in the 'what-ifs,' as you put it, but in that case, I'm not so sure things would have been different." 

 "Perhaps not for me," Ryan said bitterly. "But for a hundred fiftytwo others it certainly would have been." 
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 "I was thinking about it in a broader sense," the priest said, eager for an  argument that would take his own mind off the prison yard and its crude machinery.  "If you hadn't been ... political.  If you had been a journalist, say, rather than an activist." 

 "If  I  had  never  been  born," Ryan  jeered.  "For  me,  then,  it evens out, doesn't it? A thirty-five-year-old knot in history that is suddenly untangled and pulled straight. But in the long run, would it make  any difference?  Somebody  else  would  have  taken  my place.  I wasn't indispensible." 

 The priest looked thoughtful.  "Perhaps.  But some people, some events,  would certainly  change history if fate  altered their lives or changed the outcome of events." 

 Ryan found himself growing interested.  "Like in this war between the United States and your overblown Empire of France?" 

 "I wouldn't call it 'overblown,' " the priest said cautiously.  "But yes, if you like. Say if Emperor Napoleon had never lived .... " 

 "That's too big an 'if,' " Ryan objected.  "It's like saying if Christ had never lived. Let's keep the 'ifs' relatively small." 

 The priest thought for a moment. 

 "The Emperor was fortunate in his wars. But one wonders, what if he hadn't been?" 

 Ryan reviewed what little he knew of history. 

 "For the sake of argument ... what would you say was the crucial battle? The one that, if he'd lost, he might have lost it all?" 

 The priest wandered to the window to look thoughtfully out at the sky, made the mistake of glancing down at the activity in the yard, and hastily turned back. 

 "Probably ... the Battle  of the  Nile  in  1798.  But not especially because France won that particular engagement." 

 Ryan frowned. "I don't follow you." 

 "There were other battles France might have won or lost," the priest said slowly. "The Battle of the Nile is important because in it the very talented British admiral, Nelson, was killed.  The Emperor managed to cut Britain off from Egypt and India and, as we know, he strangled the British economically. Later, at Trafalgar, he won again, and the successful invasion of the British Isles was assured." 

 He stopped, entranced by  the  vision his  own  thoughts had conjured up. 

 "And?" Ryan prompted, curious where his  line  of thinking was going. 

 The priest  shrugged.  "It was  in  the Anglo-French peace treaty that France was ceded all of Canada. And you Americans were hardly in a  position to object  when  a  French  government 
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 later  was  installed in Mexico. That meant France controlled the entire continent, except for America,  whose borders stopped at the Mississippi River." 

 "Then you understand me," Ryan said bitterly. The priest flushed and looked away.  After a  minute, Ryan said: "And if  Nelson had lived?" 

 "Another big  'if.'  It's possible Britain might then have won the Battle of the  Nile,  that  Nelson might have  defeated the combined French and Spanish fleet at Trafalgar, though it's hard to imagine that as possible in any event." He smiled. "There are even rumors, historically speaking, that the Emperor might have sold most of the holdings he got from Spain, the land west of the Mississippi, to your President Jefferson. He needed the money to fight the British, but once he took Egypt and India after the Battle of the Nile that point was moot." 

 "I know the rumors," Ryan said dryly.  He was getting nervous. 

 He had refused to look at his  wristwatch but he knew his time was growing short. 

 The priest sighed. 

 "Yes, I can understand you-a little. If things had been different, the United States would have possessed New Orleans, its economy would have flourished, and eventually it would have controlled the rest of the continent. It would have been ... the Empire of the United States, not the Empire of France." He cocked his head. "Too big an 'if' 

 again?  But maybe all  the  'ifs'  are too big.  In any event, you would have  had  no 'Cause,' and . ... "  He floundered for a  moment.  "And things might have gone differently for you." 

 There was a slam of a steel door outside in the corridor and the sound of a dozen men marching toward the cell. The priest bowed his head, made a cross in the air, and muttered "Go with God, my son." 

 The sunlight was dazzling bright and Ryan could feel each pebble beneath the soles of his shoes as he walked across the prison yard. 

 He glanced up when he  came to the  steps  and was blinded by the reflection from the shiny angle of steel above him. 

 It was  while  they  were  fitting  his  neck in the  block  that Ryan came to his final conclusions.  All the priest's "ifs," no matter what they were, made no difference in the end.  It didn't matter if Nelson had died at the Battle of the Nile, whether Napoleon had won or lost. 

 A  few  men  would always make up Causes  and  millions of  men would always die for them. 

 Causes were what made life worth living. 
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"EAST WIND, 

WEST WIND" 

IT WASN'T GOING TO BE JUST ANOTHER BAD DAY,  it was going to be a terrible one. The inversion layer had slipped over the city four days before and it had been like putting a lid on a kettle; the air was building up  into a  real Donora, turning into  a chemical soup  so foul I wouldn't have believed it if I hadn't been trying to breathe the stuff. 

 Besides sticking in my throat, it made my eyes feel like they were being bathed in acid. You could hardly  see the sun-it was a pale, sickly disc floating in a mustard-colored sky-but even so, the streets were an oven and the humidity was so high you could have wrung the water out of the air with your bare hands ... dirty water, naturally. 

 On the bus a red-faced salesman with denture breath recognized my Air Central badge and got pushy. I growled that we didn't make the  air-not  yet,  at  any rate-and finally I  took  off the badge  and put  it  in my pocket  and tried to shut out the  coughing  and the complaints around me by concentrating on the faint, cheery sound of the "corn poppers" laundering the bus's exhaust.  Five would have gotten you ten that their effect was strictly psychological, that they had seen more than twenty thousand miles of service and were now absolutely worthless .... 

 At work I hung up my plastic sportscoat,  slipped off the white surgeon's  mask  (black  where  my mouth  had been)  and filled my lungs with good machine-pure air that smelled only faintly of oil and 
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electric motors; one of the advantages of working for Air Central was that our office air was the best in the city. I dropped a quarter in the coffee  vendor, dialed it  black,  and  inhaled the  fumes  for a  second while I  shook the sleep  from my eyes  and speculated  about what Wanda would have for me  at the Investigator's Desk. There were thirty-nine other Investigators beside myself but I was junior and my daily assignment card was usually just a listing of minor complaints and violations that had to be checked out. 

Wanda  was  young  and pretty  and  redhaired  and easy to spot even in a secretarial pool full of pretty girls. I offered her some of my coffee and looked over her shoulder while she flipped through the assignment cards. "That stuff out there is easier to swim through than to breathe," I said. "What's the count?" 

"Eighty-four point five," she said quietly. "And rising." 

I  stared at  her. I had  thought it  was  bad,  but  hardly  that  bad, and for the first time that day I  felt a  sudden  flash of panic. "And no alert? When it  hits  seventy-five this city's supposed to close up like a clam!" 

She nodded down the hall to the Director's office. "Lawyers from Sanitary Pick-up, Oberhausen Steel and City Light and Power got an injunction-they were here to break the news to Monte at eight sharp. 

Impractical,  unnecessary,  money-wasting,  and  fifteen thousand employees would be thrown out of work if they had to shut down the furnaces and incinerators. They got an okay from the top of Air Shed Number Three." 

My jaw dropped.  "How could they? Monte's  supposed  to have the last word!" 

"So go argue with the politicians-if you can stand the hot air." 

She suddenly looked very fragile and I wanted to run out and slay a dragon  or two  for her. "The  chicken-hearts  took the easy way  out, Jim. Independent  Weather's predicting a  cold  front  for  early  this evening and rain for tomorrow." 

The  rain  would clean up the  air,  I  thought. But Independent Weather could be bought and as  a result it  had a habit of turning in cheery predictions that frequently didn't come  true. Air Central had  tried  for  years  to get IW outlawed  but  money talks  and  their lobbyist in the capital was quite a talker. Unfortunately, if they were wrong this time, it would be as if they had pulled a plastic bag over the city's head. 

I started to say something, then shut up.  If you let it get to you, you wouldn't last long on the job. "Where's my list of small-fry?" 

She gave me an assignment card.  It was blank except for  See Me written across the face. "Humor him, Jim, he's not feeling well." 
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 This worried me because Monte was the father of us all-a really sweet old guy, which hardly covers it all because he could be hard as nails when he had to. There wasn't anyone who knew more about air control than he did. 

 I took the card and had started down the hall when Wanda called after me. She had stretched out her long legs and hiked up her skirt. 

 I looked startled  and she  grinned.  "Something new-sulphur-proof nylons." Which  meant they  wouldn't  dissolve  on a day like today when a measurable fraction of the air we were trying to breathe was actually dilute sulfuric acid .... 

 When I walked into his office, old Monte was leaning out the window, the fly ash clinging to his gray eyebrows like cinnamon to toast, trying to taste the air and predict how it would go today. We had eighty Sniffers scattered throughout the city, all computerized and  delivering  their  data in neat, graphlike form, but Monte still insisted on breaking internal air security and seeing for himself how his city was doing. 

 I closed the door. Monte pulled back inside, then suddenly broke into one of his coughing fits. 

 "Sit down,  Jim," he wheezed, his  voice  sounding as if it were being wrung out of him, "be with you in a minute." I pretended not to notice while his coughing shuddered to a halt and he rummaged through his desk for his little bottle of pills.  It was a plain office, as executive offices went, except  for  Monte's  own  paintings on the wall-the type I like to call Twentieth Century Romantic. A mountain scene with a crystal clear lake in the foreground and anglers battling a huge trout, a city scene with palm trees lining the boulevards, and finally,  one of a man standing by an old automobile on a winding mountain road while he looked off at a valley in the distance. 

 Occasionally Monte would talk to me about his boyhood around the Great Lakes and how he  actually used to  go  swimming in them. Once he tried to tell me that orange trees used to grow within the  city limits of Santalosdiego  and  that the  oranges  were  as big as tennis balls.  It  irritated  me  and  I  think he knew it; I  was the youngest Investigator for Air Central but that didn't necessarily make me naive. 

 When  Monte stopped coughing I  said hopefully, "IW claims  a cold front is coming in." 

 He huddled in his chair and dabbed at his mouth with a handkerchief, his thin chest working desperately trying to pump his lungs full of air.  "IW's a liar," he finally rasped. "There's no cold front coming in, it's going to be a scorcher for three more days." 
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I felt uneasy again. "Wanda told me what happened," I said. 

He fought a moment longer for his breath, caught it, then gave a resigned  shrug.  "The  bastards  are right,  to an extent. Stop garbage pick-up in a city this size and within hours the  rats will be  fighting us in the  streets. Shut  down the  power  plants  and you knock  out all the air  conditioners  and purifiers-right during the hottest spell of the  year. Then try  telling  the  yokels  that the air on the  outside will be a whole lot cleaner if only they let the air in the inside get a whole lot dirtier." 

He hunched behind his desk and drummed his fingers on the top while  his  face  slowly  turned  to concrete.  "But  if they  don't  let  me announce an alert by tomorrow morning," he said quietly, "I'll call in the newspapers and-" The coughing started again and he stood up, a gnomelike little man slightly less alive with every passing day. He leaned against the windowsill while he fought the spasm. "And we think  this  is bad," he choked,  half to himself.  "What happens when the air coming in is as dirty as the air already here? When the Chinese and the Indonesians  and the Hottentots get toasters and fridges and all the other goodies?" 

"They already have them," I said uncomfortably. 

He turned and sagged back in his chair, hardly making a dent in the cushion. I was bleeding for the old man but I couldn't let him know it. I said in a low voice,  "You wanted to see me," and handed him the assignment card. 

He stared at it for a moment, his mind still on the Chinese, then came out of it and croaked, "That's right, give you something to chew on." He pressed a button on his desk and the wall opposite faded into a  map  of the city  and  the surrounding  area,  from  the  ocean on the west to the low-lying mountains on the east. He waved at the section of the city that straggled off into the canyons of the foothills. "Internal combustion  engine-someplace back there." His voice was stronger now, his  eyes more alert. "It  isn't  a donkey engine  for  a still or for electricity, it's a private automobile." 

I  could  feel the  hairs  stiffen  on the back of my neck. Usually  I drew minor offenses, like trash burning or secret  cigarette smoking, but  owning  or operating a  gasoline-powered automobile  was  a felony, one that was sometimes worth your life. 

"The Sniffer in the area confirms it," Monte continued in a tired voice, "but can't pinpoint it." 

"Any other leads?" 

"No, just this one report. But we haven't had an internal combustion engine in more than three years." He paused. "Have fun with it, you'll  probably have a new boss  in the  morning."  That was some-
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 thing I didn't even want to think about. I had my hand on the doorknob when he said quietly, "The trouble with being boss is that you have to play Caesar and his Legions all the time." 

 It was as close as he came to saying good-bye and good luck. I didn't know what to say in return, or how to say it, and found myself staring at one of his canvases and babbling, "You sure used a helluva lot of blue." 

 "It was a fairly common color back then," he growled. "The sky was full of it." 

 And then he started coughing again and I closed the door in a hurry; in five minutes I had gotten so I couldn't stand the sound. 

 I  had to stop at the lab and pick up some gear from my locker and ran into Dave Ice, the researcher in charge of the Sniffers. He was a chubby, middle-aged little man with small, almost feminine hands; it was a pleasure to watch him work around delicate machinery. He was our top-rated man, after Monte, and I think if there was anybody whose shoes I wanted fill someday, it would have been Dave Ice. He knew it, liked me for it, and usually went out of his way to help. 

 When I  walked in he was  changing a  piece  of paper  in one of the smoke shade detectors that hung just outside the lab  windows. 

 The sheet he  was taking out looked  as  if  it  had been coated with lampblack. 

 "How long an exposure?" 

 He looked up, squinting over his bifocals. "Hi, Jim-a little more than four hours. It looks like it's getting pretty fierce out there." 

 "You haven't been out?" 

 "No, Monte and I stayed here all night. We were going to call an alert at nine this morning but I guess you know what happened." 

 I opened my locker and took out half a dozen new masks and a small canister of oxygen; if you were going to be out in traffic for any great length of time, you had to go prepared. Allowable vehicles were buses, trucks, delivery vans, police  electrics and the like.  Not  all exhaust control devices worked very well and even the electrics gave off a few acid fumes.  And if you were stalled in a tunnel, the carbon monoxide ratings really zoomed. I hesitated at the bottom of the locker and then grabbed my small Mark II gyrojet and shoulder holster. It was pretty deadly stuff: no recoil and the tiny rocket pellet had twice the punch of a .45. 

 Dave heard the  clink  of metal  and without looking up asked quietly, "Trouble?" 

 "Maybe," I said. "Somebody's got a private automobile-gasoline-and I don't suppose they'll want to tum it in." 
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"You're  right," he said, sounding concerned,  "they won't." And then,  "I  heard  something  about it;  if  it's  the  same report,  it's three days old." 

"Monte's  got  his  mind on other  things," I  said.  I  slipped the masks into my pocket and belted on the holster. "Did you know he's still on his marching Chinese kick?" 

Dave  was  concentrating on one of  the  Sniffer drums slowly rolling beneath its scribing pens, logging a minute-by-minute record of the hydrocarbons and the oxides of nitrogen and sulphur that were sickening the atmosphere. "I don't blame him," he said, absently running a hand over his glistening scalp. "They've started tagging chimney exhausts in Shanghai,  Djakarta and Mukden with radioactiveswe should get the first results in another day or so." 

The dragon's breath, I thought. When it finally circled the globe it would mean earth's air sink had lost the ability to cleanse itself and all of us would start strangling a little faster. 

I got the rest of my gear and just before I hit the door, Dave said: 

"Jim?" I  turned. He  was  wiping his  hands on a  paper  towel  and frowning at me over his glasses. "Take care of yourself, kid." 

"Sure thing," I  said. If Monte was  my professional father, then Dave was my uncle. Sometimes it was embarrassing but right then it felt good. I nodded good-bye, adjusted my mask, and left. 

Outside  it  seemed  like  dusk;  trucks  and  buses  had  turned  on their lights  and almost all pedestrians were wearing masks. In  a lot  across  the  street  some  kids  were  playing  tag  and the thought suddenly struck me  that  nowadays most  kids  seemed  small for their age;  but  I  envied them ... the air never seemed to bother kids. 

I  watched for a  moment,  then  started up the  walk. A few  doors down I passed an apartment building, half hidden in the growing darkness,  that  had  received a  "political influence" exemption a month before. Its incinerator was going full blast now, only instead of floating upward  over  the  city  the  small charred  bits  of  paper  and garbage were  falling  straight  down  the front of  the building like  a kind of oily black snow. 

I  suddenly  felt I was  suffocating and stepped out into the street and hailed  a passing electricab. Forest Hills, the part of the city that Monte had pointed  out,  was  wealthy  and  the  homes were large, though not so large that some of them couldn't be hidden away in the canyons and gullies of the foothills. If you lived on a side road or at the end of one of the canyons it might even be possible to hide a car out  there  and  drive  it  only  at  night.  And  if any of  your neighbors found out ... well, the people who lived up in the relatively pure air of the highlands  had  a  different  view  of  things  than  those  who lived 
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 down in the atmospheric sewage of the flats.  But where would a man get a gasoline automobile in the first place? 

 And did it all really matter? I thought, looking out the window of the cab at the deepening dusk and feeling depressed. Then I shook my head and leaned forward to give the driver instructions. Some places could be checked out relatively easily. 

 The Carriage  Museum was elegant-and crowded,  considering that it was a weekday. The main hall was a vast cave of black marble housing a parade of ancient internal combustion vehicles shining under the subdued lights; most of them were painted a lustrous black though there  was  an occasional  gray  and  burst of  red  and  a  few sparkles of old gold from polished brass head lamps and fittings. 

 I felt like I  was  in St.  Peter's,  walking  on a vast sea of marble while all about me the crowds shuffled along in respectful silence.  I kept my eyes to the floor, reading off the names on the small bronze plaques:  Rolls  Royce  Silver  Ghost,  Mercer  Raceabout,  Isotta-Fraschini, Packard Runabout, Hispano-Suiza, Model J Duesenberg, Flying Cloud Reo, Cadillac Imperial  V16,  Pierce Arrow,  the  first  of the  Ford  VBs,  Lincoln Zephyr, Chrysler  Windsor Club Coupe .. ..  And in small halls off to the side,  the  lesser breeds:  Hudson Terraplane,  Henry J., Willys Knight, something  called  a  Jeepster,  the  Mustang,  Knudsen,  the  1986 

 Volkswagen, the last Chevrolet .. .. 

 The other visitors  to  the museum were all middle-aged or older; the look on their faces was something I  had never seen before-something that was not quite love and not quite lust. It flowed across their features like ripples of water whenever they brushed a  fender  or  stopped  at a  hood  that had been opened so they could stare at  the engine, all neatly chromed or painted.  They were like my father, I thought. They had owned cars when they were young, before Turn-In Day  and  the  same  date a  year  later  when even most private steam  and  electrics were banned because of congestion. For a moment I wondered what it had been like to own one,  then canceled the  thought.  The  old man  had  tried to tell  me often enough, before I had stormed out of the house for good, shouting how  could he love the damned things  so much  when he was coughing his lungs out . . .. 

 The main hall was nothing but bad memories. I left it and looked up the office of the curator.  His secretary was on a coffee break so I rapped sharply and entered without waiting for  an  answer.  On  the door  it  had  said  "C.  Pearson," who turned out  to be a thin, overdressed type, all regal nose and pencil moustache, in his mid-forties. 

 "Air Central," I said politely, flashing my wallet ID at him. 
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 He wasn't impressed.  "May I?" I gave it to him and he reached for  the  phone. When he hung  up he didn't apologize for double checking, which I figured made us even.  "I have nothing to do with the  heating  system  or the air-conditioning," he said  easily,  "but if you'll wait a minute I'll-" 

 "I only want information," I said. 

 He made a small tent of his hands and stared at me over his fingertips. He looked bored. "Oh?" 

 I sat down and he leaned toward me briefly, then thought better of it and settled back in  his chair.  "How easy would it be," I asked casually, "to steal one of your displays?" 

 His moustache quivered slightly.  "It wouldn't be easy at allthey're bolted down, there's no gasoline in their tanks, and the batteries are dummies." 

 "Then none ever have been?" 

 A flicker of annoyance. "No, of course not." 

 I flashed my best hat-in-hand smile and stood up. "Well, I guess that's  it, then, I won't trouble  you any  further." But before  I turned away  I said,  'Tm not really much on automobiles but I'm curious. 

 How did the museum get started?" 

 He warmed up a little.  "On Tum-In Day a number of museums like this one were  started  up all over the  country.  Some by  former dealers, some just by automobile lovers.  A number  of models were donated for public display and .... " 

 When he had finished I said casually,  "Donating a vehicle to a museum must have been a great ploy for hiding private ownership." 

 "Certainly the  people  in your  bureau  would be  aware  of how strict the government was," he said sharply. 

 "A  lot  of  people must have tried to  hide their vehicles," I persisted. 

 Dryly:  "It would have been difficult ... like trying to hide an elephant in a playpen." 

 But  still, a  number  would have  tried, I thought.  They  might even have stockpiled drums of fuel and some spare parts.  In the city, of course, it would have been next to impossible. But in remote sections  of the  country,  in the mountain  regions out  west or  in the hills  of  the Ozarks  or  in  the forests  of  northern Michigan or Minnesota or the badlands of the Dakotas .... A few would have succeeded, certainly, and perhaps late at night a few weed-grown stretches of highway would have been briefly lit by the headlights of  automobiles flashing  past  with  muffled exhausts,  tires  singing against the pavement .. .. 

 I sat back down. "Are there any automobile fans around?" 
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"I suppose so, if attendance records here are any indication." 

"Then  a  smart man with a place in  the country and a  few automobiles could make quite a  bit of  money renting them out, couldn't he?" 

He permitted himself a  slight smile. "It would be risky. I really don't think anybody would try it. And from everything I've read, I rather think the  passion  was  for  actual ownership-I  doubt that rental would satisfy that." 

I thought about it for a moment while Pearson fidgeted with a letter opener and then, of course, I had it. "All those people who were fond of automobiles, there used to be clubs of them, right?" 

His eyes lidded over and it grew very quiet in his office.  But it was too late and he knew it. "I believe so," he said after a long pause, his voice tight, "but .... " 

"But the government ordered them  disbanded," I  said coldly. 

"Air Control regulations thirty-nine and forty, sections three through seven, 'concerning the dissolution of all organizations which in whole or in part, intentionally or unintentionally, oppose clean air.' " I knew the regulations  by  heart. "But there still are clubs, aren't there? 

Unregistered clubs? Clubs with secret  membership  files?" A  light sheen of perspiration had started to gather on  his forehead. "You would probably make a very good membership secretary,  Pearson. 

You're in the perfect spot for recruiting new members-" 

He made a motion behind his desk and I dove over it and pinned his arms behind his back. A small address book had fallen to the floor and I  scooped  it up. Pearson  looked  as if he might faint. I ran  my hands over his chest and under his arms and let him go. He leaned against the desk, gasping for air. 

"I'll have to take you in," I said. 

A  little color  was  returning to his cheeks  and  he nervously smoothed down his damp black hair. His voice was on the squeaky side. "What for? You have some interesting theories but. ... " 

"My theories will keep for  court,"  I said shortly. "You're under arrest for smoking-section eleven thirty point five of the health and safety code." I grabbed his right hand and spread the fingers so the tell-tale  stains  showed.  "You  almost  offered  me a  cigarette  when I came in, then  caught  yourself. I would guess that ordinarily you're pretty relaxed and sociable, you probably smoke  a lot-and  you're generous with your tobacco. Bottom right hand drawer for the stash, right?" I jerked it open and they were there, all right. "One cigarette's a misdemeanor,  a carton's  a felony,  Pearson.  We  can  accuse you  of dealing and make it stick." I smiled grimly. "But we're perfectly willing to trade, of course." 
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I put in calls to the police and Air Central and sat down to wait. 

They'd sweat Pearson for  all the  information he had but I couldn't wait around  for  a  couple of hours. The word would spread that Pearson was being held, and Pearson himself would probably start remembering various lawyers and civil rights that he had momentarily forgotten. My only real windfall had been the address book .... 

I thumbed through it curiously, wondering exactly how I could use it. The names were scattered all over the city, and there were a lot of them. I could weed it down to those in the area where the Sniffer had picked up the automobile, but that would take time and nobody was going to admit that they had a contraband vehicle hidden away. 

The idea  of  paying a visit to the  club I was certain must exist kept recurring to me, and I finally decided to pick a name, twist Pearson's arm for anything he might know about him, then arrange to meet at the club and work out from there. 

Later,  when I was leaving the museum, I stopped for a moment just  inside the door to readjust  my mask.  While I  was  doing it  the janitor showed up  with a  roll  of  weatherstripping and started attaching it to the edge of the doorway where what looked like thin black smoke was seeping in from the outside. I was suddenly afraid to go back out there .... 

The wind was whistling past my ears and a curve was coming up. I feathered the throttle, downshifted, and the needle on the tach started to drop. The  wheel  seemed to  have  a  life  of  its  own  and twitched slightly to the right. I rode high on the outside of the track, the leafy limbs of trees that lined the asphalt dancing just outside my field of  vision.  The  rear  started to  come  around in  a  skid  and  I touched the throttle again and then the wheel twitched back to center and I was away. My eyes were riveted on Number Nine, just in front of  me. It  was the  last  lap  and if I  could  catch  him  there  would  be nothing between me and the checkered flag . ... 

I felt relaxed  and  supremely  confident,  one with the throbbing power of the car. I red-lined it and through my dirt-streaked goggles I could see I was crawling up on the red splash that was Number Nine and next I was breathing the fumes  from his  twin exhausts. I took him on the final curve and suddenly I was alone on the straightaway with the countryside peeling away on both sides of me, placid cows and ancient barns flowing past and then the rails lined with people. I couldn't hear their shouting above the scream of my car. Then I was flashing  under  banners stretched  across  the  track and thundering toward the finish. There was the smell of  burning rubber and spent oil and my own perspiration, the heat from the sun, the shimmering 

[image: Image 48]

"EAST WIND, WEST WIND"  •  31 

 asphalt, and out of the comer of my  eye a blur of grandstands and cars and a flag swooping down .... 

 And then it was over and the house lights had come up and I was hunched over a toy wheel in front of me, gripping it with both hands, the sweat pouring down my face and my stomach turning because I could still smell exhaust fumes and I wanted desperately to put on my face mask.  It had been far more real than I had thought it would be-the curved screen gave the illusion of depth and each chair had been set up like a driver's seat. They had even pumped in odors .... 

 The others in the small theatre were stretching and getting ready to leave and I gradually unwound  and got to my feet, still feeling shaky.  "Lucky you could make it, Jim," a voice graveled in  my ear. 

 "You missed Joe Moore and the lecture but the documentary was just great, really great. Next week we're got Meadowdale '73 which has its moments but  you  don't  feel  like you're  really  there and getting  an eyeful of cinders, if you know what I mean." 

 "Who's Joe Moore?" I mumbled. 

 "Old time  race track  manager-full of anecdotes, knew all the great drivers. Hey! You okay?" 

 I was finding it difficult to come out of it. The noise and the action and the smell, but especially the  feeling  of actually driving .... It was more than just a visceral response.You had to be raised down in the flats where you struggled for your breath every day to get the same feeling of revulsion, the same feeling of having done something dirty .... 

 "Yeah, I'm okay," I said. "I'm feeling fine." 

 "Where'd you say you were from, anyway?" 

 "Bosnywash," I lied. He nodded and I took a breath and time out to size him up. Jack Ellis was bigger and heavier than  Pearson and not nearly as smooth or  as polished-Pearson perspired, my bulky friend sweated. He was in his early fifties, thinning brown hair carefully waved, the beginning of a small paunch well hidden by a lot of expensive tailoring, and a hulking set of shoulders that were much more than just padding. A business bird, I thought. The hairy-chested genial backslapper ... 

 "You seen the clubrooms yet? 

 "I just got in," I said. "First time here." 

 "Hey, great!  I'll show you around!" He talked like he was programmed. "A little fuel and a couple of stiff belts first, though-dining room's out of this world .. .. " 

 And it almost was. We were on the eighty-seventh floor of the new Trans-America building and Ellis had secured a window  seat. 

 Above, the sky was almost as bright a blue as Monte had used in his paintings. I couldn't see the street below. 
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 "Have a card," Ellis said, shoving the pasteboard at me.  It read Warshawsky & Warshawsky, Automotive Antiques, with an address in the Avenues. He waved a hand at the room. "We decorated all thispretty classy, huh?" 

 I  had  to  give  him  that.  The  walls  were  covered  with murals  of  old  road  races,  while  from  some  hidden  sound system came a faint, subdued purring-the roaring of cars drifting through  the  esses  of  some long-ago race.  In  the  center of  the room was a  pedestal  holding a  highly-chromed  engine block that slowly revolved under a baby spot. While I  was admiring the setting a  waitress came up and  set down  a  lazy Susan; it took a minute to recognize it as an old-fashioned wooden  steering wheel,  fitted with sterling silver hors d'oeuvre  dishes between the spokes. 

 Ellis ran a thick thumb down the menu. "Try a Barney Oldfield," 

 he suggested. "Roast beef and American cheese on pumpernickel." 

 While  I was eating, I got the uncomfortable feeling that he was looking me over  and that somehow I  didn't measure  up.  "You're pretty young," he said at last. "We don't get many young membersor visitors, for that matter." 

 "Grandfather was a dealer," I said easily. "Had a Ford agency in Milwaukee-I guess it rubbed off." 

 He nodded around a mouthful of sandwich and looked mournful for  a moment.  "It  used  to be a young  man's  game,  kids worked on engines  in their backyards all the time. Just about everybody owned a car .... " 

 "You, too?" 

 "Oh sure-hell, the old man ran a gas station until Turn-In Day." 

 He was lost in his memories for a moment, then said, "You got a club in Bosnywash?" 

 "A few, nothing like this,"  I said cautiously.  "And the law's pretty stiff." I nodded at the window. "They get pretty uptight about the air back east .... " I let my voice trail off. 

 He frowned. "You don't believe all that guff, do you? Biggest goddamn pack of lies there ever was, but I guess you got to be older to know it.  Power plants and incinerators, they're the ones to blame, always have been.  Hell, people, too-every time you exhale you're polluting the atmosphere, ever think of that? And Christ, man, think of every time you work up a sweat .... " 

 "Sure," I  nodded,  "sure,  it's always been blown up." I made a mental note that someday I'd throw the book at Ellis. 

 He finished his sandwich and started wiping his fat face like he was erasing a blackboard.  "What's your interest? Mine's family 
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sedans, the  old family  workhorse.  Fords,  Chevys,  Plymouths-got a  case of  all the models from  '50  on  up, one-eighteenth scale? 

How about you?" 

I didn't answer him, just stared out the window and worked with the toothpick for  a long time until he began to get  a little nervous. 

Then I let it drop. 'Tm out here to buy a car," I said. 

His  face  went  blank,  as  if somebody  had  just  pulled down  a shade. "Damned expensive hobby," he said, ignoring it. "Should've taken up photography instead." 

"It's for a friend of mine," I said. "Money's no object." 

The waitress came around with the check and Ellis initialed it. 

"Damned expensive," he repeated vaguely. 

"I couldn't make a connection back home," I said.  "Friends suggested I try out here." 

He was watching me now. "How would you get it back east?" 

"Break it down," I said. "Ship it east as crates of machine parts." 

"What makes you think there's anything for sale out here?" 

I  shrugged.  "Lots  of mountains,  lots  of forests,  lots  of empty space, lots of hiding places. Cars were big out here, there must have been a number that were never turned in." 

"You're a stalking horse for somebody big, aren't you!" 

"What do you think?" I said. "And what difference does it make anyway? Money's money." 

If it's true that the pupil of the eye expands when it sees  something that it likes, it's also true that it contracts when it doesn't-and right then his were in the cold buckshot stage. 

"All right," he finally said. "Cash on the barrelhead and remember, when you have that much money changing hands, it can get dangerous." He  deliberately leaned across  the  table so  that  his  coat flapped open slightly. The small gun and holster were almost lost against the big man's girth. He sat back and spun the lazy Susan with a fat forefinger,  spearing  an  olive  as it  slid  past.  "Most  guys from back east come out to buy-I guess we've got a reputation." He hesitated. "We also try and take all the danger out of it." 

He stood up and slapped me on the back as I pushed to my feet. 

It  was the old Jack Ellis,  again,  he  of  the instant smile and the sparkling teeth. 

"That is, we  try and take the danger out of it for   us," he added pleasantly. 

It was late afternoon and the rush hour had started. It  wasn't as heavy as usual-businesses had been letting out all day-but it was bad  enough. I  slipped  on a mask and started walking toward the 
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 warehouse  section  of  town,  just  outside  the business  district.  The buses were too crowded and it would be impossible to get an electricab at that time of day. Besides, traffic was practically standing still in the steamy murk. Headlights were vague yellow dots in the gathering  darkness  and occasionally I  had to shine my pocket  flash on a street sign to determine my location. 

 I had checked in with Monte who said the hospitals were filling up  fast  with  bronchitis  victims;  I  didn't  ask  about the city morgue. 

 The venal bastards  at  Air  Shed Number Three  were  even  getting worried; they had promised Monte that if it didn't clear by morning, he could  issue  his  alert  and close  down  the  city.  I  told him I had uncovered what looked like a car ring but he sounded only faintly interested. He had bigger things on his mind; the ball was in my court and what I was going to do with it was strictly up to me. 

 A few more blocks and the crowds  thinned.  I was alone on the street with the  warehouses hulking up in  the  gloom around me, ancient monsters of discolored brick and concrete layered with years of  soot and  grime.  I  found the address  I wanted, leaned against the buzzer by the loading dock door, and waited. There was a long pause,  faint steps echoed inside and the door slid open. Ellis stood in the yellow dock light, the smile stretched across his thick face like a  rubber band.  "Right on time," he whispered.  "Come on in, Jim, meet the boys." 

 I followed him down a short passageway, trying not to brush up against the filthy whitewashed walls. Then we were up against a steel door with a  peephole.  Ellis knocked three times, the peephole opened, and he said, "Joe sent me." I started to panic. For God's sake, why the act? The door opened and it was as if somebody  had kicked me in the stomach. What lay beyond was a huge garage with at least half a dozen ancient cars on the tool-strewn floor. Three mechanics in coveralls  were working under the  overhead lights; two more were waiting inside the door. They were bigger than Ellis and I was suddenly very glad I had brought along the Mark II. 

 "Jeff, Ray, meet Mr. Morrison." I held out my hand. They nodded at me, no smiles.  "C'mon," Ellis said, "I'll show you around the setup." I tagged after him and he started pointing out the wonders of his domain.  "Completely equipped garage-my old man would've been proud of me. Overhead hoist for pulling motors, complete lathe setup ... a lot of parts we have to machine ourselves, can't get the originals anymore and of course the last of the junkers was melted down a long time ago." He stopped by a workbench with a large rack full of tools gleaming behind it. "One of the great things about being in the antique business-you hit all the country auctions and you'd be sur-
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 prised at what you can pick up.  Complete sets of torque wrenches, metric socket sets, spanner wrenches, feeler gauges, you name it." 

 I looked over the bench-he was obviously proud of the assortment of tools-and suddenly felt the small of my back grow cold.  It was phony, I thought, the whole thing was phony. But I couldn't put my finger on just why. 

 Ellis walked over to one of the automobiles on the  floor  and patted  a fender affectionately.  He unbuttoned his coat so that the pistol  showed,  hooked  his  thumbs  in his vest,  leaned  against  the car behind him and smiled.  Someplace  he  had even  found a broomstraw to chew on. 

 "So what can we do for you, Jim? Limited stock, sky-high prices, but never a dissatisfied customer!" He poked an elbow against the car behind him. "Take a look at this '73 Chevy Biscayne, probably the only one of its kind in this condition in the whole damned country. 

 Ten thou and you can have it-and that's only because I  like you." 

 He sauntered over to a monster in blue and silver with grillework that looked like a set of kitchen knives.  "Or maybe you'd like a '76 

 Caddy  convertible, all genuine simulated-leather  upholstery, one of the last of the breed." He didn't add why but I already knewin heavy traffic the high levels of monoxide could be fatal to a driver in an open car. 

 "Yours,"  Ellis  was saying about another model, "for a flat fifteen"-he paused and shot me a friendly glance-"oh, hell, for you, Jim,  make  it twelve  and  half  and take if  from me, it's a bargain. 

 Comes with the original upholstery and tires and there's less than ten thousand miles on it-the former owner was a little old lady from Pasadena who only drove it to weddings." 

 He chuckled  at that, looking at me  expectantly.  I didn't get it. 

 "Maybe you'd just like to look around. Be my guest, go right ahead." 

 His  eyes  were bright  and  he looked very  pleased with himself; it bothered me. 

 "Yeah," I said absently, "I think that's what I'd like to do." There was a wall phone by an older model and I drifted over to it. 

 "That's an early Knudsen two-seater," Ellis said.  "Popular make for the psychedelic set, that paint job is the way they really came .... " 

 I ran my hand lightly down the windshield, then turned to face the cheerful Ellis. "You're under arrest," I said. "You and everybody else here." 

 His face suddenly looked like shrimp molded in gelatin. One of the mechanics behind him moved and I had the Mark II out winging a rocket past his shoulder. No noise, no recoil, just a sudden shower of sparks by the barrel and in the far end of the garage a fifty-gallon 
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 oil  drum  went karrump  and there was a hole in it you could have stuck your head through. 

 The mechanic went white.  "Jesus Christ, Jack, you brought in some kind of nut!" Ellis himself was pale and shaking, which surprised me; I thought he'd be tougher than that. 

 "Against the bench," I said coldly,  waving the pistol.  "Hands  in front  of  your  crotch  and  don't move  them."  The  mechanics were obviously scared stiff and Ellis was having difficulty keeping control. 

 I took down the phone and called in. 

 After I hung up, Ellis mumbled, "What's the charge?" 

 "Charges, "   I  corrected.  "Sections  three,  four  and  five of  the Air Control laws.  Maintenance, sale and use  of  internal combustion engines." 

 Ellis stared at me blankly. "You don't know?" he asked faintly. 

 "Know what?" 

 "I don't handle internal combustion engines." He licked his lips. 

 "I really don't, it's too risky, it's ... against the law." 

 The  workbench,  I suddenly thought.  The goddamned workbench. I knew something was wrong then, I should have cooled it. 

 "You can check me," Ellis offered weakly.  "Lift a hood, look for yourself." 

 He talked like his face was made of panes of glass sliding against one another. I waved him forward. "You check it, Ellis, you open one up." Ellis  nodded like a dipping duck,  waddled over to one of the cars, jiggled something inside, then raised the hood and stepped back. 

 I took one glance and my stomach  slowly started to knot up.  I was no motor buff but I damned well knew the difference between a gasoline engine  and  a  water boiler. Which explained the  workbench-the tools had been window dressing.  Most of them were brand new because most of them had obviously never been used. 

 There had been nothing to use them on. 

 "The engines are  steam,"  Ellis  said,  almost apologetically.  "I've got a license to do restoration work and drop in steam engines. They don't  allow them  in  cities  but it's  different on  farms and country estates and in some small towns." He looked at me. "The license cost me a goddamned fortune." 

 It was a real handicap being a city boy, I thought. "Then why the act? Why the gun?" 

 "This?" he  asked  stupidly.  He  reached  inside his  coat and dropped the pistol on the floor; it made a light thudding sound and bounced, a pot metal toy.  "The danger, it's the sense of danger, it's part of the sales pitch." He wanted to be angry now but he had been frightened too bad!y and couldn't quite make it. "The customers pay 
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 a lot of dough, they want a little drama. That's why-you know-the peephole and everything."  He  took a  deep breath and when he exhaled  it came out as a giggle,  an incongruous  sound from the big man.  I  found  myself  hoping  he  didn't  have a heart  condition.  "I'm well known," he said defensively. "I take ads .... " 

 "The club," I said. "It's illegal." 

 Even if it was weak, his smile was genuine and then the score became crystal clear. The club was  like a  speakeasy during the Depression, with half the judges and politicians in town belonging to it.  Why  not?  Somebody older wouldn't have my bias .... Pearson's address book had been all last names and initials but I had never connected any of them to anybody prominent; I hadn't been around long enough to know what connection to make. 

 I  waved Ellis back to the workbench and stared glumly at the group. The mechanic I had frightened with the Mark II had a spreading stain across the front of his pants and I almost felt sorry for him. 

 Then I started to feel sorry for myself. Monte should have given me a longer briefing,  or maybe assigned another Investigator to go with me, but he had been too sick and too wrapped up with the politics of it all. So I had gone off half-cocked and come up with nothing but a potential lawsuit for Air Central that would probably amount to a million dollars by the time Ellis got through with me. 

 It was a black day inside as well as out. 

 I holed up in a bar during the middle part of the evening, which was probably the  smartest  thing  I could have  done. Despite their masks, people on the street had started to retch and vomit and I could feel my own nausea grow with every step. I saw one man try to strike a match to read a street sign; it wouldn't stay lit, there wasn't enough oxygen in the air. The ambulance sirens were a steady wail now and I knew it was going to be a tough night for the heart cases. They'd be dropping like flies before morning, I thought. ... 

 Another customer slammed through the  door,  wheezing and coughing and taking huge gulps of the machine-pure air of the bar. I ordered another  drink  and tried  to shut out the sound; it  was too reminiscent of Monte hacking and coughing behind his desk at work. 

 And come morning, Monte might be out of a job, I thought. I for certain would be; I had loused up in a way that would cost the department money-the unforgivable sin in the eyes of the politicians. 

 I  downed half my  drink and started mentally reviewing the events of the day, giving myself a passing score only on figuring out that Pearson had  had a stash. I hadn't  known about Ellis' operation, which  in one sense  wasn't  surprising.  Nobody  was going  to drive 
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 something that looked like an old gasoline-burner around a city, the flatlanders would stone him to death. 

 But  somebody still had a car, I thought. Somebody  who  was rich and immune from prosecution and a real nut about cars in the first place ... but it kept sliding away from me.  Really rich men were too  much in the  public eye, ditto politicians. They'd be  washed up politically if anybody ever found out.  If nothing else, some poor bastard like the one at the end of the bar trying to flush out his lungs would assassinate him. 

 Somebody with money, but not too much. Somebody who was a car nut-they'd have to be willing to take the risks.  And somebody for whom those risks would be absolutely minimal. ... 

 And then the lightbulb flashed on above my head, just like in the old cartoons.  I wasn't dead certain  I was right but I was willing to stake my  life  on it-and it was  possible I might  end  up doing just that. 

 I slipped on a mask and almost ran out of the bar. Once outside, I sympathized with the guy who had just come in and who had given me a horrified look as I plunged out into the darkness. 

 It was smothering now, though the temperature had dropped a little so my  shirt didn't cling to  me in dirty, damp folds.  Buses were being led through the streets; headlights died out completely within a few feet.  The worst thing was that they left tracks in what looked  like  a  damp,  grayish ash  that  covered the  street.  Most  of the people I bumped into-mere shadows in the night-had soaked their  masks in  water, trying to make  them  more  effective. There were lights still on in the lower floors of most of the office buildings and I  figured  some people  hadn't  tried to make it home at all; the air was probably purer among the filing cabinets than in their own apartments. Two floors up, the buildings were completely hidden in the smoky darkness. 

 It  took  a good hour of walking  before  the sidewalks  started  to slant  up  and I knew I  was getting  out  toward the  foothills .... I thanked God the business district was closer to the mountains than the ocean.  My  legs  ached and  my  chest  hurt  and  I was  tired  and depressed but at least I wasn't coughing anymore. 

 The buildings  started  to thin out and the streets  finally became completely deserted.  Usually the  cops  would  pick  you up if they caught you walking the streets of Forest Hills late at night, but that night I doubted they were even around. They were probably too busy ferrying cases of cardiac arrest to St. Francis .... 

 The Sniffer was located on the top of a small, ancient building off on a side street. When I saw it I suddenly found my breath hard to 
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 catch again-a block down, the street abruptly turned into a canyon and wound up and out of sight.  I glanced back at the  building, just faintly visible through the grayed-down moonlight.  The windows were boarded  up  and  there was a For Rent sign on them. I walked over and flashed my light on the sign. It was old and peeling and had obviously been there for years; apparently nobody had ever wanted to  rent  the  first  floor.  Ever? Maybe somebody  had,  I  thought, but decided to leave it boarded up. I ran my hand down the boards and suddenly paused at a knothole; I could feel heavy plate glass through it. I knelt and flashed my light at the hole and looked at a dim reflection of myself staring back. The glass had been painted  black on the inside so it acted like a black marble mirror. 

 I stepped back and something about the building struck me. The boarded-up windows, I  thought,  the  huge, oversized windows .. . . 

 And the oversized, boarded-up doors. I flashed the light again at the concrete facing just above the doors. The words were there, all right, blacked by time but still readable, cut into the concrete itself by order of the proud owner a handful of decades before.  But you could still noodle them out: RICHARD SIEBEN LINCOLN-MERCURY. 

 Jackpot,  I  thought triumphantly.  I  glanced  around-there was nobody else on the street-and listened. Not a sound, except for the faint murmur of traffic still moving in the city far away. A hot muggy night in the core city, I thought, but this night the parks and the fire escapes would be empty and  five  million people would be tossing and turning in their cramped  little bedrooms;  it'd be  suicide  to  try and sleep outdoors. 

 In Forest Hills it was cooler-and quieter. I glued my ear to the boards over the window and thought I could hear the faint shuffle of somebody walking around  and,  once,  the  faint  clink of metal on metal.  I waited  a moment,  then  slipped down to  the side door that had  "Air Central"  on it in neat black lettering.  All Investigators had master keys and I went inside. Nobody was upstairs; the lights were out and  the only sound  was the soft swish of the  Sniffer's scribing pens against the paper roll. There was a stairway in the back and I walked silently down it. The  door  at the bottom  was  open and  I stepped through it into a short hallway. Something, maybe the smell of the air, told me it had been used recently. I closed the door after me and stood for a second in the darkness. There was no sound from the door beyond. I tried the knob and it moved silently in my grasp. 

 I cracked the door open and peered through the slit-nothingthen  eased  it open all the way  and  stepped out onto the  showroom floor.  There was  a green-shaded lightbulb hanging  from the ceiling, swaying slightly in some minor breeze so the shadows chased each 
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 other around the far comers of the room. Walled off at the end were two small offices where salesmen had probably wheeled and dealed long ago.  There  wasn't  much  else,  other than a few tools scattered around the floor in the circle of light. 

 And directly in the center, of course, the car. 

 I caught my breath.  There  was no connection between  it and Jack Ellis' renovated family sedans.  It crouched there on the floor, a mechanical beast  that  was  almost alive.  Sleek curving fenders that blended into a louvered hood with a chromed steel bumper curving flat around the front to give it an oddly sharklike appearance. 

 The headlamps were  set  deep into the  fenders,  the  lamp wells outlined with chrome.  The hood flowed into a windshield and that into a top which sloped smoothly down in the back and tucked in neatly just after the rear wheels. The wheels themselves had wire spokes that gleamed wickedly in  the  light, and through a  side window I could make out a neat array of meters and rocker switches, and finally bucket seats covered with what I knew instinctively was genuine black leather. 

 Sleek, powerful beast, I thought. I was unaware of walking up to it and running my hand lightly over a fender until a voice behind me said, "It's beautiful, isn't it?" 

 I turned like an actor in a slow-motion film. "Yeah, Dave," I said, 

 "it's beautiful." Dave Ice of Air Central. In charge of all the Sniffers. 

 He must  have been  standing in one  of the salesman's offices; it was the only way I could have missed him. He walked up and stood on the other side of the car and ran his left hand over the hood with the same affectionate motion a woman might use in stroking her cat. 

 In his right hand he held a small Mark II pointed directly at my chest. 

 "How'd you figure it was me?" he asked casually. 

 "At first I thought it might be Monte," I said. "Then I figured you were the real nut about machinery." 

 His eyes were bright, too bright.  "Tell me," he asked curiously, 

 "would you have turned in Monte?" 

 "Of course,"  I said simply.  I  didn't add that it would have been damned difficult; that I hadn't even been able to think about that part of it. 

 "So might've  I, so might've  I,"  he murmured.  "When  I  was your age." 

 "For a while the money angle threw me," I said. 

 He smiled faintly.  "It's a family heirloom.  My father bought  it when he was young, he couldn't bring  himself to tum it in."  He cocked his head. "Could you?"  I looked at him uneasily and didn't 
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answer and he said casually, "Go ahead, Jimmy, you were telling me how you cracked the case." 

I flushed. "It had to be somebody who knew-who was absolutely certain-that he wasn't going to get caught. The Sniffers are pretty efficient, it would have been impossible to prevent their detecting the car-the best thing would be  to  censor  the  data from them.  And Monte and you were the only ones who could have done that." 

Another faint smile. "You're right." 

"You slipped up a few nights ago," I said. 

He shrugged. "Anybody could've. I  was sick, I  didn't get to the office in time to doctor the record." 

"It  gave  the  game  away," I  said. "Why only once? The  Sniffer should have detected it far more often than just once." 

He didn't say anything and for a long moment both of us  were lost in admiration of the car. 

Then finally, proudly:  "It's the real McCoy, Jim.  Six cylinder inline  engine,  4.2  liters displacement,  nine-to-one  compression ratio, twin overhead cams and twin Zenith-Stromberg carbs .... " He broke off. "You don't know what I'm talking about, do you?" 

"No," I confessed, "I'm afraid not." 

"Want to see the motor?" 

I nodded and he stepped forward, waved me back with the Mark II, and opened the hood. To really appreciate it, of course, you had to have a thing for machinery. It was clean and polished and squatted there under the hood like a beautiful mechanical pet-so huge I wondered how the hood could close at all. 

And then I realized with a shock that I hadn't been reacting like I should have,  that I  hadn't  reacted like I  should have  ever since the movie at the club .... 

"You can sit  in  it if  you want to," Dave said softly.  "Just  don't touch  anything." His  voice  was  soft.  "Everything  works  on it, Jim, everything works just  dandy.  It's oiled and greased  and the  tank is full and the battery is charged and if you wanted to, you could drive it right off the showroom floor." 

I hesitated. "People in the neighborhood-" 

"-mind their own business," he said. "They have a different attitude, and besides, it's usually late at night and I'm out in the hills in seconds. Go ahead, get in." Then his voice hardened into command: 

"Get in!" 

I  stalled a second longer, then opened the door and slid into the seat. The  movie  was real  now,  I  was holding the wheel and  could sense the gearshift at my right and in my mind's eye I could feel the wind and hear the scream of the motor. . .. 
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There was something hard pressing against the side of my head. 

I froze. Dave was holding the pistol  behind my ear and in the side mirror I  could  see his  finger  tense  on the trigger and  pull  back  a millimeter.  Dear God .... 

He  relaxed.  "You'll  have to  get out,"  he said apologetically.  "It would be appropriate, but a mess just the same." 

I got out. My legs were shaking and I had to lean against the car. 

"It's a risky thing to own a car," I chattered.  "Feeling runs pretty high against cars . . .. " 

He nodded. "It's too bad." 

"You worked for Air Central for years," I said. "How could you do it, and own this, too?" 

"You're thinking about the air," he said carefully."But Jim"-his voice was patient-"machines don't foul the air,  men do. They foul the air, the lakes, and the land itself. And there's no way to stop it." 

He held up a hand. "Oh, sure, there's always a time when you care-like you do now. But time . . .  you know, time wears you down, it really does, no matter how eager you are. You devote your life to a cause and then you find  yourself  suddenly  growing  fat and bald and you discover nobody gives a damn about your cause. They're paying you your cushy salary to buy off their own consciences. So long as there's a buck to be made,  things won't  change much. It's enough to  drive you-"  He broke off.  "You  don't   really think that  anybody  gives a damn about anybody else,  do you?" He stood there looking faintly amused, a pudgy little man whom I should've been able to take with one arm tied behind my back. But he was ten times as dangerous as Ellis had ever imagined himself to be. "Only suckers care, Jim. I-" 

I dropped to the floor then, rolling fast to hit the shadows beyond the circle of light. His Mark II sprayed sparks and something burned past my shirt collar and squealed along the concrete floor. I sprawled flat and jerked my own pistol out. The first shot went low and there was the sharp sound of scored metal and I cursed briefly to myself-I must have brushed the car.  There was silence and I scrabbled further back into the darkness. I wanted to pot the light but the bulb was still swaying  back  and  forth  and chances were I'd  miss  and waste the shot. Then there was the sound of running and I jumped to my feet and saw Dave  heading  for the  door I had come in by.  He  seemed oddly defenseless-he was  chubby and slow and knock-kneed and ran like a woman. 

"Dave!" I screamed. "Dave! STOP!" 

It was an accident, there was no way to help it. I aimed low and to the side, to knock him off his feet, and at the same time he decided to  do what I  had  done  and  sprawl  flat in the shadows. If he had 
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 stayed on his feet, the small rocket would have brushed him at knee level. As it was, it smashed his chest. 

 He crumpled and I ran up and caught him before he could hit the floor.  He twisted slightly in my arms so he was staring at the car when he died. I broke into tears. I couldn't help that either. I would remember the things Dave had done for me long after I had forgotten the one night he had tried to kill me. A threat to kill is unreal-actual blood and shredded flesh had its own reality. 

 I let him down gently and walked slowly over to the phone in the comer. Monte should still be in his office, I thought. I dialed and said, "The Director, please," and waited for the voice-activated relay to connect me.  "Monte, Jim Morrison here,  I'm over  at-" I paused. 

 'Tm  sorry, I thought it was  Monte-"  And  then I  shut  up and let the voice  at the  other end of the  line tell me that  Monte had  died with the window open and the night air filling his lungs with urban vomit.  "I'm sorry," I  said  faintly,  'Tm  sorry,  I'm  very sorry," but the voice went on and I realized that I was listening to a recording and  that there  was  nobody in the office at all.  Then,  as the voice continued, I knew why. 

 I let the receiver fall to the floor and the record started in again, as if expecting condolences from the concrete. 

 I should call the cops, I thought, I should-But  I  didn't.  Instead I  called Wanda.  It would  take an hour or more for her to collect the foodstuffs in the apartment and to catch an electricab but we could be out of the city before morning came. 

 And  that was pretty  funny because morning  was never coming. 

 The recording  had  said  dryly  that the tagged radioactive chimney exhausts had arrived, that the  dragon's breath had circled the globe and the winds blowing in were as  dirty as the air already over the city. Oh, it wouldn't happen right away, but it wouldn't be very long, either . . .. 

 Nobody  had given a damn,  I thought; not here nor any other place. Dave had been right, dead right. They had finally turned it all into a sewer and the last of those who cared had coughed his lungs out trying for a breath of fresh air that had never come, too weak to close a window. 

 I walked back to the car sitting in the circle of light and ran a finger  down the scored fender where the small rocket had scraped the paint. Dave would never have forgiven me, I thought. Then I opened the door and got in and settled slowly back into the seat. I fondled the shift and  ran  my eyes  over  the instrument panel,  the speedometer and the tach and the fuel  and oil gauges and the small  clock .... The keys dangled from the button at the end of the hand brake. It was a 
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 beautiful  piece of machinery, I thought again.  I  had never loved a piece of machinery ... until now. 

 I ran my hands around the wheel, then located the starter switch on the steering column.  I jabbed in the key and closed my eyes and listened to the scream of the motor and felt its power shake the car and wash over me. The movie at the club had been my only lesson but in its own way it had been thorough and it would be enough. I switched off the motor and waited. 

 When Wanda got there we would take off for the high ground. 

 For the mountains and the pines and that last clear lake and that final glimpse of the blue sky before it all turned brown and we gave up in final surrender to this climate of which we're so proud .... 
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THE HUNTING 

SEASON 

 I. 

 The Warders strutted up and down, 

 And kept their herd of brutes. 

 Their uniforms were spick and span, 

 And they wore their Sunday suits, 

 But we knew the work they had been at, 

 By the quicklime on their boots. 

 "The Ballad of Reading Gaol" 

 --Oscar Wilde 

D AVID BLACK WAS AFRAID. 

 He had tried to control it but knew it showed in the glistening shine on his pale face. In the nervous jump of his cheek muscles, and in his restless pacing  back and forth on the faded rug, alternating between the rumpled bed and the worn  writing  desk, with stops every few minutes at the soot-streaked window to note the position of the setting sun. 

 It was late afternoon. An hour or so more and the hunting season would begin. 

 He crossed over  to the bed  and  sat  down.  He was  afraid,  he thought, like so many others must have been. Afraid with the fear 
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that  showed in the sudden palsy of your  hands,  the fear  you  could smell in the sweat that soaked your clothes. 

But the State had  promised  to review his  case, he thought. And when they  did, there  wasn't  any  doubt  that  he would get  a reprieve.The  State,  in  its  benevolence,  would  call  him back and restore his rights as a citizen. Perhaps they would reprimand him for having expressed his thoughts as he had, but it would go no further. 

The thought cheered him somewhat. The State would rectify its error and that would be that. But they would have to hurry-He forced  it from his  mind. The  noises  from the  street  drifted through the partially open window and he listened attentively, sorting them out and identifying them in his mind. There was the honking wail of conveyances-for-hire, the cries of the newsprint vendors, and the mumble of the early evening crowd, looking for a happy time in the hot and steaming heart of the city. 

The noises and cries of the human jungle; the jungle he was soon going to have to hide in. 

He lay back in the bed, his head raised a little by the pillow, and stared at the room. It was neo-American, early  Western Civilization period;  a  relatively shabby room,  even  by  twentieth century standards, equipped with a  primitive bed  with protesting springs and  gray  linen  worn  to  the  thickness  of  a  tissue,  a  wooden writing desk with deep  scratches on the top, and the usual  floral patterned  wallpaper that  was peeling  in  spots. There  was  no ventilation and no breeze-the  curtains hung stiffly by the open I window-and the room was filled with the muggy heat of summer. 

Outside  the window, the  red  neon sign of the  candy  shop  below winked on and off, suffusing the room with a reddish glow and then fading into blackness. 

The room wasn't essentially  different  from  a  monk's  cell of the middle  ages, he  thought.  But  for  what he had  been  able to pay, he couldn't have expected anything better. 

His  hand automatically felt  in the pocket  of his  pants and came out with a leather billfold. There were cards in it that gave him a false identity, good for at least the three days of the hunting season, and a few green money bills of small denominations, barely enough to live on  for that length  of time. He moistened  his  thumb  and  started  to count the few bills, then went through the pieces of silver. 

He had just finished when there was a knock at the door. 

He stiffened and shot a glance towards the window. It was dusk and the street illumination bulbs had been turned on, but a pale glow still lingered in the west. A half hour of grace remained. Reed must 
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 be paying him an early visit before the hunt, not an unusual thing to do. He had done it himself upon occasion. 

 He got up from the bed and brushed his damp black hair back from his forehead, then opened the door. 

 Reed stood smiling in the doorway, wearing the usual uniform of the hunt: an all-black, finely tailored suit of the particular time period the hunt was being held in, with a thin red thread woven in around the  collar and  the  cuffs.  The black of the suit represented the web of the huntsman, the red the trail of the hunted. Reed himself was a tall, somewhat thin man, with tightly compressed lips and a hungrylooking face. 

 "You  still have  half  an  hour, David," he said.  "I didn't think you'd object to seeing me before the hunt begins." His voice was husky and well-modulated, studiously polite. 

 Black  smiled  somewhat  hesitantly.  "I don't believe  I have any choice," he said, standing to one side. 

 Reed came in and eased his slight frame into the straight backed chair by the writing desk. "That's right," he said, "you don't." He settled back in the chair, making sure the crease in his pants cut over his knees correctly, and inspected the  room casually, paying special attention to the rumpled bed and the well-filled ashtray on the bed table. " Afraid, David?" His voice was tinged with mock concern. 

 Black felt a growing sense of shock. He didn't know exactly what he had expected; perhaps a you-and-I-all-know-this-is-all-a-mistake attitude, or an  expressed hope of stringing the  hunt along until a reprieve arrived from the State.  But Reed was treating him like any other quarry, as if he had every intention in the world of carrying the hunt through to its logical end. 

 "Just nervous," Black lied, his face fading to a chalky white. "I've had too much experience with the hunts to be frightened." 

 Reed smiled bleakly.  "I like your spirit, the hunt promises to be that much more entertaining. But don't forget that all your experience happens to be on the other side." He paused a moment for the effect, then asked casually:  "Do you have any idea how many citizens have signed up as huntsmen?" 

 Black resisted an impulse to  ask;  Reed  would undoubtedly answer his own question. 

 "Close to  five  hundred! Think of that,  five  hundred! "  Reed chuckled pleasurably.  "You see, it was the lure of experienced game that brought them out." 

 Black stared blindly out of the window, not seeing anything beyond the pane of glass and  not bothering to reply to the voice at his back. 
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"Considering you're a traitor to the State, you haven't been treated too badly,"  Reed continued sharply. "You're much better off than if  we had held  the  hunt  in  Sixteenth Century Spain during the Inquisition or perhaps  ancient Rome during the reign of Caligula. 

You may even like it here during the brief period of the hunt.  It's a fairly civilized culture, at least in the material sense." 

"Nothing has come of my petition to the State for another hearing and a reprieve, has there?" Black asked, trying to keep his avid interest from showing in his voice. 

Reed shrugged. "I shouldn't expect one, if I were you. For myself, I think it rather brazen for a traitor to ask for one." 

Another shock. "I don't consider myself a traitor, Reed." 

"You  questioned  State  theory,  and  you  questioned  it  in public,"  Reed  pointed out.  He smiled.  "You  should  learn to control your tongue." 

It  was  becoming clearer by  the  moment,  Black  thought  with despair.  He  had  voiced objections  to the hunts  several  times, but each time he thought he had voiced them on a more or less personal basis, to a  few  private  acquaintances.  But  there   were  cash rewards for those who denounced traitors to the State, and one of them had probably  made  capital  of his  utterances.  And  that  one-though his  accuser's  name  had  never  been  mentioned  at the trial-was probably Joseph  Reed. 

With sudden mental savagery he clung to his belief that the State would review his case and give him a reprieve. They had to! In every other way, he had been an outstanding citizen-There  was  a  short  silence  and  then  he  asked  Reed suddenly: 

"You've studied up on this civilization, haven't you?" 

"The mark of the experienced hunter, David." 

Black  stalked  to  the  window  and  looked  out  into  the neon-lit darkness. "I have only a few moments left," he said shortly. "I would like to spend them alone." 

 Reed stood up, ready to leave. "You know the rules?" 

"You know I do." 

Reed  opened  the  door,  then  paused,  his   face  thoughtful. "You have our choice of the way in which you want the hunt to end." 

The  quarry  was  always  allowed  that  much  of  a  choice, Black thought. 

"From the front. One burn, right between the eyes." 

Reed  caught  the  implication  and  laughed.  "Don't  try  to embarrass me, David." Then he was gone. 

He still had twenty minutes to go before sundown. 
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 Black locked the door of the room,  then went  into the not-tooclean bathroom, and stripped, stuffing his clothes into a paper bag. 

 He nearly scalded himself before he  found how the knobs  for the shower worked, then he soaked himself thoroughly, sudsing every inch of his body with a cheap deodorant soap. 

 There was a full length mirror on the inside of the closet door and he inspected himself briefly before going on to the next step. He was of medium height and fairly muscular, with  the rugged, hard look that heavy physical exercise had given him. His face was broad and not too handsome, falling more into the trite classification of another time as "clean cut." 

 There was  little he  could do about his skeletal  framework,  he thought, or the little mannerisms of speech and action that were peculiarly individual, peculiarly his.  But  there  were some  things  that could be changed.  He hunched his shoulders together and let them slope forward a little, then practiced a slightly mincing gait in front of the mirror. It wasn't altogether satisfactory, and  there would probably be lapses as he  forgot himself, but at least it was different from his usual stride. 

 He turned from the mirror to one of the dresser drawers, took out a small jar, and applied a very thin coating of its contents to his body, working  from  his  face down. A  moment later he was one shade lighter. A few snips with the scissors gave his hair a shaggy but short look, and a little wax altered the lines of his face. 

 The dresser yielded a change of clothing complete from shorts to a carefully rumpled, cheap suit. He dressed and topped it off with a pair of thick-lensed glasses. The results, when viewed in the mirror, weren't bad. The student type, a variety common to this particular age. 

 Then he began to feel a growing sense of hopelessness. The shower and the bath with the strong soap would throw off any mechanical Sniffers that Reed might have-but only  for a few hours. After that, the odor of the soap  would wear off and the  sweaty,  telltale smell of his body would replace it.  And his change of clothing and facial disguise would fool only the most incompetent of huntsmen. 

 But even if he fooled only one, it would be worth it. 

 He placed the paper bag  containing his  clothes in  the metal wastebasket and  flamed it with his Williams. There was a puff of smoke from the basket and the slight odor of scorched paint. 

 At least, he reflected, he had had enough sense to make plans in case the State's reprieve was delayed or late in coming. 

 Five minutes to go-

 He could  feel  the moisture start to bead on his  forehead again. 

 Outside was the jungle of some four million people who would live 
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their lives and go their insignificant ways the next three days in total ignorance of the five hundred huntsmen among them. The five hundred eager citizens of his own time, all carefully schooled in the culture of this  century,  all tensely waiting for the moment  when they would start to comb the city for him. 

And Reed himself was a relentless hunter, the kind who liked to toy with his quarry, who let the quarry think he had a chance up to the very last. 

Black shivered, recalling the several hunts he and Reed had been on together.  But that was a long time back, when he had still enjoyed the  favored  rank of  citizen; before he  had  been  denounced to the State,  convicted in the trial, and consequently made available as a quarry for the hunt. 

 It must be only a question of time before his reprieve was forthcoming! 

He looked out at the dirty granite buildings, steaming in the summer heat, and felt a momentary touch of nostalgia, and intense longing for the neat and orderly existence he had recently led, for the youthfulness that never questioned Authority, and the regimented thinking that had never allowed misfortune-breeding thoughts about the hunts. 

Sixty seconds-

His chances  were  very slight.  No  quarry  had  ever  survived the hunts. Reed would get him, if not on the first day, probably the second and definitely the third. And unlike Reed, he was at a disadvantage because he knew so little about the civilization he was stranded in. He was a stranger, he had never hunted here before. 

 But surely the State-

There was a mechanical  whirr behind him. 

He  whirled.  The  noise was coming from  a  small recorder attached beneath the bed.  With slightly metallic overtones, it said in the suave tones of Joseph Reed: "It's sundown, David. We're waiting for you." 

The hunting season had opened. 

 II. 

 Silently we went round and round, 

 And through each hollow mind 

 The Memory of dreadful things 

 Rushed like a dreadful wind, 

 And Horror stalked before each man, 

 And Terror crept behind. 

"The Ballad of Reading Gaol" 

-Oscar Wilde 
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 She was small and blonde and apparently lonely; she had settled at his table a few minutes before, unasked and unwanted. 

 "What's your opinion on the minorities question?" she asked. 

 He looked at her, puzzled. "Am I supposed to have an opinion?" 

 he asked slowly. 

 She  took  in his  cheap  suit,  pale  face  and thick  glasses  with  a practiced eye. "You look like the kind who should have an opinion," 

 she said. "You look like you belong to one." 

 He said cautiously: "Maybe I do." 

 She nodded, faintly triumphant.  "That's  what  I thought. I can spot them a mile away." 

 The words were unfamiliar, but the tone wasn't. The kind of tone that citizens used in referring to rankandfilers in  his own  time.  His face flushed slightly. 

 His companion suddenly  looked  sorry.  "Don't mind  me," she said. "This is my night for being nasty. I was stood up and I guess I'm taking it out on you. Have a drink?" 

 He nodded and transferred his attention to the crowd, studying the faces of the people in the tiny room. Somewhere close by a hoarse voice whispered  lyrics  into  a microphone,  trying  to drown  out the yammering piano that accompanied it. 

 The girl gestured to a nearby waiter and turned back to her too-sober friend.  "What made you pick out this particular spot?  It's my favorite." 

 She couldn't be a huntsman, he thought alertly. She was too soft, physically and mentally. And she didn't have the hard fire in her eyes that a citizen did; she was safe 

 "I thought this would be just the place to get away from it all," he said dryly. 

 But he still had a long way to go, he thought. He had left his shabby hotel room at sundown, plunging into the neon-lighted wilderness, alive with a multitude of sights and sounds utterly unfamiliar to him. 

 The swirling crowds and the blinking lights and shrieking noises had confused him for a moment, and then he had headed for the busiest section of the city, looking for the crowds where he would be inconspicuous. Inconspicuous-and safe from Reed's Sniffers or any one of the five hundred anxious citizens searching for him. 

 He had found just the section he wanted in the entertainment district of the city: the section snarled with traffic and throngs of people, red-faced from the reflection of the signs advertising the cheap wine houses and the theaters. He had chosen one of the wine shops at random and found a  miraculously  empty booth in the rear, where he could watch the people as they drifted in and out. 
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The  waiter was  back  with  two glasses,  one  for him  and one for the girl. Black  caught  the green of a  small roll  of bills in her purse when she paid for them and he watched her carefully when she put the purse down on the leatherette seat beside her. It was on the outside, the strap hanging over the edge. 

"Here's mud in your eye," she said, raising her glass. She hesitated when she had it up to her mouth and gave him a coy look. "If I'm going to drink a toast, I'll have to know your name." 

"David," he said absently. 

" I  like  plain  names,"  she  said.  "They  tell  you  so  little about people." 

He felt ill at ease. Women had always acted more circumspect in his  own  time,  more  along  the  lines of what  the  State  had  deemed worthy for the citizen class. 

But he forgot. That class didn't exist here. 

"You're  a  little on  the  shy side,  aren't  you?"  the girl asked, her eyes laughing at him. 

He wasn't listening. Two tables away a middle-aged couple were watching him  intently.  He  stared  back  and  then let  his eyes slide away, but not before he had seen their look of intense interest change to one of half-concealed amusement. 

His  palms  felt sticky.  Maybe it  was  just  his  imagination, maybe he was mistaken. 

The  three-piece  band  broke into  a  ragged harmony  and  the minute dance floor was soon crowded with couples. 

"The  best  way  to  overcome  shyness  is  to  dance,"  the girl suggested, "if you feel up to it." 

'Tm not very good," he said, and proved it for a torturous turn or two of the floor. The middle-aged couple  were close behind him, watching his every move. 

He was  right,  he thought,  panicky.  He was caught  in  the huntsmen's  web. They had spotted him  already  and it probably hadn't been  too hard. The entertainment district had been the logical  place for him to try and hide in, and a few hundred huntsmen could cover it  without  too  much  difficulty.  They  had  probably been  spotted around in different establishments, just waiting for him to show up. 

Back at the table, the girl said:  "What's eating you? You look like you've seen a ghost." 

"It's nothing," he said quickly.  "Just warm in here." 

"Maybe  we ought to leave," she suggested. "I know just-" 

"No thanks." 

"I've been  wasting  my  time,  haven't  I?"  Her  face  was  frozen in a tight smile. 

[image: Image 70]

THE HUNTING SEASON  •  53 

He smiled. "You said it, I didn't." 

Two tables down, the middle-aged man and his wife caught his eye  and  nodded  slightly. They  had  spoken to the  waiter  a moment before and were now holding the same type of glass to their lips that he had.  Black  understood-a cat and mouse game. You  have  wine, we'll have wine. You have something else, we'll have something else. 

Just to let you know we know who you are, my boy. 

There wasn't any  doubt about  it.  They  had  the  lean  and  hard look that  rugged  physical training gave to all citizens. And they were enjoying this. They  wouldn't notify Reed or call  for  outside help  until  he  went  to leave.  They  wanted  to see him  sweat  and struggle for a while. 

He ran his  finger  down  the  list  of drinks  on  the  menu  but the names were confusing and didn't tell him what he wanted to know, so he turned to the girl and asked a carefully phrased question. 

She looked at him curiously. "You meet the oddest whacks in this town," she said, half to herself. Then: "Try beer." 

He  switched  to  beer. The  middle-aged couple did likewise. 

Several bottles later the  middle-aged man got up and headed for the  rear of  the  room. Black smiled grimly  to himself and  stood up to follow. 

"Don't be long, David," his companion giggled, then turned back to look  at  the floor  show  where  a  tired  M.C. was  mouthing  a tired comedy routine. 

"Don't worry," Black said soothingly, "I'll be right back." 

After he had left, the girl's slightly fuzzy expression turned to one of beady-eyed sobriety.  She looked down and noticed with satisfaction  that  Black  had  stolen  her  money-filled  purse,  then  turned  her attention to the woman two tables away. The middle-aged man's wife was  staring  worriedly in the direction her  husband  and Black had taken,  obviously debating whether or  not to call the manager. Her fingers were idly playing with the catch of her handbag. 

She would have to risk it but it had to be done, the girl thought. 

She  got  to  her  feet  and  weaved unsteadily toward  the  entrance. 

Halfway there, she lurched against one of the tables and accidentally knocked  a handbag to the  floor.  Before  she  could  stop  herself,  she stepped on it, then apologized drunkenly and retrieved it for the furiously angry woman it belonged to. 

Outside in the  muggy  night  heat,  she took a  brief  moment  for self-congratulations. She had started  Black's education  and she had managed to furnish him with money that would undoubtedly come in handy. And when she had stepped on  the handbag,  she had felt the satisfying crunch and pop of a transceiver communication set. 
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Which meant that Black was, for the moment, in the clear. 

He dropped  from the window into a refuse laden alley smelling of  garbage  and  stale beer  and  started  running. Once  on  the open street he slowed down and headed east toward the park bordering the lake. His head was throbbing and he felt sick. There had been the two of them in the small, dirty washroom. He hadn't meant to do more  than bind and  gag  the  middle-aged  man, but the man had struggled and tried to scream, to attract attention. So he had to ... to--

To kill him. The expedient thing to do; the  only thing he could have done under the circumstances. But  the middle-aged  man had,  in a  sense, only himself  to blame. He had  forgotten one of the basics of the hunts-that cornered  quarry are  desperate and therefore dangerous. 

He swore to himself.  He hadn't meant to kill that man! And conceivably it could prejudice the State against him. 

The changing lights on a traffic signal caught him halfway across the street  and  he found  himself  in the middle of  a  rushing  stream of  traffic, dodging the wildly honking cars  and  clanging trolleys and  swearing at  the shrill  whistle of the traffic policeman that called  attention  to himself. Then the shadowed  safety of the park swallowed him up. 

He found  a bench and  sat down,  relaxing in the  darkness. Reed would be along, but not for ten or twenty minutes yet. Time enough to consider his  next  move  and  then be up and-running again. His position had improved but only slightly. He had successfully evaded the first huntsman and had stolen a large supply of the green paper money. In this culture, as in all others, it would be more than useful. 

But the  death  of  the  first  huntsman  would  make  all the  others that much more vigilant, that much more anxious to be known as the first to find him, the first-so to speak-to nail his pelt to the wall. 

He suddenly tensed. Somebody was coming up the walk. 

He  sank  further back  into the darkness that  hid  the bench  and held  his breath;  his hand  curled  tightly  around  the  Williams  in his pocket. The  footsteps  approached,  paused  at the bench,  and  then passed on. 

"Sorry," a voice trailed back, "I thought it was vacant." 

Just a  young  couple,  strolling in  the  park in  the  summer.  A practice,  he  remembered,  that  the  State  frowned  on, but not one unknown. 

He let his breath out  in a slow sigh and  picked  up his thoughts where he had  left them. The  hunt  itself  was  divided  into three sections. The first from sundown to sundown. Then an hour break, and 
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the  hunt was  on  to the  next  sundown. Another hour break,  and a hunt to the finish. If Reed was able to, he could end it during any one of those periods. 

He probably wouldn't choose to do so, however. Reed would let him run until exhaustion and lack of sleep and the frustrating feeling of being cornered had begun to weigh upon him and distort his common sense. It seemed likely that Reed would play with him until the very last part of the hunt. 

But  he  didn't  dare  depend  on  it.  Reed  might consider that he would think along those exact lines-and plan accordingly. 

He yawned. It was past midnight now. Most of the theaters and wine  shops  would be letting out and the  merry-makers  would  be going  home. The city would  revert  back  to a desert,  populated only by night watchmen. 

And once  the city became  even  partially  deserted,  he'd be  that much easier to track. 

He got up and started walking down the sidewalk, keeping within the shadow of the trees.  Somewhere a few blocks behind him, he could hear the low purr of a car traveling slowly down the street. He turned  and  made  it  out,  two  blocks  down. Its headlights  were  off. 

One block over was another car, motor idling, just creeping down the pavement. And under a streetlamp, a block away; a man was lighting a cigarette and staring calmly in his direction. 

They were waiting for him to do something. 

Waiting. 

He cut through  one  of the  grassy stretches of the  park and ran south, the only avenue of escape that didn't seem to be covered by his pursuers.  His  frantic stride  took  him  through  a few blocks of soft shrubbery  and grass,  and then  the  park was  at an end. There was nothing beyond but a large, open court in front of a railroad station. 

The court was  lit  by  a  string  of street lamps,  so  he  couldn't  cross  it without being seen. 

There was no escape that way. 

A car, one of those that had been idling in the park before, drove up to the court. Nobody got out. 

Sweat started to creep down Black's spine. This could be the final showdown as well as not. They knew he was dangerous, that he had killed one  of the citizens  of the hunt.  They  could  very  well  have decided not to let him go farther.  Even now they were probably just waiting for Reed to show up. And the cars had spotlights; they had only to light up his particular patch of shrubbery-He glanced desperately about. In front of him was the court, and behind-not  too  far  behind-the  soft pad of other  footsteps  on the 
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 springy grass. On his right was another well lighted and undoubtedly well patrolled street while on his left-On his left was the edge of the park and the court, an iron railing and a sheer drop to the freight yards of the train station-a maze of tracks, box cars and empty commuter trains sitting on their sidings. 

 He  tensed his  legs  under  him and made  a  sudden  dash for the railings. There was an eerie silence broken only by the slap of his feet on the cement of the court and then he was at the railing.  He extended his arms in front of him and dove over, doing a  flip in  the air  so he would land on  all fours.  There  was  a split second  of  breathless  falling  and  then  he  thudded  into  the cinders along the tracks, the sharp coals chewing into the palms of  his  hands.  He  scrambled  to  his  feet  and  dodged behind some freight cars, then decided to follow the tracks still farther south,  until  he hit a  residential  section  where  perhaps  he could lose himself again. 

 He paused only long enough to glance back and see the gentle bobbing of lanterns as a few men gathered at the railing where he had gone over. Then the lanterns dipped and he knew they were climbing down after him. 

 They still hadn't made a sound. 

 The houses were crowded close together along both sides of the narrow  street.  Some  were small,  clapboard affairs, the wood black and rotting from wet winters and rainy springs, sandwiched in between the frowning tenements of brick where the rooms were rationed one to a family. On some of the buildings, Black could see people sleeping on mattresses placed on the rusting fire escapes.  He even thought he could hear their  snoring and other noises of slumber. 

 The alleys and the back yards were as quiet as the streets, but smelled worse.  He doubled through several of them, through yards that were nothing but clay and cinders, and up alleys alive with little furry  things  that blinked their  beady eyes suspiciously at him and then went back to rooting in the garbage. 

 It  was a  district that reminded him of  the sections where the rankandfilers of his own time lived.  A  hundred thousand people buried alive in crumbling brick and mortar flats. He stopped under the street lamp at one intersection and cocked his ear, listening. 

 There was no one in  sight but he  could feel the people in  the buildings, tossing and muttering on stinking mattresses in bedroom cells or  else pacing the floor, their eyes burning  for  the sleep that wouldn't come. 
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Or maybe couples had sprawled out  on blankets  in  the  back yards, snatching the oxygen  from  the dry clumps  of faded green grass, waiting for a cooling breeze to work its solitary way down the thin canyons that separated the buildings. 

It  wasn't long before he  sensed  that the huntsmen had found him again. 

 A huntsman's car, prowling through tlze dimly lit streets, smelling him out from a  hundred  thousand others.  A gradual sense of  activity in  the neighborhood, foreign  to  the sleeping people  in  the buildings.  Somebody he could  hear walking a few  blocks  away,  the slamming of  a  car door  to let somebody out just around the comer. 

 The baying of five hundred hounds. 

He  quit using the open street and clung close to the shadowy buildings, silently  feeling his way through the alleys and the back yards. Near one of the buildings, a foot away from where he was walking, a  small  spot  on  the sidewalk hissed  and grew red, then crumbled into powder. 

A  burn  from  a  Williams,  from  somebody hiding across the street-still playing with him, still toying.  He caught his breath and ran, leaping a wire fence and padding silently through the yards. The moon  helped  him  for  a  minute and  then  it  disappeared behind a cloud and he was in pitch blackness. 

Something  felt  soft  beneath  his  foot,  and  he  stumbled to  the  ground.  There  was  a  flash  of light  as  somebody  lit a match  a  few  feet  a way  and  he  found himself staring  into a startled face, whose expression  quickly  smoothed  out  to  one  of dangerous blankness. 

The face said:  "You don't belong here. You better move." There was a   click from a  piece of plastic  the  man  held in his hand and  the plastic sprouted a six-inch length of steel blade. "Now." 

Black felt like the blood was going to ooze out his shoes and then he was up and away, running. 

Running. 

What'll you have?" 

"Something to drink." 

"We don't serve drinks here-only coffee." 

Black had the feeling that the counterman would be just as happy if he got up and left. 

"Coffee, then. That's what I meant." 

"Anything else?" 

Black  stared  at  the  menu  through  blood-shot  eyes  and picked something to go with  the  dark, bitter-tasting brew that 
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 was called coffee.  It  was getting near morning and the small lunch counter was filling up with people on their way to work. 

 They took fleeting notice of his torn and dirty clothing and the stubble on his tired face and then turned back to their morning coffee and eggs with an outward show of disinterest that masked the curiosity within. 

 Early morning felt good, Black thought-the  sun  and the cool air, rolling up the night like a  window shade. It felt even better to be in the  lunch  counter, with  the  sunlight streaming through  the  windows  and  highlighting  the  red-checked tablecloths, and the pleasant clatter of spoons against cups and the sleepy mumble of early morning conversation. 

 He  downed the  last of  the  the  coffee and used a  gray piece of bread to sponge up the egg yolk.  Not so long ago, he thought with a  sudden longing, mornings had  been  different.  You were awakened,  along with a  few  hundred others, at the  crack  of dawn.  You showered and  dressed  with  military  precision  and left the barracks a half hour later for the antiseptic dining hall, where the food was plain but prepared under sanitary conditions and scientifically calculated to contain the minimum for the day in protein and carbohydrates and vitamins. 

 For  a  brief  second  he  worried  about  the  caloric  and mineral content of what he was eating, then laughed to himself and dismissed it. 

 He had another cup of the bitter  coffee and casually inspected the people  around him.  They  seemed  to  come  in  all shapes and sizes and wore a wide variety of garments, as wide a variety as  the people  in  the  wine  shops  the  other  night.  Some  had briefcases  and were rather  formally  dressed;  others had on old and patched clothing and were obviously going to work in factories. 

 No standardization, he thought distastefully, a  simple  sort  of anarchy. Something like the rankandfilers in his own time. 

 He swallowed the last dregs of his coffee and got to his feet to pay the counterman. Enough people were on the streets to cover his movements; it would be safe to leave. 

 At the cash register, the counterman  ticked  off the items on his breakfast check,  then punched the register  and  handed  him a few coins in change. 

 Just  before  he turned away,  the counterman lowered  his voice and  said  with  a sly smile:  "You're  too easy a mark,  Black.  Hunter Reed's going to be disappointed. Maybe you ought to start running again, hmmm ?" 
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III. 

 He does not sit with silent men 

 Who watch him night and day; 

 Who watch him when he tries to weep, 

 And when he tries to pray, 

 Who watch him lest himself should rob 

 The prison of its prey. 

"The Ballad of Reading Gaol" 

-Oscar Wilde 

He had been herded, he thought grimly. Herded to the south side where  Reed's  men  had  kept  contact  with him  every  minute of the time, playing  with  him,  wearing  him  down,  tiring  him  out. They wouldn't close in  for  the  kill until the  last period,  when  he was fatigued from lack of sleep  and jittery with the knowledge that his enemies  were invincible. Then  they  would sit back  and watch him blunder and stumble in the web. 

The streets  were alive with people,  all  of  them  too  sleepy or  too busy among themselves to notice him. For  the moment, he had achieved  the  blessed sanctuary of anonymity. He caught one  of  the  rumbling  streetcars  and  rode  a  few  blocks  to  a crowded  intersection,  then  transferred  to  a  bus  and rode  a few more.  Inside  of  an  hour  he  had left behind him  a  maze of transfers  and cut  backs  and parallel  riding.  He felt reasonably certain that he had lost himself in the crowds, that nobody had been able to follow him. 

There was a residential district not far from the heart of the city, and he walked  through  it  rather  slowly,  feeling  momentarily safe from  the  perils  of the hunt. It  was  a  well  kept  up neighborhood, with  neat  looking,  brightly  painted  bungalows  and  thick,  green lawns.  He looked  at  the homes with a touch  of envy.  They  weren't highly standardized  and  they  were  hardly what you  would call functional, but there was still something bright and appealing about them-a something, he decided, his own time lacked. 

It was after breakfast and housewives were hanging out the wash while  husbands  of the executive  stripe  were just heading to work. 

After  them  came  the sharp-eyed  children  on  roller  skates,  roaring down the sidewalk  to school-little girls  with bright,  print dresses and boys with worn corduroys and battered schoolbooks. 

Black  watched  them  curiously. There  didn't seem  to be  any order  to  it.  No marching,  no uniforms,  no squeaky  voiced  squad leader shrilling commands. 
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 That  was  it,  that's what made it seem  so strange.  There  was no order to the society, no purpose,  no goal. The  people  were too-individualistic. 

 The  crisp  newness of the neighborhood gradually faded to a sooty, run-down district of old houses then gave way to a manufacturing belt around the center of the city. 

 With  a  start he recognized  where he was. Just beyond lay the park and the court and the railroad station.  A different station now than the deserted one of the previous evening. It was humming with activity, disgorging steady  streams  of people  on  their  way to work or to a  day's shopping.  It  was  the  time of day  when  the commuters come to town. 

 The  station, he  decided,  would be his hiding place for  the next few hours. 

 The voices of the twentieth century. 

 Gitcher morning paper, allabout the war! Paper, mister?" 

 "No thanks, I-" 

 A briskly professional voice: "This is a special for commuters only. A box of Mrs.  Borrowman's chocolates to take to the girls at the office or the wife at home. What about you, sir?" 

 It took him a  moment to understand that a brusque nod was sufficient-or you could ignore them altogether. 

 A hoarse, blind voice with a  mechanical throat:  "The  Ashland Limited for  Woodstock,  Crystal Lake,  Beloit and Minneapolis and St.  Paul now ready on Track 6. All aboard!" 

 He bought a  paper  and settled on one of the hard wooden benches.  It would be a good idea  to buy a ticket to some city-any city-and leave Reed and his huntsmen far behind.  But Reed would have  the stations covered;  that  would be the  first thing to occur  to him. The train stations and bus depots and air terminals. They would all be watched by alert, eager huntsmen .. Even now he was running something of a risk by being in the  station, but the attention of any possible pursuers  was  most likely glued on  the  ticket windows, watching those who bought tickets out of the city. 

 His eyes left the paper for a moment and darted about the terminal. You could play a game and try to pick out Reed's men-Like the solitary man at the lunch counter, watching the terminal in the big mirror behind the automatic coffee urns. 

 Or  maybe not.  He  looked too tired, his eyes  were too red. 

 Probably a nightshift worker catching a bite before going home. 

 Or perhaps  the  woman waiting  by a pillar,  looking  in  her  compact mirror and repairing her face. 
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A  minute later she picked  up her baggage and  disappeared through  the  gates,  when  her  tra in time  was  announced  over a loudspeaker. 

Black could feel the nervousness build  up  within  him.  It  would take so little  to  walk up  to  the  window,  push  some  money  through the wire wicket opening, and buy his freedom out of this city. 

Perhaps-

 The man in brown afcw benches down! 

Black could  have  sworn  he  was  a  huntsman, but the man suddenly got up and walked  to the gate where people were streaming  out.  He  cut  into  the  crowd  and  took  a  suitcase from  a  rather plump, elderly woman, and the two left the station arm in arm. 

Black was on  his feet, clutching  his wallet  in  sweating  hands, walking towards the ticket window. 

And  then  his  heart started  a  frantic  triple beat and his courage trickled  out of him. Reed had  followed  his every move so far,  there was no reason  to imagine that  he would  have passed  up the station. 

He couldn't afford  to fool himself. To buy a  ticket now would make for certain detection. 

He walked into the men's washroom instead. 

One of the washbowls was free and he sloshed his face with cold water,  then  inspected  himself  in  the  mirror. His  eyes  were redrimmed from lack of sleep and a light, black stubble had sprouted on his face. There was a drugstore in the station proper and he went out and bought himself a shaving kit, then erased the beard. 

He felt a little cleaner after that, but the facilities of the washroom were limited  and  he couldn't  take  a  shower.  And  he  smelled. His clothes were full of his own body odor, a sure clue to his identity for any Sniffer. 

He  fumbled  around  his  pockets  and  came out with a  bottle  that had been in the handbag he had stolen in the wineshop. The oily liquid inside had a rather pleasing odor, one that was strong and would probably  be  lasting.  He  spilled  some on his  hands and  rubbed  it  on his face, and  ran some through his hair. It was bound to baffle any of the electronic gadgets that Reed might have. 

He had  just  finished drying his hands when a  man  in a blue uniform-he had learned that such uniforms designated men of the local police department-came into the washroom and stopped short, then turned a leering face towards him. 

"Hey, Joe, c'mere," he said over his shoulder. In  a  moment he was joined  by  another blue uniform. One of them came over and slapped Black sharply in the face. 

"Just like spring, isn't it? But don't you think it's kinda strong?" 
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Black reddened.  He could handle the both of them, but the uniform denoted authority and it was best not to antagonize it.  He had enough difficulties as it was. 

The other blue uniform suddenly stepped behind him, caught his harm and twisted it sharply. 

"You'll start no trouble here. On your way!" 

It occurred to Black that in some way he had violated a taboo of the civilization. 


"But I didn't-" 

A  sharper  twist and  a  shoving motion  towards  the  outside. 

"Yeah, we know. Beat it, bum!" 

Once  outside,  Black's mind twisted  with  helplessness  and anger. He had been a citizen once, with all the rights and prerogatives of one. 

It was a new experience to be treated as . . .  as-Sundown. 

An eternity of walking the streets,  dodging trackers, and hiding in theaters  and  libraries-any  place  where  a  crowd  would serve as cover. 

Sundown. An hour's rest before the fear would be on him again and he would be the hare at the head of the chase, dodging through the warrens of the city, desperately trying to find a hole to hide in. 

Sundown. The end of the first period of the hunt. And in  a small way, even if only by virtue of Reed's leniency,  it  was a triumph for him because he was still alive. 

He opened  the  door of the hotel  room  and  locked it carefully behind him. 

"Five minutes sooner, David, and you would have been a fraction of a second too early." 

Reed was sitting on the bed, holding a Williams in his hand. He looked disappointed. 

Black  tried to look as calm as  he  could.  "But  I  got here  too late, didn't I?" 

Reed cocked the  Williams and  pointed at his  chest. 'Tm  not  so sure-" Black was tired, but not too tired to whirl  to the window and breathe a sigh of relief at the steady blackness outside. 

Reed laughed and  put  the  pistol  away.  "A  little jumpy,  aren't you? But that will wear off sooner or later.  Exhaustion will conquer your  nerves."  He  looked amused.  "You've had  quite a  time  of it, haven't you?" 

Black wanted to remain silent but he had to ask the question that was hammering at the back of his mind. 

[image: Image 80]

THE HUNTING SEASON  •  63 

"Did the State-" he began stiffly. 

"Grand you a reprieve?" Reed laughed. "Don't worry,  David,  if they do, l'll be the first to let you know." 

Black fell silent. 

"I frankly didn't think you would jump the railing at the station," 

Reed continued,  "but I  already had  men  planted along  that  escape route,  in  case  you  did.  Nasty section of  the  city you  had to  go through. As a former citizen, you have my sympathy. It isn't easy to mingle with people like that." 

Silence. The muted noises from outside the window, the drip of water in the bathroom. 

"You  looked quite haggard at  the  lunch counter,  and I  don't think you enjoyed your coffee  and eggs too  well." A  slow smile. 

"I was in a business suit then, three stools down. We  lost you  on the  streetcars  and  buses  and  picked you  up  at  the  railway station. 

You  did the wise thing in not trying to leave  the city;  we couldn't have afforded that." 

The slow crawl of a fly on the night table was fascinating. Black let it absorb his  interest and  Reed's  words  seemed  to  come from far away. 

'Tm a little  sorry about the incident at the station, too.  It would have  worked  out  quite well, by  the  way,  in  fooling the  Sniffers, but you  would have  drawn considerable attention to yourself in another  sense. It's always  best to learn the customs  and taboos of a civilization as  soon  as possible,  David;  they  save  you  an  endless amount of trouble." 

The bed looked soft and inviting. He felt like he wanted to drown in sleep. 

Reed was watching closely. "You drew first blood today, David, but you'll have to do much better than that. I  had frankly expected more of you. You  used to enjoy quite a reputation as a hunter yourself, you know." He  was lost in thought for  a moment. "If you had come back early tonight, I think I would have ended the game then." 

Reed waited for a reaction but didn't seem too disappointed that there wasn't one. 

"As tired as you are," he mused, "it must have been a great temptation to come back here just ... a ... few ... seconds ... early." 

Elizabeth Smith wondered  when  the  time  would  come  when she had had enough. When she no longer would be able to sit there calmly and teach rows of insufferable little children, all sitting stiffly in  their chairs,  all  dressed  in  identical little uniforms,  and  all  with the  same intent  expression  on  their faces. Rapacious little sponges, 
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 sopping up knowledge because the State expected every school child to do its duty. 

 Someday the endless parade of  faces that shone with military immaculateness, the carefully restrained play, and the adult manner of the children-who-weren't-children would become too much, and she would simply  stand  up and walk  out,  never to come back.  Not even to her part in the revolution. 

 But  she didn't mean  that,  she  thought  hastily.  The only chance that children  would  become children  again some day lay with her and John and the others. 

 She sighed and finished her lecture.  "There will be exactly three minutes for a question period," she said briskly. "Any questions?" 

 A hand shot up in the second row. 

 "What are the  fundamental  differences between  citizens and rankandfilers?" a childish treble asked solemnly. 

 The boy  could be needling  her,  she thought,  or  it could be a planted question. Or it might even be a perfectly serious one. 

 "You  were  taught those differences in elementary," she  said tartly.  "It would pay you not to forget.  A citizen, by reason of birth and breeding,  is  superior  to a rankandfiler in both bloodlines  and native mental ability." 

 The boy then asked reluctantly: "What is the explanation for honorary citizens, then, who were not born to it?" 

 She must  remember his name,  she thought.  In  a  few years he would make excellent material.  He seemed capable of original thought, instead  of  the  mere parroting that  so  often  passed for thought. 

 She hesitated  just  long  enough, to plant  the seed of  doubt  in his mind, before she answered. "The State is perfectly capable of granting its own mark of superiority," she answered  coldly.  The answer sounded authoritative but meant exactly nothing. "That ends the questioning period. Class dismissed." 

 They  filed out of the room with military precision.  She got her books together and hustled down the corridor to the automatic lift. She had to hurry, to make good use of the fifteen minutes between classes. 

 She  got  out  on  the 110th floor  and  walked  down  the hall  to a plainly marked door. She hesitated a moment, then pressed her palm to the resilient surface of the door for recognition purposes. 

 "Name, please," a mechanical voice sounded. 

 "Elizabeth Smith," she answered, "to see John Doe." 

 The door swung silently open and she entered. The man behind the desk greeted her  warmly.  He was  tall,  on  the gangly side,  with the thin, ascetic face of a scholar. 
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 "Is the room screened?" she asked. 

 The man nodded.  "Of course." They made themselves comfortable on the small, utilitarian couch by the open window. 

 "How's the revolution going, John?" she began. 

 He grimaced.  "Slowly, as to be expected.  It's almost more of an evolution, than a revolution. Don't mistake me, though. I'm not advocating open revolt." 

 She laughed grimly. "You don't revolt that way against a culture as militaristic as this one. Sometimes I  almost think we ought to let everything go and let the citizens die out in  a thousand years from lack of breeding." 

 "Like the Spartans of ancient Greece, I suppose?" 

 "Well, why not?" she asked defensively. 

 "There's  nothing  basically  wrong  with  the  citizens  as  a class, Beth. It's the system that's all wrong, it's the system that has to be destroyed." 

 "Oh, I know that," she said moodily.  "Sometimes, though, well .. .it all seems so futile." 

 He stood up and looked out of the window, his hands clasped behind  him.  "We  make  haste  slowly,  Beth.  It's the best  way."  He changed the subject. "What about Black?" 

 "I took the time car back to the barbarian period he was stranded in  and  made contact  with  him  in a  small wine  shop.  He wasn't, of course, aware of my  identity.  I  planted a  statement about minority groups and then tempted him  with the money in my bag. Later that evening he stole the handbag. There were two citizens in  the shop observing  Black, and he  lured one  of  them  away. 

 Husband and wife team. I kept the wife from following  Black or notifying Hunter Reed." 

 He nodded, pleased. "How do you think he'll come out?" 

 "I don't know," she said reluctantly. "It's true that he objected to the hunts, which made him worth our attention in the first place. But I'm not at all sure that he disagrees with the State itself as a governing body or with its other policies. At present, I think he's living in hopes of a government reprieve." 

 "A rather foolish hope." 

 "Perhaps. Contact with with the various classes in the civilization that he's in will help him change." 

 Her companion  seemed absorbed with the coming and going of the 'copters and rockets over the city and kept silent. 

 "Do you have any more news on Black?" she asked finally. 

 He turned to face her, smiling  somewhat wanly. "He cuts quite a 
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handsome figure, doesn't he, Beth? Broad shoulders, athletic. Not the pale, scholarly sort like myself." 

'Tm interested in neither his  broad shoulders nor his engaging smile, but rather in what ways he could help us," she said coldly. 

He smiled. "The State has labored so long to build up its superiority-inferiority  myth that  it  sometimes  crops  out  even on  me-the stress they lay on the physical side." 

"What about Black?" she persisted. 

"We managed to keep  a man  on  Black  all  during the  night  and most of the day. But it wasn't easy and it was highly dangerous. Our own men and the huntsmen  were  rubbing elbows  all  the time, though fortunately without  discovery on  their part.  Our past experience gave us an edge in that respect." 

"What did Black do after I left him?" 

"What they all do, at first. Fled through all the sections of the city, devoting most of his energy to changing his locale once he suspected that he had been spotted. And as you know, that's a tiring and essentially useless procedure. Reed could have had him at any point during the hunt, though he apparently didn't prefer to do so. From our own psychological  analysis  of  Reed,  it  appears probable that  Black will  be spared until the last  period." He shook his head. "Whether Black survives or not depends primarily on himself." 

"What do you think of his value to us?" 

"Black is the first citizen to be condemned to the hunts as a quarry-a sure sign of the State's inner decay, by the way-and would be quite valuable if he threw in his lot with us.  But bear in mind that he would be valuable  only  if he recanted the  theories  of  the  State  and was  sincere in his  recanting. And  considering the  State  has  molded his mind in every line from sex to social structure since birth, I doubt very much that Black will suddenly discard those teachings now." 

"I still think he's worth our surveillance," she said. "The situation that  he's in,  no reprieve  from  the  State,  and Reed's  brutality  may shatter  his  illusions. And  a  study of  the  civilization he's now in may help,  too.  He'll   have  to  make  a  forced  study  of  it  if  he hopes to survive." 

He shrugged.  "We'll  keep  men  on  him  and  see  what  we  can do to  help.  You  can  make  contact  with him  again  and  certify  his opinion on the State and if there's any hope for him." He paused. 

"I trust you remember," he said thinly, "that one traitor could betray the lot of us." 

"I  could hardly  forget that. My  own  life would  be  forfeit  as much as  yours." Her face softened a  bit  and  she  came over  and stood by the window with him, looking out at the gray countryside 
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dotted  with the  military barracks of  the  citizens  and the  hovels of the rankandfilers. 

"Thf're's  a student in one  of  my  classes,"  she  said,  "who might bear watching. If we started indoctrination now, I think he would be quite useful later." 

"What's his name?" 

"Richard Roe," she said. 

"It's a good citizen name," he said, smiling. "But which Richard Roe is it?" 

"The one with the fat face and the cowlick that won't stay down." 

He  sobered.  "If  he's  got  a curious  mind, he'll pay heavily for  it before everything is said and done." 

She  turned  from the  window, bitter. "How  did  the State  ever become father and mother and lover and jailer?" 

It's  a  long story," he  answered  slowly,  gently erasing the wrinkles in her forehead  with the ball of his thumb. "Some day I'll tell you, Beth." 

IV. 

 But they were in their first youth, 

 It is  not the same. You who are young, remember that youth dies, 

"Short Ode" 

-Stephen Vincent Benet 

The night was cool and a fine mist was falling,  giving the streetlights  a halo effect. Most  of  the  evening crowd  had  been driven indoors and those who hadn't were huddled under the awnings and overhangs, impassively waiting for the drizzle to end. 

Black threaded his way from group to group, dodging as much of the rain as he could, well aware that the thinned out crowds made it more dangerous for himself; the veldt was always more risky to hide in than the jungle. 

His  muscles  were  aching  and  his  head  felt  heavy, his  eyelids a weight  pressing  down toward his chin. He  was sleepy-and yet he didn't  dare  think about  it. The more he  longed  for sleep, the more tired he became which  meant the more he longed  for sleep.  He had purchased  some caffeine tablets  at a drugstore but they didn't help much. The best  insomnia-producing agent, he reflected, was to concentrate on his own immediate danger. 

He hadn't given Reed much difficulty, he thought wryly. And if he had shown up at the hotel early, that would have been the end of 
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the game. It would have been too good a story for Reed to tell-how he had merely waited for  the  quarry to come  to him. As easy as shooting ducks in a pond. 

The rain was coming down harder now, in big drops that sounded like hail on  the wet awnings. The streets and the  sidewalks  were running with  streams  of water  that  gushed over the  walks  and  gurgled  into  the  gutters  at  the  corners. It  was  a  drenching night, the pavement a glistening, reflecting river. 

Except for the little dry spots about the size of a  small  coin that appeared on the walk in front of him like spots before his eyes. Small dry spots that kept pace with  him and emitted little puffs  of powdered cement when they appeared. Tiny little dry spots on the soaked pavement that told him the game had started all over again. 

He  wouldn't  be  stampeded this  time,  he  thought  grimly. They wanted to see him run, to see him dodge and twist through the city. 

He'd be a moving target then, one that might be  hard to hit but one they wouldn't lose track of either. 

He  gave  a  sideward glance to one  of the  store  windows and caught a  glimpse of his tracker half a  block behind. From what he could see,  his tracker was a young man with a  rubberized overcoat pulled up around his ears and a gray felt hat shadowing his face. 

The young, foolhardy kind, Black thought. The type he had been once, the type you could always count on to do something foolish. 

He  crossed  over a  block  and  stopped  in  front  of a  theater. He paid  for  a  ticket and found a  pair  of  seats  in  the  middle  of  an aisle, halfway down. He settled in one and waited patiently  for  the youthful h untsman  to  take the other.  Despite  the  advertised air-conditioning, the moist odor of people jammed into the auditorium lay like  a  light fog  around  him,  sufficiently  confusing  for  the Sniffers. And there were no aisle seats available from which anybody could  watch  and be  sure of getting out  immediately  if Black  should start to leave. 

The huntsman had no choice but to take the seat next to him or risk losing his quarry. 

Black allowed his  mind  to  wander  for a  fraction of a  second, watching the  antics of the  shadows on  the  lighted  screen,  then snapped back to alertness as seats were pushe<l back along the aisle to let a newcomer in. 

He waited until the man had shed his raincoat and hat and had them on his  lap,  momentarily encumbering his  hands.  Then  Black jammed his elbow sharply outward and down. It was all very silently done; there was no noise except for the tiny smash of the miniature transceiver strapped to the huntsman's side. 
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 The youth hesitated for the barest fraction of a second, inhibited against violence by the presence of the crowd,  and  Black's hand snaked inside his raincoat and relieved him of his Williams. 

 "You're a fool," Black whispered softly in the darkness. 

 The  young huntsman seemed about to say something, then clamped his mouth tightly shut. Black knew what his thoughts were. 

 An  initial, agonizing dismay to realize he had  failed  in  his  assignment. And then-

 "You won't get away," the young man whispered back. 

 That was the secondary reaction. Even when you had lost faith in yourself, you  still retained  it in  the larger organization of the hunt, believing that you and your mission would be avenged by others. 

 "We're leaving here,"  Black  said quietly.  "You  first,  I'll follow. 

 And I won't hesitate to kill you if I think it necessary. 

 How long lzad it been, he wondered, since he had been the same type of 

 overeager kid? Forty-eigl1t hours, perhaps? 

 He felt that he had aged quite a bit since then. 

 The  rain  had  stopped  except  for the slight misting and  people were out on the walks again. The air  smelled cool and sweet and the light from the neon signs seemed warm and friendly. 

 He glanced thoughtfully  at  his  captive.  He  was  young,  with  a stern face and a stiff upper lip that betrayed only a slight tremble. 

 "Why did you let me know you you were following me?"  Black asked. He already knew the answer. To sec you run, of course! 

 "Rules forbid  the disclosing of any  information  to quarry," the young man recited stiffly, staring straight ahead. 

 "I see you  remember your hunting lessons,"  Black commented dryly. "Very commendable." He added, in a half friendly fashion: "It wasn't too long ago that I was a huntsman myself." 

 No answer to that, expect possibly the slightest motion of the lip, curling in contempt. Black reddened slightly. 

 "I  understand  the State was going to review my  case,"  he said stiffly. "I'm interested in the outcome." The huntsman would probablybargain with him about the information, or perhaps even lie about it, but he had to risk it. 

 His captive smiled, enjoying a  vast secret amusement at Black's expense.  He said nothing. From his reaction, Black could guess what had happened but there was still a tiny shred of doubt. He had to hear it from the man's own lips. 

 "You'll tell me what you know immediately, or you'll die right now," Black said, a slight tremor in his voice. He meant what he said and the captive's smile quickly faded. 

[image: Image 87]

70  •  THROUGH MY GLASSES, DARKL V 

 "Your  case  was  reviewed by  the State and  the decision  was given that, in view of the facts, your request for review and reprieve was  insolent presumption coming from  a convicted traitor.  The sentence stands." 

 Black felt like he wanted to go away some place and become quietly sick. The carpet had just been pulled out from under him, his last hope had vanished. He was strictly on his own, like any other quarry, and his probable end, as he saw it, would be the same. 

 "It was a stupid thing to do, to let me know you were following me," he said,  changing  the subject.  "The State  should  have briefed you beforehand. But then, the State makes mistakes, doesn't it?" 

 Even  as he  said  it,  he knew  it was a  childish  thing to do.  A sudden desire to discredit the State because it had failed to act as he had wanted it to. 

 "The State is incapable of error," his captive said. 

 And if he believed that, Black thought frantically, he would have to believe in his own guilt as a traitor. 

 "Is  the State the only agency that can  decide what is right and what is wrong?" 

 "The State knows best." 

 Black could feel the despair growing in him. 

 "Do you approve of the hunts?" 

 "It is the method  approved by  the State for  the punishment of criminals; a fair method decided upon by a benevolent State." 

 Black  took another sideward glance.  The handsome face of the true believer, he thought, glorying in his own confidence in the State. 

 By now they had walked several blocks in  an  aimless direction, and  the  crowds had again  thinned out.  They  were walking by the  mouth  of an  alley  when  Black's captive suddenly  turned and lashed out with his foot.  As Black tripped and  fell  the kid chopped down with the side of his hand, catching Black on  the back of the head.  Things blurred for a moment, and then the  youth  was dashing up the alley. 

 He  couldn't let him get away,  Black  thought.  He  cocked his Williams and pressed  the trigger.  Far down  the alley  there was a sudden scream and a dull sound as something stumbled and hit the cement. 

 There was no end to it, Black thought sickly. No end to the killing, no end to the fear, carefully sponsored and nurtured by the State. 

 He suddenly felt horribly in need of somebody to convince him that the State was wrong and he was right, that the State was corrupt and he was pure,  that the  State  had betrayed  his trust and he  had merely kept faith with himself. 
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Another night of hide and  seek in the slums and the back alleys of the city, he thought. A more successful night as the huntsmen had only been able to locate him once-and that to their sorrow. He had drawn blood twice again and with it a slight measure of confidence in his own ability to outwit his pursuers. 

Now he had  another  day to  face. The days  weren't  so bad, of course, far better than the terror-filled nights when every noise was a menace and every shadow a threat.  And there was something cleaner, less frightening, about the possibility of dying during the day. 

He caught a  glimpse of himself in a  puddle on  the  walk  and winced. The neat,  chiseled  look  that  citizens usually had  was  gone. 

His  face  was  puffy  and  strained  looking and  there was an untidy morning stubble fringing his jaw.  What was worse, though it didn't show directly, was that the sheer exhaustion and weariness was sapping his will to resist. 

He would be  fortunate, he realized indifferently, if he could last the entire three days. 

It was near noon when  he tired of mingling with the crowds on the  walks and took refuge in a museum. He found an empty hall and eased  into  it,  letting  the  crowd  swirl past him. It  was quiet, except for  the  slight murmuring of  the  crowd,  and  he gradually let his surroundings absorb the greatest part of his interest, leaving only  a picket guard in his mind to watch out for the huntsmen. 

He looked around, slightly puzzled. There didn't seem to be any exhibits of any kind. The people apparently were only interested in the decorations on the wall.  But of scientific exhibits, the usual dazzlingly smooth motions of shiny machines and the soft oiled sounds of mechanical monsters, there was none. 

He shouldn't linger too long,  he thought cautiously,  but  the  people in the museum interested him. He watched them, trying to figure out why it was they came here, and reluctantly came to the conclusion that it was indeed the decorations on the wall that had drawn them. 

He stood  up and walked over to inspect one.  It was  a painting showing  two  men  in trunks,  apparently  fighting in  some  kind  of armory,  with  a  huge  crowd  eagerly  looking  on.  Degenerate  art, of course, something  the State  inveighed  against,  but  which  he had never seen. Rather crudely done, too-though the coloring was striking-and not nearly so true to life as a photograph would be. 

But  still,  perhaps  it wasn't supposed  to  be.  Despite the crude workmanship,  the painting conveyed  a  certain  feeling,  a certain atmosphere. 

He walked  through  the  hall  inspecting  the  paintings  with  a mounting  sense  of excitement.  At the end  was  a court,  filled  with 
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somber  statuary. The one nearest  to him was  a larger-than-life  portrayal of a man with sandals and what looked a sheet draped over his body. A small card near the base of the statue identified it as being of one "Sophocles--Greek Tragic Poet." 

"It's quite good, isn't  it?  a  voice said.  "It  sort  of gives  you  a feeling of .. .  majesty." 

He almost forgot himself and let his hand dart for his Williams, then  he  backed cautiously  away.  She  didn't, however,  have the citizen  stamp about her and he relaxed.  Her hair was swept back  in  a  severe  bun  while  a  pair  of unadorned, horn-rimmed glasses  kept guard on  the bridge of her nose. A  spinster type, Black thought, who spent her free time in the libraries and museums of the city. 

"I've never seen anything like it," he said huskily. "I had thought at first that he must have been a statesman or a general." 

The eyes from behind the glasses looked at him in frosty amusement. "Don't you think that a poet should be immortalized in stone?" 

"But they're ... they're so unimportant." 

She laughed. "The  poets  will live  longer  than  the politicians." 

They  walked  over  to another  one,  which Black  gaped  at in  open admiration. 

"Haven't you been to an art museum before?" she asked finally, as Black lingered by the sculpture. 

"We don't have them in my country," he explained. He could, he thought,  waste an hour or  so.  And  there  were  many avenues  of escape from the building. 

"I see," she said, drawing the wrong conclusions from his trace of an accent. "You're a D.P., aren't you?" 

"D.P.?" 

"Displaced Person-a refugee from one of the nations over  there." 

He smiled slightly. "I suppose you could say so." 

She hesitated a moment, thinking of the appropriate thing to do. 

"I wouldn't mind showing you around, if you would care to see more. 

I think you get more out of it if you have somebody to act as a guide." 

He  was running a risk,  Black  thought. But this  was too fascinating a phase of culture,  something he had never seen before.  And he was probably as safe playing the part of a spectator in a museum as he would be on the walks outside. 

Two hours later, his guide had to leave. 

"You  see," she said, pulling on a pair of light cotton gloves,  "art isn't so  much  a pictorial representation  of an  event or  people,  as  a photograph is, but more of the capture of emotion in oils or marble." 

She paused  and  looked  at him shrewdly.  ''I'll bet you're not  very 
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familiar  with  poetry or literature  either,  are  you? No  matter,  you'll have  to  dig that out  on  your  own,  I  don't have  time  to  take  you through a library." She held out her had  to him in her brisk, schoolteacherish fashion. "Good luck." 

At the entrance to the museum, Elizabeth Smith glanced back at him for a  moment. Black  was  still  standing where she had left him, studying his hands with a curious and detached interest. 

V. 

 "We arc all good citizens here. 

 We believe in the Perfect State." 

"Litany for Dictatorships" 

-Stephen Vincent Benet 

The department store had been an inspiration. 

It was crowded with milling people-which made it an excellent hiding place-and it was very possibly the best place to study the civilization he  was  in.  You  could  learn  an  enormous  amount  from  the products a culture used  and the range and variety of them. And this particular culture provided a fantastic number of products, enough to stagger the imagination. 

He had  worked  his  way  from a  main  floor  that dealt primarily with  men's  clothing  and  stationery  to  a second  floor that displayed feminine undergarments-mildly  shocking  to him-and  from  there to floors that specialized in books and home furnishings and kitchen supplies. The very top floor featured TVs and rugs and a department for small children. The latter carried such unusual items as dolls and 

"cowboy  suits"  along with the more traditional, at least in his own time, robot soldiers and toy tanks. 

It was near closing time and the floors had  gradually emptied of people. It was  time to leave, he thought wearily,  time  to leave and face the last night of fear and horror. 

He pressed the button on the elevator shaft, as he had seen others do,  and  frowned  slightly  when  the  dial  above  the door showed no sign of moving, to indicate the elevator was on its way up. 

He swore softly, pressing the button again. No results. It came to him with  a  numbed  surprise  that  it  wasn't closing  time, it was  past closing time, that somehow the clerks had missed him when they had left and  that  his own absorbed  interest in the toy section had  made him forget the time. 

He was locked in, alone. 
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The lights dimmed and went out and it became semi-dusk on the floor. There wasn't any sense in waiting for an elevator that wouldn't come, so he  wandered back to the main display space.  It was just as he had left it, except for the silence. You could  almost hear the dust settle on the displays. The robot soldiers and the toy tanks were still keeping watch over the fuzzy haired  dolls,  and  the button-eyed toy bears were still gazing owlishly off into space. 

"You  won't  leave here alive,  David,"  one of the  fuzzy  haired dolls said. 

"You're a  traitor  against  the  State, and you'll  die  for  it," 

another lisped. 

"One burn, right between the eyes," one of the bears shrilled. 

Black felt his  scalp  tighten  and  his  heart  rise in  his  throat. His hand darted towards his Williams and he sprayed the entire counter, leaving it a smoking mass of blackened wood and charred toys. 

"You shouldn't have done that, David." A huge peppermint stick man at the  entrance  of the toy  department  a  few feet  away  had his say in a sticky tone of voice. 

"Yes, indeed, you certainly shouldn't have, it will go hard on you now," an erector set robot said. 

"You won't leave here alive, David," one of the charred lumps on the blackened counter repeated. 

"You're  a  traitor to  the  State,  and you'll  die  for  it,"  another lump gurgled. 

"One burn, right between the eyes," a singed bear said, still looking owlishly at him with little tears of melted plastic for eyes. 

"Yes, indeed," the erector set robot said, and ground into action, heading towards him in creaking little steps. 

Black left it a burned and twisted  mass of miniature girders and fled, his heart pumping with pure fear. Three floors down he stopped and  glanced  frantically around.  This  particular floor  featured  home furnishings  and  kitchen  supplies  and  there  were  trussed  up  rolls  of linoleum at one end. He ducked low and  made it down to that end, then slid behind the rolls. 

He  crouched  there  for  what  seemed  hours,  hardly daring to breathe, just listening  for any noises  and  letting the  clammy sweat gather under his arms and trickle down his back. His aching muscles had just begun to relax when the expected noise came. 

"I  can  burn  those  rolls  down  little by little,  David,  until  I  flush you  into  the  open."  The  voice came  from  behind a  lounge chair arrangement.  Black burned the chairs and dodged over behind a refrigerator display. 
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Reed's voice laughed back at him. "You'll have to give me more credit than that, David. My voice is no indication of where I am." 

Black didn't bother to reply but cautiously crept a little farther from the linoleum. 

"Do  you  want  me to end it now,  David, or  shall we  prolong it a bit longer?" 

No answer. 

There was a blinding light in front of him and the linoleum rolls started to smoke and bum. Reed was using a wide-angle aperture on his Williams,  fanning it in a  blinding  flare of light  that  acted as an effective cover for the source. 

Black  crept  farther  along  the side of the room,  then lay  on his stomach and began to bum the legs  of a  table load of china  several rows down. He worked carefully, charring the bottom half of the legs without  causing  any suspicious smoke. The  table suddenly sagged and spilled its load of china on the floor. 

As expected,  Reed  automatically burned the  spot,  but the shot was a side shot from Black's angle and he could see the source of the beam. He  took  careful aim and  fired at  Reed's expected position. 

There was a  sudden cry of anguish,  though not-disappointingly enough-in Reed's voice, and Black took advantage of the opportunity to make a  dash for the escalators  and thunder down them again. 

Behind him came the crackle of fire as the inflammables on the floor he had just left caught fire. 

He paused on the ground floor and strained his ears. There was a soft creaking on the  escalator a floor or two above him as somebody silently made their way down. Reed had undoubtedly not been here alone; there were huntsmen with him. And it was an amateur huntsman he  had  hit  in  the  home furnishings  department-Reed would never have made a blunder like that. 

It was getting darker inside the store, more filled with shadows. 

Black drew himself up against a  far  wall  and waited. The hunt wouldn't last  much longer, he thought painfully, but he would still try his best to escape, more from force of habit than anything else. He felt sick and his sides and head were aching with pain. 

The bottom of the escalator was practically hidden from sight in the shadowy darkness and it would be  difficult to tell when somebody came down it, except by listening as carefully as he could and firing at anything that moved. 

Sweat from his forehead  crept into the corner  of  his eyes and stung them. He  blinked and cocked his ears again but heard only the beating of his heart, loud enough, he would have sworn, to give him away. 
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There was a slight movement at the escalator stairs and he fired. 

An answering beam smoked past his shoulder and ignited some bolts of fabric on a counter just behind him, and he moved hurriedly away, seeking cover behind some displays. 

From somewhere in the store, came the sound of a knob turning in a  door. Reinforcements  were  arriving  for  Reed's side, Black thought; the hounds were coming to tree him. 

He moved closer to an alley exit of doubled glass doors. Closing time had been an hour ago and there wasn't any doubt that now was the last chance he'd have to leave. He turned his body sideways and hunched his shoulders, then hurled himself against the glass. 

He was through  in  a  shower of splinters  and racing down the alley to temporary freedom. 

But only temporary,  he  thought,  for  behind  him  he could hear the padding of other feet  in the alley as the hounds  came in full but silent cry. 

Back on the streets again, in neon-lighted wilderness. The glare and bum of the winking signs staring down at him, advising him to buy a  hundred and one products from automobiles to mouthwash; the displays of brazen women tempting him to try a certain brand of tobacco; the people, smug and fat, wandering lazily down the street, from  one  wine  shop  to another; the  shrill  music,  piped  out to the loud-speakers hanging  over  the sidewalks, the jazzy jungle background noise. 

And which of the people on the walk were real and which were a clever imitation? 

Reed's men had  finally succeeded in doing what they set out to do, he thought; to wear him down until he blundered  and stumbled into their web. He was too tired to think logically about escape and his efforts were probably in vain anyway. 

He headed towards the south side of the business district again, the section of the saloons and the flesh shows, the pawnshops and the little  stores  that  sold  good-luck charms and  magic  tricks.  Then some inner  sense warned him that he couldn't hope to evade them in that district, that it would be, instead, an ideal spot to kill him. One more murder in a district where they weren't at all uncommon. He headed out towards the lake. 

A few blocks from the business district he knew it was no use. 

Cars  drove  up to  each  end of the  block  he  was  on  and  small groups of men who had just turned the corner drifted up the walk towards him. Black caught a ragged breath and turned into the building he was walking by, some sort of hotel from the looks of it. 
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The lobby, dark  and  musty smelling,  was  furnished  with  worn rugs and  leather-covered  furniture with cigarette holes in the leather. 

The floor was rubber-tiled with wood showing through the worn tiles, and  there  were  little notices and  posters on  the  lobby  walls, some advertising dances and others listing the various churches throughout the city. A man's hotel, Black thought. 

The clerk  at  the  desk  paid  no  attention to him  and  he turned down a  flight of stairs that led  to the basement. There were exercise rooms and athletic courts in the basement but these had been emptied for the evening. Black looked them over quickly, then fumbled for the light switch in another darkened room.  He couldn't find it, hesitated a moment, and then advanced in the darkness when he heard feet on the stairs outside. 

He  had  taken but  three  steps  on  a  cold,  tiled  floor  when  he felt nothing beneath  one  foot,  teetered  for  the  moment on  the edge of something, then plunged into water that quickly closed over his gasping head. 

A rhythmic pressure on his sides forced water out and made him choke for air on  the intake.  He  was sick for a bit and then they had him on his feet, one holding him on each side while the third lightly slapped his face. 

He blinked  his  eyes  and  opened  them,  to  stare  full  into  Reed's thin, smiling face. There was a light somewhere in front of him so all he could see was Reed and nobody else; the others fuzzed into blackness  around  the edges of his vision. He  must have been in the pool only a few seconds. 

"You almost cheated the State of its quarry," Reed said pleasantly. 

"Nobody ever cheats the State out of anything," Black said dully. 

A hand came out of nowhere and slapped across his mouth, drawing blood. 

"You have no faith in the State, David. I'm surprised." 

"Yes  I  have,"  Black denied,  forcing  the  words  out between thick lips. 

"No,  David, you have no faith in the State. You never did  have, or you wouldn't have failed it, you wouldn't have rebelled against its dictates." 

It seemed  like  he and  Reed  were  alone in  a  huge dark space; he  couldn't even  hear  the  breathing of the  others. There  was only himself and Reed's calm, cold  face  with the half-friendly, half reserved eyes. 

"Perhaps  the  State  made a  mistake,  perhaps  some of those dictates were wrong-" 
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 A balled fist caught him on the side of the head, jarring him and making him sick again.  One  of  his ears suddenly  developed  a buzzing within it. 

 "The State is never wrong, David. You know that." 

 Weakly. "If you say so." 

 A fist caught him just above  the kidneys and made him double up, clutching his aching sides. 

 "Not  if I say  so, David.  It's a self-evident truth, it's something you've  been  taught  from  childhood  and  which  you  should know by now." 

 "Perhaps  it's  because  I was taught  it  from  childhood that  I believed it, but that doesn't make  it  true!" The pain had torn it from him before he could stop, knowing full  well the treatment that would follow. 

 Reed's eyes glittered with  a sudden  fury  and his  face twisted. 

 "You shouldn't have said that, David." 

 Another jab to the kidneys and then they started  working him over in earnest, cutting him with silent blows from their belts.  He opened his mouth to scream with pain and somebody jammed their hand across it. 

 "Repeat after me, David: The State is a Perfect State." 

 Somebody bent his arm behind him and forced it up. 

 "The State is a Perfect State." Without feeling. 

 "You don't sound as if you mean it, David."  A shooting pain as his arm was forced higher. "The State is a Righteous State." 

 "The State is a Righteous State!" he repeated almost prayerfully. 

 "It is the duty of the State to decide what is best for its citizens." 

 A tearing pain and he babbled it eagerly. 

 "And with the State as perfect and  righteous as it is,  you  know you committed a great wrong in defying it, don't you, David?" 

 "Yes, oh yes!" he cried. 

 "And that in your defiance, the State is within its rights to regretfully deprive you of the greatest boon of the State, that of life itself." 

 "Yes," he whispered. 

 In the little circle of light, he could see that Reed had his Williams aimed at his head. The others were crowding in behind Reed now. 

 The handsome, healthy faces of the State waiting with glistening eyes and bated breath  for the  flash  of light  and the tiny,  telltale  odor of scorched flesh. 

 "It then becomes my duty, as a Hunter of the State, to carry out its sentence. In defying the State you became politically unfit, and one politically unfit  is one criminally unfit and he must be eliminated. It will be as you requested, David. One burn, right between the eyes." 
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Black lowered his head and waited for the end of his pain. 

Suddenly  there  was  whispering in the background,  and Reed turned to him with disappointment heavy in his voice. 

"It  took too long  to make  you  see  your  errors,  David;  it's  after sundown." His voice  became  filled  with disappointed rage. 

"Remember me by this until an hour from now, then!" 

Another heavy blow and the lights blinked out; he could hear them leaving. 

He sagged limply down on the  wet tile. He had lost something, something that had played a major part in his life. And now it was gone. The State itself had forced his admiration and respect for it to wither and die. 

But even that had its compensations. It had taken a long time but he was no longer blind and he needed no one else to convince him. 

The State was wrong and he was right, the State was corrupt and he was  pure,  the  State  had long  ago betrayed its trust and he had  kept faith not  so  much  with himself  as  with  something that was higher than the State. 

He  slowly  lifted  his body  from  the  tile. He  had  another hour of freedom. 

The grass  was  soft  and  green  and  smelled strongly of clover. 

Elizabeth Smith plucked a blade of the clover and stuck it between her teeth, then hunched up on her side and stared at the far horizon. 

The  heavy lines of  the  buildings  some  distance  away offered a strange contrast to the delicate tracery of the exhaust trails left overhead by the military rockets. 

 People are born and people die, she thought grimly,  but institutions go 

 on forever. 

She plucked another blade and continued staring moodily at the city,  the gleam of  the military barracks and the  administration buildings standing out against the background of the rusting shacks of the rankandfilers. A neat, standardized world mobilized forever against a threat that had long since vanished. 

John  Doe  stirred  next  to  her.  "Did  you  ever  hear  of  anybody named Machacek?" he asked irrelevantly. 

"People don't have names like that." 

"Or Maccabbees or Butney or Glinka or Rosenberg or Fanti?" 

She looked at him thoughtfully. "What's your point, John?" 

"The  world,"  he  said  bitterly.  "That's  what's  wrong with it. 

Everybody is named  something  safe  like Smith or Jones or Black or Johnson. Standardization is even extended to names. Move out of the norm even in that and you're subject to suspicion." 
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"How did it start?" she asked casually. 

"It  was  a  long  time  ago, "  he  said,  suddenly  enthused. 

"Everybody had to have the same goal, everybody had to think the same if the State was to survive. Individual security had to give way to collective security  and  thus  individuality had to  die-even in names. People with unusual names were automatically suspected of treason against the State, so they changed their names to something different-something safer." He paused. "I looked it up in the records the other day. My family name used to be Steininger." 

She laughed. "What about Black?" she asked.  "We've analyzed before the only way to  win against the State,  and  for that we  need him-badly. And we can use his strength." 

"I'm still the pale scholar, aren't I, Beth?" 

She silenced  his  lips  with  hers. "What a revolution," she whispered a little later.  "A schoolteacher  and a jealous scholar, trying to pull down the whole facade of a strictly military government!" 

He smiled down at her. "We had our own private revolution against the state a long time ago, didn't we, Beth?" 

She nodded. "And now what do we do with Black?" 

He frowned. 'Tm not sure. He's been given  a  difficult  time by Reed and the other huntsmen,  and he reacted favorably on his first view of something diametrically opposed to his education of scientific militarism. So what? He had a few of those tendencies to begin with, but that doesn't mean he's turned against everything he's been taught is natural  and  right. And I won't jeopardize  the  revolution  because Black was fascinated by his first taste of art." 

"What  about  what  he  went  through  in  the  basement  of the men's hotel?" 

"I can  imagine  what  his  reactions  must have been.  Sheer hate, once they left him. But would he retain that hate if the State offered to take  him back,  unlikely as  that  may  seem? Or  would  he rationalize what had happened to him, admit that his guilt may have deserved such punishment,  and be interested in recovering the good graces of the State? It's been his religion, Beth, and I would hate to chance it." 

"You may have to." 

He looked at her, puzzled, and  tried to  figure out the  meaning behind her remark. 

"What do you mean?" 

"No  revolution ever succeeds by  standing still, John. You either go forward-or  you fail.  The longer eventual success is postponed, the greater the chance that someone will discover the plot. And if this one is discovered, the State will draw enough strength from the fright of having discovered a plot in its midst that its creaking existence will 
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 be perpetuated  for another several hundred years. You know we need Black. We need him badly enough to take a chance on him." 

 "We need somebody  with a different kind of courage than the kind we have," he mused. "We'll try to save Black, then. You can go after him if you wish, Beth." 

 "What's his location now?" 

 He looked at her, somewhat worried.  "I don't know. We trailed him  through  the second part of the hunt and shortly  after  that, we lost contact with him." 

 She sucked in her breath sharply. "That means he's learned how to hide, doesn't it?" 

 He nodded. "And this is the last night of the hunt, Beth. It's up to us to find Black before Reed does." 

VI. 

 Each narrow crll in which we dwell 

 Is a foul and dark latrine. 

 And the fetid breath of living Death 

 Chokes up eacl, grated screen, 

 And all but Lust, is turned to dust 

 In Hu11wnity's 111aclzi11e. 

 "The Ballad of Reading Gaol" 

 -Oscar Wilde 

 It  was  a  dirty  street, lined  with  dirty  shops and alive with dirty  people;  stubble-faced  men  with  dull  eyes and ragged clothes, who wandered aimlessly down the walk or sat on the curb and stared at nothing at all.  Those few  well-dressed individuals on  the  walk carefully  inched  their way, avoiding the  human wreckage that littered the scene. 

 Black sat on a  curb  with  two other bits of  flotsam.  His clothes were dirty and ragged, and his  face  was  stubbled  and laced with dried blood along one cheek where Reed had cut him. 

 High above him, the sun burned down  from the brazen bowl of the sky and Black fished a filthy  strip of cloth out of one pocket to  sponge  his  forehead with, then  used  it  to bat  lazily  at the  flies. 

 They were thick along the gutters and in front of the stores, attracted by the smells. 

 "It's a hot day," one of the men next to him mumbled. 

 Black didn't bother answering. 

 "We need a bottle of wine," the man whined. "Only fifteen cents, split it three ways." 
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 Black felt in the pocket of his soiled pants and found a nickel and flipped it to the man. "Don't take long, Harry." 

 Harry turned a thin, angular face towards him. "You always get yours, don'cha?" 

 He was back in a minute. Black casually wiped the top of the bottle when it came to him and gulped his third, then passed it on to the old man on his right. When he got the bottle back, he glanced at the label and read it idly, then dropped the bottle in the gutter at his feet. 

 "You shouldn't a  done that," Harry complained.  "We  get  two cents back on the bottle." 

 "Add it to my share next time." 

 "Ya sure ya got the dough?" 

 "Stuff it, willya?" He cut the petty argument short and went back to staring dully at the street. 

 It was all in the attitude, a dim portion of his mind thought. The secret of successful hiding was not to imitate your background but to become a part of it. He would be safe where he was and doing what he was until  after sundown.  And then, according to the rules of the hunt, he would be entitled to the return of all his property and rights as a Citizen. 

 But that wasn't what he wanted, he thought slowly and painfully. 

 He had been hurt too badly. Not so much physically, as that the State had shattered its own illusions, betrayed his faith, and left him groping for something to take its place. And what he had finally found as a substitute to fill the vacuum was a desire for revenge. 

 He felt  his  elbow being nudged.  "How  long  you  been  on  the Street,  Mac?" The  old  man  on  his right asked the  question  dully, merely looking for conversation. 

 "Long enough," Black grunted. "Who keeps a record of how long they're on the Street?" Who indeed  would keep a record  of how long they had been left marooned in this hell? 

 "I don't  suppose nobody does," the old man  ruminated.  "Not anybody. Myself least of all." He hawked and spit in the gutter. "You won't believe it but there was a time when I had a pretty good jobpretty good job and a good home.  And then I lost it all.  Never gone back, never gone back to the job or the wife and the  kids.  Grown up by now, I suppose, probably got families of their own. But I've never gone back." He seemed oddly proud of that fact, and ashamed of it at the same time.  "Wouldn't want an old man like me around anyway," 

 he mumbled. He looked up at Black. '"Nother bottle?" 

 Black found another nickel. 

 "Some of the old guys, they talk a lot, don't they," Harry said. 

 "Yeah, they sure do." 
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They  split the bottle again and Black found a backrest against a lamp post and relaxed against it. The legion of lost men, he thought, haunted by their own memories. 

He shook his head and tried to clear it, then gave it up. The best way of hiding, he reflected fuzzily,  don't  try at  all. Just let yourself drift in a human boneyard-Harry and the old man and himself, all members of a degenerate humanity. At least they proved the State's contention that there were such things, though he had never seen any before now. 

Harry pointed to  a  few of the better  dressed people  keeping  a careful distance  from the bums  and  drunks on the street. "Well dressed  slobs," he sneered,  "coming around to show us how much better off they are! Luckier than we are, that's all." 

"I don't know,"  the  old  man  said. "Maybe  they  worked for what they got. There's  a  difference  in  men-some  of  'em got backbone  and guts, and others are made of sand." He  shrugged and laughed  a  little wheezily.  "We  don't live like they do and we don't deserve to. We don't even live  from day to day-we live from bottle to bottle." 

Black's mind agreed alcoholically with the  old  man.  A  good brand of street corner philosophy at that. 

Suddenly  his  mind  snapped alert  and  he  could  feel  the  fear growing in him again. The old man was dull and lifeless, the hopeless type you could normally expect to find on the Street. His clothes were dirty and ragged and all he lived for was a bottle of wine and listless  conversation with anybody who happened to be sharing the curb with him. 

The old man belonged there. But Harry didn't. 

Harry was a little too aggressive, a little too pushy, and a little too bitter. Harry was  trying too hard-He  was  a little too  professionally 

ragged and dirty and down and out. 

Black's  mind  worked  desperately. It  was  possible Harry had tracked him, but not too possible. It  was more likely that Harry and other huntsmen had been stationed on the Street as a logical precaution  in  case he  should  have tried to hide there. What had probably happened was that he had run into Harry by accident. 

He  thought back  to  that  morning  when  he  and the  old  man and  Harry  had  first run into  each  other. Harry  had  watched them closely,  and  as  the morning wore on  Black remembered that  Harry seemed  to  pick  up some  of their mannerisms  and phrases.  Like any  good,  competent  huntsman Harry was trying to improve his masquerade. 

Harry, Black thought with a vast sense of relief, was studying him. 
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He stood up and kicked the bottle off into the gutter.  "I think I'll drag outta here.  You  get cramped  sitting in one spot  all  day." He looked down at the old man a minute. "Take it easy, pop." 

The old man mumbled and fished the bottle out of the gutter; he didn't bother looking up. You met too many people on the Street during the day; people you'd probably never meet again. 

Black strolled away, wondering if "Harry" would follow. He had made a good contact and wouldn't want to throw it away. 

Harry caught  up  with him  just outside the  Atlantic Garden Mission. 'TH tag along," he whined.  "I  ain't been on the Street too long; maybe you can give me pointers." 

Black looked  at him sourly,  inwardly feeling elated.  "The first pointer I can give you is to keep your nose outta other people's business. I didn't ask for company and I'm not looking for it." 

"It's a free world! I can do as I please." 

Black shrugged. "Suit yourself." He turned  up an alley at the back of the mission. Harry remained  at the  mouth of the alley, a  slight, stoop-shouldered  figure almost lost in his clothes. 

His  deception,  Black  thought,  was  letter  perfect  with  only one  flaw. It was, in Harry's eyes, just a  deception. He wasn't 

"living" the part. 

"Where you going?" 

Black  relented  a  little.  "Bread  and  soup at the back  door,  then inside for some singing as payment." It sounded logical. Through the front windows  they had  seen  some tattered specimens standing up and dutifully caroling. Harry hesitated, then followed him. 

At the back he said: "I don't see no bread line." 

"You  can't  expect  them  to be as efficient as the State," Black said softly. 

Harry's  face  went  carefully  blank.  "What's  the  State  got  to do with it? I don't get'cha." 

Black smiled tightly.  "I think you do," he said  as he drove two  stiff  fingers  deep  into  Harry's  abdomen.  Harry  doubled  up violently  and  the edge  of Black's  hand  caught him on  the  small bone at the  bridge of the nose, between the eyes. Harry slumped limply to the ground. 

Black shook a little with the reaction. It had taken a lot of effort, more than he was actually able to expend. And there was always the chance he might be mistaken-He  felt  inside Harry's shirt,  his  hands trembling. He  felt  thin straps  and  followed  them  to a  miniature transceiver strapped  to Harry's back. He took it off and  fitted it beneath his own shirt, and fastened the tiny flesh-colored earphone into his ear. 
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There was an even better way of lasting through the hunt than sinking  passively into the  background,  he thought coldly. And  that was to turn the tables and hunt Reed. 

The ultimate winner would be whoever found the other first. 

He spent the next two hours listening on his transceiver set to the reports  that flowed  into Reed  from his huntsmen stationed throughout the city. Reed  had,  he was forced to admit, organized  the  hunt very efficiently. 

The outskirts of the city and the lightly inhabited residential areas were those that were most lightly covered. A few men equipped with Sniffers  were stationed  there,  and  had  been  given  a cross  sectional area to cover. And there were huntsmen covering the main highway exits out of the city. 

The  majority  of the huntsmen, however,  were  stationed  in  the more crowded sections of the city. Some were in the city's bureau of detectives, where they could keep track of reported murders, accidental  deaths,  and  other  crimes  he  might unwittingly be involved  in. 

There  were  a  few  in  the  fire  department  for  the  same purpose;  all these  precautions  predicated  on the theory that a man from  another century  might  very  well  stumble into serious trouble in  the civilization in which  he was  stranded, and  thus twitch  the web that would send the notice to Reed. 

Every transportation station in the city was covered, from the air and railroad terminals to the bus depots. And then there were several hundred  huntsmen  who had  nothing  to do except  mingle  with  the crowds on  the street, as Harry had  done. How all of them had scattered  throughout the city and  slipped  into places of importance had probably  been  ingenious,  though  not  too  difficult. They  had  been trained  for  their  jobs,  as  he himself had  once  been trained  for  the hunts. And the people in  a culture like this were notoriously easy to fool: faked  credentials  satisfied  the need  for  Authority  and  a  little loose money could solve any of the other problems that might arise. 

The  whole  intricate hunting  system  was  based  on  the quarry's moving around in its efforts to escape, Black thought. Once you panicked, the first urge was to flee, to run, and once you did  that, the living  web had  no difficulty keeping track of you. You left a trail like any other beast in any other jungle. 

He  listened  to a  few  more  conversations  and  felt  increasingly uneasy. There had  been-unknown  to him-a  steady attrition amongst the huntsmen, unexplained by the statistical possibility that a few of them might be the victims of accidents. He had accounted for a few himself, but that wasn't the answer either. 
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 The  point  was  that  some  other  agency  than  either  he  or Reed was involved, and that this agency, whoever or whatever it might be,  was  eliminating huntsmen as casually as  you  would pluck flowers in a park. 

 But Reed, of course, would think it was his doing. 

 His earpiece buzzed.  "Harold Jones, time to report." Black  paid no attention  and the earpiece buzzed again, somewhat impatiently. 

 "Harold Jones, report please!" 

 He tensed.  Harold Jones-"Harry. "  Reed was calling for a report but  that  report  wouldn't be  forthcoming.  Harry  was in  no condition to report to anybody, ever. Which meant that Reed would investigate  and  then  they'd have another  lead  on  him, once  they found Jones' body. 

 But if he answered in place of Jones and got away with it, it might be another three or four hours before Jones' body  was  found, a three  of four hours  that  he could use  looking  for  Reed.  And then again, if Reed suspected-He wondered if his nerves would hold up. It would be so easy to drift back to the Street-

 "Nothing to report," he said flatly into his throat microphone. 

 "Check." And Reed switched over to another huntsman. 

 Black mentally congratulated himself for taking the chance, though he realized it hadn't been too much of one. Metal and chips had a curious way of extracting personality and individual enunciation on a simple hookup like this. But he still had the task of locating Reed. 

 He  went back  to  the Mission  and became just enough  of  a repentant sinner to  gain  access  to  the  Mission  washroom.  He washed and shaved and dumped  some  dye  into the bowl  for a  quick  change  of  the  color of his  hair to  a  natural  looking blond.  His glasses were discarded and wax once again altered the  shape  of  his  face.  It  was  a  poor  job,  he  thought,  but he was too tired to do a good one. Maybe its very imperfection would be an aid to him. 

 Most of the huntsmen were stationed in the business district and Black drifted that way, hoping to catch one who would lead him to Reed.  He was  running a dangerous  risk,  for there  was  always  the possibility that he would be spotted by one of the huntsmen before he could spot one  of them.  But that  was a declining possibility and he ignored it, letting himself become as absorbed as possible in the people and the shops around him. There would be no panicky movements this time, no white-faced searching of everybody in the crowds that would show his fear and mark him for easy spotting. 

 And in half an hour he had found himself a huntsman. 
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 Black located him by listening to the reports on the transceiver, and traced him to his station-the clothing store where he "worked." 

 Once inside it became a problem which of the clerks was the huntsman.  Black  drifted through the various departments  and  finally found him selling shirts and ties behind the counter.  He was a little too husky to be the professional clerk type, and he was far too interested in the people who came into the store. 

 And his taste  in clothes, Black  thought  grimly,  was a  little  too conservative for this century. 

 He went up to the counter and started pawing through the display of ties. 

 "Can I help you, sir?" 

 "I think you can, citizen," Black said in a low voice. 

 The clerk's hand darted towards his waist. 

 "I wouldn't, citizen." 

 The man's face grayed and Black realized he had a reputation. 

 "What do you want?" 

 In a tired voice. "Where's Reed?" 

 Resolutely. "It's against the rules of the hunt to give information to a quarry." 

 'Tm too tired," Black said, "to play games. And I don't have the time. Answers like that will lose you your life." 

 The young clerk recovered some of his poise. "What makes you think I'm afraid of losing my life?" 

 "It all depends on how you lose it. I have a Williams trained on you  and adjusted so it  won't  char your clothing-it will just cook you to death slowly." 

 "If I told you, I would be betraying the State, Black." 

 Black started  fumbling  with the ties again.  "That's so,  isn't it?" 

 His voice had a heavy, flat quality to it. 

 A light mist appeared on the clerk's face. "It will do you no good, Black. I would rather die for the State than betray it." 

 Ringing words, Black thought.  He would have said the same at one  time.  "These are nice ties," he said casually.  "I don't care much for the conservative ones, though.  I like the bright colors and large figures best." 

 The clerk's face was red and sweat had soaked through his shirt. 

 Black turned his Williams up one notch higher. The clerk gasped. 

 Black found himself wishing the clerk would give in. By now, the skin beneath his clothes must be an angry red, prelude to blistering. 

 He wondered, if he were in the clerk's place under the same circumstances, how much pain could he take before he cracked? 

 "You're killing 111e, Black!" 
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He looked at the clerk coldly.  "That's  the only time when a citizen becomes  concerned  about  the  taking of a life, isn't  it? When it happens to be his own." 

The clerk stood it for a minute more, then wilted.  "Reed's at the same hotel you started out from." 

"What room?" 

"The one next to yours." 

He  should have expected  that.  "Thanks.  Now  hand  over your Williams and your communications set." 

The clerk did something behind the counter and a moment later handed  over a  paper  bag with  the articles inside.  Black took  them, then turned his Williams up another notch. 

The clerk collapsed. 

"What  happened?"  Another  clerk  hurried  across  from  the  suit racks, bleating the question. 

"Heat  prostration;  you'll  have  to  get  him  to  a  hospital immediately." 

The  clerk  dialed a number,  then  turned a white face  to  Black. 

"It .. .  it isn't fatal, is it?" 

Black shook his head.  "No, no it's not fatal," he said in a tired voice. He paused a  moment,  then added almost to himself:  "But it will be a few hours before he regains consciousness." 

And that was time enough. 

 VII. 

 I never say a man who looked 

 With such a wistful eye 

 Upon that little tent of blue 

 Which prisoners call the sky. 

 And at every wandering cloud that trailed 

 Its raveled fleeces by. 

"The Ballad of Reading Gaol" 

-Oscar Wilde 

He  loitered across  the  street  from  the  hotel for half an hour, careful to see what went on but not be seen in return, fighting to keep his eyes open and save his strength for the final effort. He had to be wide-awake and alert, he told himself desperately.  He couldn't afford a mistake. 

The  hotel  entrance  was  flanked  by  a cigar  store  and  a candy shop, while a drugstore occupied the main floor, comer. During the time  he watched,  a man bought a paper  from the corner  newsstand 
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and sauntered slowly down the block; a few moments after he passed the entrance, another man left the hotel to go to the drugstore, apparently  to get coffee. When  he came back,  the clerk  in the candy store went outside for a brief sunning until she, in turn, was relieved. 

It was a complex and seemingly natural movement of people that managed  to  keep  the entrance to the hotel under watch  at all times. 

And inside the hotel lobby there were probably other watchers. 

The front entrance was out of the question so he worked his way around  to  the  alley  in  the  rear of the hotel. The back  entrance  was guarded,  too, but  not  nearly  as  well.  Black  waited  until  the  single guard turned his back, then slipped off his shoes, followed him and struck him from behind. 

His time was running out, he thought. You could work your way so far through a guard system, but the farther you worked the greater the chance of discovery. At any moment the game could deal him his last hand; from now on he would have to depend on speed. 

The  floor  that  Reed  was  on  was-miraculously  enough-clear. 

Reed very obviously  thought  he  had  taken enough  precautions against a highly unlikely event. 

Black approached the door very quietly, then threw it open. 

He found himself staring into the muzzle of a Williams, aimed at the  pit  of  his  stomach.  Reed  was standing by  the  window,  facing him. A  little  to  his left  was  the  small  transmitter setup  and  a map of the  city,  dotted  with  small  red lights-the locations  of  the various huntsmen. 

"Close the door behind you." 

Black  did as he was  told, feeling a vast sense of failure.  He had come so far-Reed  waved him  over  from  the  door. "In  all  fairness,  I  must admit that you almost took me by surprise. If it hadn't been for an automatic trip signal in the hall, I think you might have had me." 

Black felt on the verge of collapse.  He had come to the end of the line and nature was demanding its payment for three days and nights of tension and fear and lack of sleep. It  didn't matter what happened now. He had lost the game but there was compensation even in that. 

At least it was over with, at least he was no longer the rat trapped in the maze of the city. 

"You'll  have  to  have witnesses to verify that  the quarry met  its requested end," he said dully. 

Reed nodded.  ''I've already sent for some of the citizens whom you may have seen downstairs. They'll be here in a moment." 

Black settled back in his lethargy,  waiting. From  where he sat, he could just see a small corner of the sky through the window. 
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 There were small  white  clouds in  the  sky,  floating slowly across his line of vision.  Floating in  utter  indifference to the tragedies playing out their last acts beneath them. Black had a sudden intense and childish longing-

 "Y ou know, you had escaped the web altogether this time," Reed continued affably. "I had no indication at all of where you were until you walked into this room just now." His smile grew somewhat bleak. "You've proved to be a very dangerous quarry, David. You've eliminated some of my best huntsmen." 

 "There were bound to be casualties," Black said indifferently. 

 "That's quite true, but the number exceeded my expectations." 

 Black said nothing, though again he felt puzzled. Most of the time he had been too frightened, too worried about his own ability to hide, to give attention to eliminating the huntsmen after him. 

 Reed  seemed  faintly worried beneath his  urbane  exterior and Black wondered for a moment why, then had the answer in a flash. 

 The huntsmen that Reed had asked to come up hadn't appeared yet, though there  had  been  more than  enough time.  The  logical deduction to make was that they wouldn't appear,  that whatever agency had engineered the death of so many huntsmen before was once again acting in his favor, granting him-if nothing else-time. 

 And with  that thought he launched himself at  Reed, giving the hunter no warning whatsoever. 

 Reed grunted  at  the  impact  and  tried to bring his Williams to bear,  but the surprise had taken  him  off guard.  It was over in  a  minute  and  a  disheveled  Black  had  him  covered  with his own Williams. 

 "You  have, at best, only  a  few  moments,"  Reed  said  coldly. 

 "When the other huntsmen find you here, it won't be pleasant." 

 "No, it won't be pleasant  then,"  Black  answered,  feeling an insane urge to giggle welling up within him. "But it's very  pleasant now. Enough to outweigh the possibility of pain later on." He strode to one side of the room and kicked in  the communication  apparatus that Reed had set up. 

 The he turned back to Reed. The memories of the days and nights of hiding in the alleys and slums,  afraid of every shadow and every sound, crowded in on him. He suddenly lashed out and caught Reed across  the  face.  The man staggered and blood  trickled  slowly  down the side of his mouth. 

 "Tell me the State is corrupt and a tyranny, Joseph," he pleaded. 

 "I won't betray the State," Reed said stiffly. 

 Another blow across his mouth, splintering the teeth. 

[image: Image 108]

THE HUNTING SEASON  •  91 

"Say it!" 

"I can't!" 

 "Try!" 

"The State is corrupt!" 

 "Again!" 

Reed's face was a reddened mask.  "The State is  corrupt!" 

A  small  portion  of Black's  mind  felt  sick but he couldn't stop himself.  He  had  paid  too  much  for  this moment  in  agony  and fear, and this  was  the  punishment that the State had taught him to extract of others. 

He  remembered  with vivid  clarity  the punishment he  had taken on the  tile of the swimming pool. "The State is an imperfect state, Joseph!" 

Reed fell silent, licked the blood away from his mouth, terror full in his eyes. 

 "Go ahead, tell me Joseph! Tell me what I want to hear! That the State is a monstrous thing with  the power of life and death over its charges! Tell me that the State is  wrong and has broken its trust!" 

He was on the brink of hysteria, he realized dimly, yielding to the exhaustion  that had  piled  up.  It would  be a but  a  moment  until he broke down completely. And Reed was waiting for him to do so. 

He had so little time, he thought blindly, to punish Reed, to make him feel as he had felt. He raised his hand again. 

"All those things are quite true," a voice behind him said calmly, 

"but this had gone far enough. Let him alone, Black." 

He hadn't heard the door open behind him. A woman and a man were there, with a few others crowding in  behind them. The woman was the schoolteacher type,  severe face and plainly dressed. He had the  feeling  that he had  seen  her  before,  but he couldn't remember where. She came over and took the Williams from his limp hand. 

Black  sagged  back  into  a  chair,  vaguely  aware  that  the newcomers  weren't huntsmen. And with that  realization, he laced his fingers in  front of his  face and let the tears of exhaustion stream down his cheeks. 

When he awoke, the feeling of utter exhaustion was gone and the feeling of deadly  danger had  passed  with  it.  He  felt cool  and  clean and knew that somebody had  washed and shaved him, and then put him to bed between soft, white sheets. 

"You feel better now?" 

He turned his head to one side and looked at her. He had met her her twice , he realized,  under wholly different circumstances.  Once in a wine shop, and once in the art museum. And she was now dressed, 
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 he noted with some dismay,  in a rankandfiler's simple smock.  Her companion, a thin, scholarly looking man with a feeling of steel about him nonetheless, stood by the window. 

 Through the glass, Black recognized the gray hills and drab towers of his own century.  He was home, he thought, but with none of the feelings of homecoming that were usually  present.  He was, at best, a hunted outcast, even though his present surroundings were anything but dangerous. 

 "You'll only get  into trouble helping me," he said  slowly.  "The State is pretty thorough in searching for escaped criminals." 

 Elizabeth Smith  laughed.  "We're not exactly  new at this, you know.  Your name has been erased from  all  State records and your property has become State property.  As far as the State is concerned, you were killed back in the twentieth century by hunter Joseph Reed. 

 And there is  an  adequate number of  witnesses to verify that. The hunt is  O\'.er  for you, Black, though  you'll  have to live  under  an assumed name and occupation now. No danger is connected with it, though, since nobody's looking for you now." 

 Black absorbed this in silence.  "Where do you fit in all of this?" 

 he asked hesitantly. 

 The man turned from the window and came over to the bedside. 

 "Has  it ever occurred to you that some of the quarry,  at one time or another, might have got away?" 

 "No quarry's ever escaped!" Black denied. 

 "Do  you think escaped quarry  are  reported,  Black?" John Doe asked. 

 Black's  first  impulse was to affirm  that they were,  and then he paused  and  gave  it  some thought.  There was a  chance  that  some incompetent hunters would risk the chance of being discovered in  a lie rather than admit their failure and be subject to the laughter of the community. 

 "You were quarry at one time, weren't you?" he guessed. 

 They nodded. 

 Black  was  curious.  They  didn't strike him as being particularly resourceful or capable in the hunts. They didn't look like they would have the strength  or the stamina to last-though  neither had done him much good. 

 "How did you get away?" 

 "We don't look  like the type, do  we?"  the man  asked dryly. 

 "But looks aside, Beth and I and some of the others were adapted by past  experience  and training to be the most elusive of all quarry. As you know yourself, ability to become a part of the civilization in which you are hunted  is the most important single item  in  hunting.  Now 
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considering that the hunts are held throughout all time, who do you think would be best equipped to hide?" 

"I see," Black said. "The two of you are historians, then." 

"Close enough," the woman said. "Actually, historical librarians, and  that's speaking in the past tense; we hold other jobs now.  But as quarries, we were in a position  to know  more about the background and culture of each civilization than any citizen or hunter." 

"You were the third party concerned, weren't you?" Black asked. 

The man  nodded.  "To use an old sports phrase, we ran interference for you-we and the others." 

"The others?" 

"We aren't the only ones who have managed to win through the hunts. And  we got  together."  He  paused.  "You  may  as  well  know sooner or later, Black, that we-and you, like it or not-are in a revolutionary movement against the State, that we hope to overthrow it." 

The idea sank home rather slowly to Black and when he had fully grasped it, he was appalled. "And you want my help, don't you?" 

"Would you?" 

"Of course," Black said slowly. "Certainly." 

The way in which he said it made it obvious what he was thinking. If he refused, he had a good idea of what would happen. But the revolution would never enjoy his full efforts. 

"You've been raised under the State and indoctrinated in its theories very thoroughly," the scholarly man explained.  "It's only natural that you would be reluctant to help. But the State hasn't always existed, Black. There have been other and better types of government." 

Black looked interested and the man plunged on. 

" Five hundred  years  ago,  the  State-it  wasn't called  the State  then-existed  in a  pretty bleak world.  There was a  struggle for  survival,  and  in  order to  win  that struggle,  the  State was forced  to turn  itself into a  military nation. It succeeded,  possibly beyond its wildest intentions. Art died, literature died, and the nation divided  itsel f  into  two classes-the military,  and  those  who supported  the military;  what gradually became  the citizens  and  the rankandfilers of our own time. 

"The State,  as  a state,  survived. And  with  its winning, the need for  our  type  of State died.  But  history shows that even when the need for them disappears, institutions and customs still live on. The State has been  mobilized  against a  nonexistent enemy  for  the last four hundred years, Black, and we think it's time it changed. We need your help." 

"How could I help you?" 
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John Doe smiled. "How would you revolt against a state like this one, Black? By military means?" 

"No," Black said reluctantly,  "of course not. The best way would be to work from within, I suppose-to corrupt the State and the people who run it." 

"That's right. That's  why  we need  your  help.  You know the majority of citizens in high places better than we do. If you helped us, it  would be  to supply information about  the  personal habits  and whims  of  those  high in government. And  perhaps  you yourself would have to undertake highly important and dangerous missions." 

He paused.  "To be perfectly frank, we need a renegade citizen-one we can trust." 

" What kind of government  would  you  install?" Black  asked cautiously. 

"A lot like the one you saw in the civilization you were stranded in," Elizabeth Smith  cut  in quietly.  "Without  its  obvious  faults. 

Individual freedom to do as you wished, freedom of expression in art and literature. There would be such  a  thing  as  family life instead of the  sterile  exhibition you now have  where  children  are  taken from their parents at birth and where procreation is carried out under State auspices. Not a very successful program, incidentally, for if you could see the birth rate figures, you would know that in another thousand years the citizen class will be extinct." 

''I'm not so  sure  I  liked  everything  1  saw  in that time," Black protested mildly. 

"You saw both  sides," she continued, somewhat bitterly. "Those people who lived in the slums may have lived there from economic necessity but it  wasn't  because the government  forced them to. You saw the art museums and the Street, you saw the slums and you saw the  better  residential  districts. A  nation-one  that's  free-doesn't exist on a dead level,  you know.  Some people  rise and some people sink, but they all can do as they wish." 

They had saved his life, Black thought-he owed them quite a bit. 

But still, he couldn't change exactly how he felt. He wet his lips nervously and tried to phrase his next question as delicately as he could. 

"I take it  you  contemplate  a  government  where  the  rankandfilers would have an equal voice with the citizens?" 

Elizabeth  Smith  looked  startled,  then let her breath out with  a small "Oh!" of dismay. 

J ohn  Doe  looked  at  Black  with  disgust,  then  spoke  as  if Black wasn't there, as if Black no longer concerned him. "It wasn't worth the effort, Beth. We should've considered that his background would prejudice him." 

[image: Image 112]

THE HUNTING SEASON  •  95 

 She  caught  her  breath  and  turned back  to Black, her  voice under obvious control. "We're not quite as human as the citizens, are we, Black?" 

 "I didn't say that," he defended. 

 "No, but  it's what you meant." She wheeled a portable view-set up to the bed and stuck a roll of film in the view-case, then held the headphones towards him. 

 "Here," she offered. "You live the roles for a change." 

 The fear was  back with him again, the fear of  running and hiding and being caught.  He was  dashing down a cobbled street with  odd-looking, ancient houses bordering it. There were gutters along the sides of the streets, swimming with garbage  and filth.  Every once  in a while somebody leaned out of  one of  the windows  along  the way  and  poured fresh  slops  into the street below. 

 He was  running,  with dogs yapping at  his  heels and indignant housewives swatting at him as he sped by. He was finally cornered against a stone wall and the huntsmen eagerly gathered to see justice done. He felt a sudden burning in  his  chest  and  even as he fell realized  that  he had never had a chance and wasn't supposed to have. That he had been condemned to death in a civilization he knew nothing of for a crime that he had never committed-He  was  a young girl,  staring wild-eyed at the  sudden hate written on people's faces as somebody shrieked "Witch!" and pointed an accusing finger at  her.  She didn't even  know  what  the word  meant, except  that  it  was bad and  capable of arousing hate in  the crowd. She started to  run  and  then  the pack was after her, skimming stones and lumps of filth at her head. 

 It was only after she had half lost  consciousness from  the smoke of  the faggots piled around her feet, that she got the ending she had requested-<me burn from a  Williams, right over her  heart.  But it  came too late  to save her from the pain-He was a boy,  not more than twelve years old, in a vast and smoky city where the buildings seemed to tower for  thousands  of feet on either side. He was seeing the same city he had just left, Black realized, but through a child's eyes. He was  running,  running,  running-with  the frantic pumping of a twelve-year-a/d's short legs. In the split mind that he had, Black wondered how the end would come, for the boy had been too young to request a specific end. 

 Then there was a sudden squeal of brakes and a shrill scream and he knew-

 "The last  one," somebody was saying,  "was  interesting because the huntsman decided it added such a novel touch to kill the quarry by a method not unusual to that particular culture." 
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He was holding his face in his hands, trembling. Elizabeth Smith leaned  over  and  pointedly held  her  hand  in front of his eyes. "It's just  as human as  yours,  Black. It  hurts me just  as  much  when I cut  it,  and  like  you,  I have to  wash it  to  keep  it clean. We're  as human as you, Black. We live as long, we get just as sick, and we die with just as many regrets." 

There was silence for a moment. "Who were those people?" Black asked shakily. 

"They were some of the ones we tried to save, Black, but got there too late. We only saw how it ended." 

He  took a  sobbing breath  and  tried to  control his trembling hands. There had been a time, he remembered, when he had been a hunter himself. 

"How did the hunts ever start?" 

"They began a long time ago," John Doe said softly. "They antedate even the State. They  started out as manhunts for criminals  and evolved into hunts  for those  who opposed the  dictator  states of the twentieth century. With the development of the State and time cars, the hunts were seized upon as a convenient means  for utilizing the military setup of the State. They became a sort of game, but unfortunately  bonafide  political  and criminal quarries  became less  and less plentiful. It gradually became a custom to falsely accuse rankandfilers of crimes to obtain them for quarries." 

"I think I suspected as much," Black said painfully,  "but it  was hard to turn  against  the  State."  His  voice sounded tragic. "I was raised with the State as my religion. It was all I knew, it was my life." 

"You'll have to make a new world, Black,"  Elizabeth Smith said. 

"You can't live in the ruins of the old one. Throw in with us." 

He nodded and suddenly changed the subject. "What happened to Reed?" 

"He's back as a  small  cog  in  the  State  machinery,"  she  said. 

"He knows nothing about either John or myself or our organization. 

He  knows that you escaped back   then  but  he still  claimed your death for the State." 

"He should be killed," Black said harshly.  "He did  too  much to me." 

She  frowned distastefully.  "Is  killing the  best  thing  you  can think of, Black?" 

She and John  Doe  had  the  organization,  Black thought  slowly. 

They could manage  what  he had  in mind,  and  even  if  the  State discovered it, the State  was  an inflexible  institution  and  would not admit its error. All they had to do was plant certain whispers, certain implications-
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 For  Reed  there  would then be the agony and the fear and the knowledge that the proverbial thirty pieces of silver for which he had once betrayed David Black carried a heavy interest with it. 

 And for Reed, there would be no reprieve. 

 Joseph Reed was afraid. 

 He had tried to control it but he knew it showed in the glistening shine on his pale face, in the nervous jump of his cheek muscles, and in his restless pacing back and forth on the faded rug, alternating between the rumpled bed and the worn writing desk, with stops every few minutes at the soot-streaked window to note the position of the setting sun. 

 It  was  late  afternoon. An  hour  or so  more  and the hunting season would begin. 
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THE DAV OF ... 

I T WAS GOING TO BE A GREAT PARTY, Jeff thought, inspecting himself in the bathroom mirror, even  if it had been  a pain in the ass to get ready  for.  He'd  had  his sideburns professionally trimmed, but the mustache and beard he'd had to do himself, shaping the beard carefully so it curled under just so and working on the mustache literally hair by hair to get it to lie right. But the effect was worth it-far out, but not too far. 

 He smiled at the mirror and his image smiled back: long brown hair falling to his shoulders, with the bangs over his forehead curling away  just  above the eyebrows, blue eyes shining, teeth even and white, skin a smooth healthy tan-say what you want about W ASPs, man, but they weren't hard to look at. He smiled again and the smile caught him and he tried a few other expressions. The Sincere look, which  could  move mountains, or at least, a  chick  from the living room into the bedroom; the youthful  Anything Is Possible If You Only Believe look; the Help Me! look, for the older creeps; and, finally, the tum-off one of Irritated Disinterest. Not bad, not bad at all. 

 One last smile and  he shook  his  head  in pleased  amazement. 

 Damn, he was a good-looking bastard! God bless genetics or whatever. 

 He stepped back  from the mirror and smoothed his togalike garment, carefully draped over his left shoulder and  caught just above the ankle.  Great, just great! He'd  picked  it up from the Hare Krishna 
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 people, but in another month or so it'd be the "in" thing, his thing. He splashed a little lime lotion on his face, flashed a congratulatory look at the mirror, then padded into the living room for a final check. 

 The stereo had been programmed for early  Glenn  Miller  at the start-good for mood music  as well as a laugh-then an old Beatles tape, plus some country rock around midnight, when everybody was stoned  out  of their gourd on  grass  or  wine,  and to finish up  with some harpsichord tracks when people wanted to make out. 

 Chips and dip, salami and cheese on the coffee table under the Saran Wrap (risky, but a great ploy-"it's just to remind us, man"and he could get away with it). The new Barb,  an  old copy of Crawdaddy and especially Tuesday's issue of the Times. The one with the photograph showing him  clutching his STUDENTS FOR FREEDOM 

 sign just before the pigs waded in. The photographer had caught him just right-nobody could look at it without feeling for him-but he liked the caption even better. "Youth in anguish." Youthful innocence, the hope of tomorrow  (all  summed up in  himself) being crushed by the  fascist state. What was the name of the kid who had really been hit? The ugly kid with the glasses? He couldn't remember, but it really didn't matter. 

 And then the  front-door buzzer was  blasting away and he straightened up,  smoothing the wrinkles from his toga and let The Smile flood his face like light from the morning sun. 

 By ten o'clock the party was going full blast, the stereo blaring, couples sprawled out on the rugs and couches, people rapping in little groups, a few huddled in corners, turning on-only God knew who had brought what, but there were a lot of glazed looks floating around.  Politically,  it  was pretty well balanced.  A  few  old-line activists, but mostly second echelon, all of whom had seen the Times and really fell out when he flashed on them. Some over-30s, but that only made for contrast, so what the hell. 

 And then a chick was plastered up against him and it took him a second to place her. How long had it been since he'd done a number with Sue? Jesus, she had been forgettable. He wondered who she had come with; he sure as hell hadn't invited her. 

 "It's a great party, Jeff, really great," she breathed, and he felt like telling her to go brush her teeth. There was a brief lull in the music and for a moment the background noises came crashing throughcubes tinkling  in glasses, a chick giggling, some kid coughing who hadn't been able to hold in the smoke, the overloud talking of people not yet adjusted to the sudden silence. 

 There had  been  a sticky  moment  earlier in the evening  when an older type had shown up, with a guitar, yet; there was nothing for 
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 it  but  to accompany the square on a battered  12-string Jeff kept hidden in the closet,  then do a solo number before flashing a smile and  saying,  "This is a party,  not  a performance,"  and  turning the stereo back on. Mr. Guitar Man was pretty well out of it by then and was  now sitting  on  the big beat-up  couch by  the  window, staring moodily out at the night. 

 " ... Been so long," Sue was saying, trying to sock  it in.  He was only half aware of her; all he wanted to do was get away, get a drink and rap with  the  little blonde in the  living room  who had been so awed by him earlier. 

 Accusingly: "You're not listening!" 

 Oh,  God .... He peeled her hand off his shoulder and felt her stiffen.  The light from the  kitchen  was pale, but he could make out  the  faint  veins pulsing  in  her  neck  and  the  fine  network of lines starting to firm up around her eyes.  "I'm sorry, Sue, you were saying  something?" Messy bit, but if he  didn't let her know the score, somebody  else  would-you  get  to be  25,  man,  you're a  stone drag.  Then  he  had  pulled loose,  mumbling a  bland, 

 "'Scuse,  Sue, gotta  fill my  cup, "  and she  fled past him  into the  living  room,  to fold up on the couch next to Mr.  Guitar Man.  Maybe they  deserved each other, he thought. American Gothic, up to date. 

 And then he had refilled his paper cup from the jug of rose on the coffee table and the party was picking up again and it was great, just great. 

 "Gee,  Mr.  Beall, I saw  your  picture in the  Times  with  the pig clubbing you." 

 A  freshman, the  warm  wine  sweat glistening on  his  smooth cheeks-Jeff had seen him hanging around the edges of the sit-in at the Poli Sci lecture hall.  "It didn't hurt-the pigs are all queer, they don't hit too hard." 

 "It must've been a really inside trip," the kid said sympathetically, then drifted off while Jeff frowned after him and wondered uneasily just  what the hell  the kid had  meant  to say, and reflected, but only for a moment, how great it would be to be 17 again. Then he started sipping at the wine and let the conversations in the room close over him like soapy water over dishes in a sink. 

" . . .  The synthetics are really a bummer .. .. " 

" . . .  Trustees are out to kill the third world . . .. " 

 " ... Sure, but Dylan copped out, man . . . .  " 

 " ... Sou/food, that's an issue .. .. " 

 "Fuck the establishment," Jeff said amiably to no one in particular, then ducked into the kitchen for a refill on the salami. The blonde 
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 was in a comer with a short-haired squeaky-clean wearing a Nehru jacket and beads-the poor  slob  had  been  stuck  with  hand-medowns. He was also very stoned and the chick looked like she badly needed rescuing. 

 He  picked  up  a  couple of  plates of lunch meat and said, 

 "Hey, chickie, how about a hand?" and she slipped away and flashed him a  grateful smile.  She was maybe  17, with waistlong hair and green eyes-she definitely made the other chicks at the party look like old hags. 

 "Look, man, she came with me, she's mine!" 

 The Level, Reserved look, eyes slightly narrowed. "You some sort of reactionary, man? You  don't  own  anybody!" And  then  he had shoved the chick into the living room and he was dumping the plates onto the table.  Somebody offered him a joint and he took a toke and passed the roach on to the girl. Always take a puff for social standing, but never get stoned; too easy to let down the old guard. 

 The girl was looking up at  him  big-eyed  and  he nodded to himself; she was the one, all right. "Thanks," she said. There was just the right amount of quiver in her voice and he gave her the Sincere look and said, "The means of production belong to the state," which wasn't a bad line at all. 

 She sucked on the joint, coughed, then held her breath for a long moment. After she let it out, she nodded toward the stereo and said, 

 "The All for One are really boss." 

 "Womb to  Tomb,"  he couldn't  help correcting.  "On  Walkin '. 

 WSAN played it this morning; tomorrow it'll be all over the country." 

 She shook her head and looked serious. "Sounds like but isn'tthe  lead cymbalom's a  friend of mine,"  and  just for  a second the world slipped sideways because he suddenly wasn't sure. 

 Then he was off again, flashing her The Smile and squeezing her hand, saying, "Don't go home early-in fact, don't go home," and he knew she wouldn't. 

 There was an angry murmur rising above the background mumble, like smoke over burning brush. A little knot of Maoists had lined up against the Progressive  Leftists,  and  somebody  shouted  over  to him, "What do you think, Jeff?" and they were respectfully silent and that was more like it. 

 "You work with the pigs," he  said automatically, "you're just playing into the hands of the establishment." A buzz of approval and the confrontation splintered a dozen different ways, then a rock number came up on the  stereo  and  the heavy beat  rolled  over  the room like a tide. 

 "Sharp," a voice said. 
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 Old, middle-30s, balding. Maybe a professor crashing the party to score on a chick. "It's the all-purpose answer," Jeff said easily. 

 'Tm Jenkins, Asian Studies. Saw the picture of you in the Times." 

 A nod. Wait him out, see what he wants. 

 Jenkins studied him thoughtfully for a second, then cleared his throat and said, "After class, I run the Free Tutorial Studies. We need tutor,; for the ghetto freshmen-I saw you at the  F. T. S. rally last week and thought you might like to help." 

 There was no end to the freaky things people wanted you to do. 

 "Sorry, man, that's not my bag," he said coldly and started to move away. The blonde was back in a corner with the Nehru jacket and it was time to break it up. 

 Jenkins smiled faintly down at his drink.  "Not much press coverage, no guarantee you'll get your picture in the paper." 

 Why, the condescending old fart; you 'd think he had never run into that one before! Jeff whirled. 

 "Heavy, old man! Look, you sit in, you  carry  the  signs,  you get clubbed! Think anyone's going to cry for you? Get laid, will you? I do my thing, you do yours!" Holier than thou, bullshit! 

 The mumble of the party again, somebody being sick in the john, the  click  of the  lock  on  the bedroom door, a  chick  crying in the kitchen and somebody laughing hysterically in the living room, the sour smell of smoke and wine and too many people. Christ, he hadn't invited half that number-a few more cigarette burns on the window sill and spreading puddles on the faded rug slowly seeping into the wool, the sweet smell of pot and he was getting a contact high and ... 

 Somebody was clutching at him  and doing the heavy-breathing bit. "Want to ... see you alone, Jeff." 

 Old women, dogs and Ann Polanski loved him. Yesterday's radical,  the professional  student,  working  for a Ph.D.  in sociology and she'd get it about the time of the Second Coming. Drunk out of her mind and probably feeling very sorry for herself because, at 30, she was the last of the vestal virgins; love me, love my guilt complex, and who wanted that kind of package deal? 

 "Damsel in distress in the kitchen and all that rot," he said, trying to edge past. "Be right back." 

 She hung onto him and licked her lips and tried to get the words out  without  slurring  them, and when  they  finally came,  they  were like  pearls strung on  a  string.  "Just  wanted to say . . .  magnificent party." She closed her eyes and for a panicky moment he was afraid she was going to vomit down his toga. Then she was fishing a damp strand of hair out of her eyes and trying hard to focus on him. "Don't know . . .  how you  do  it, Jeff," she  said, closing her eyes again. 

[image: Image 122]

1 04  •  THROUGH MY GLASSES, DARKL V 

"Goddamn generations ... two years  apart now ... can't figure  out  the right attitudes from one day to nex' ... changes, everything changes so fast. .. got to be a real phony to keep up with them." 

He could feel  the heat at the back of his neck. Overage and 20 

pounds overweight and she wouldn't get her Ph.D., not in a million years,  and  she  was  putting  him down. "Ever think  about  it?" she asked, suddenly wistful. 

"I  don't  think," he said lightly.  And then she was holding onto him again and it wasn't for support and he could feel his skin crawlhot and sweaty and the monthly smell. He forced himself to hold her gently for a moment and nuzzle her neck, and when she was blinking with sudden hope, he  murmured,  "I  would like to help you, Ann, I really would, but it would be like balling my own mother." 

"You're a stinking son of a bitch," she said calmly. 

Then he was back in the living room again and Ann was fading into the background, like roses on old wallpaper, and the noises and the heat in the room were smothering him and he could feel himself starting to drown in his own party. 

Out of the comer of his eye he caught a glimpse of the huge old couch by the window. Mr Guitar Man, toying with a drink in which the ice had  long  since  melted;  Sue, sitting next to him,  looking 35 

instead of 25, starting to shrivel right before his eyes; Jenkins beside her, his face a remote mask; and Ann at the far end, eyes closed, probably  passed  out. All  of them had  that odd,  frightening,  glazed look about them, like wax dummies in a museum. 

He shivered, then was caught up in the party once more. He was the guy who made it tick, who made it go, the one who was with it. 

He was the mirror for people who wanted to check how the mustache lay,  how the  toga  fit,  whether  the  smile  was  right  and  the  attitude was "in." He was the hero, the star, the winner, to be chaired through the market place. 

He could feel  his  ego expanding and filling the room like Styrofoam, and he knew he was getting  very stoned, but it felt good, good, good-the music was as sharp as diamonds and the food was ambrosia, and everybody ... everybody loved him . 


•  •  • 

It was two in the morning when, suddenly, above the roar of the party, he heard the door buzzer and instinctively knew it wasn't the police and, just  as instinctively, that whoever it was shouldn't be let in.  Then  there was  laughter  and  shouting in  the  hallway  and  a pounding on the door  and the party around him froze-it was like 
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watching  a  film  where  they  focus  on  a  single  frame  and  hold  it. 

Dancing, laughing, shouting and then sudden silence and the living room was filled with plaster statues. 

Somebody  stepped to the  door  and  he  wanted  to  shout   Don't let them in! and then the door was open and the laughing crowd outside tumbled in like  a  bushel  of leaves  driven  by the  wind. 

They  pulled  at  his  party like  so  many  human magnets and the movement  in the room  started to quicken  and,  within  seconds,  the party was roaring again. 

Jeff didn't know any of them. 

He  was  standing  in a  corner  all  alone,  with the  party  swirling about him but never touching him, like waves breaking around a rock, and then somebody was standing in front of him. "So you're Jeffrey." 

He hated the full name and he hated the tone of condescension. 

The stranger was dressed in black and had a drooping black mustache,  like  an  old-time cowboy  villain,  and  something within Jeff whispered   That's sharp, and he was wearing a FREE  LEONARD button and who the hell was Leonard, anyway? 

"Name's  Lee,"  the stranger  said  in  a  deep  bass  voice,  and Jeff guessed that he had really worked at it to pitch it that low, and then he was fingering Jeff's toga and the people around him were suddenly silent and tense and the stranger said, "Too bad it spots so easily," 

and  somebody  laughed  and  Jeff  couldn't  think  of anything  to say, and then a chick he didn't know came up and said, "I saw your picture in the  Times-you looked cute,"  and a lot  more people laughed and then they all drifted away and Jeff caught himself staring down at the wine in his paper cup and noting that the cube he had dropped in to cool it had almost melted. 

He  fled  into  the  kitchen  and  bumped  into  the  blonde  and she dropped a plate of sandwiches on the floor and he almost skidded on them, then blurted, "You're going to stay over, aren't you?" and she looked at him as if she wasn't quite sure who he was and said, "Did you ask?" and ducked under his arm and into the living room. 

He  turned  back  to  the  party,  trying to quiet his  panic,  and ran into the kid who had been  at the Poli  Sci sit-in.  The goddamned toga, he  was thinking  furiously,  goddamned asshole toga. He  tried to  start  a  conversation,  but  the  kid  snickered  and said,  "Later, man," and wandered over to the group that had gathered around the cowboy in black. 

 "You can't trust the dogs, " the cowboy was saying,  "they'll gut  the pro/es every time.  On the other hand the police are predictable. " There was a chorus of agreement; the crowd grew. Jeff  didn't have the  faintest idea what they were talking about. 
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He  reeled  over to the open window and tried to suck in some fresh air and stop the room from swimming. There was singing and shouting in the street below and he leaned out to see what was happening. Some stoned students were lurching down the street, singing a pop song-but he couldn't place the tune,  he couldn't place the tune, he couldn't remember ever having heard it. 

Farther down the  street,  beneath a street lamp, a small army of workmen was  painting  over  storefronts and changing signs.  He squinted his eyes but couldn't find the familiar Me  and Thee coffeeshop; the sign that swung out over the sidewalk was gone and in its  place was something called   THE  ROOKERY.  He didn't  know  the street anymore, he realized suddenly;  all  the  "in"  spots,  his  spots, were gone, and he had never heard the songs, and he couldn't keep his groups straight,  and he  didn't know the  people,  and . . .  who was Leonard, anyway? 

Every two years,  Ann had said. And faster all  the time. But you never noticed the buds until the day they blossomed. 

And then he was sinking down into the sofa by the window, still clutching  his paper cup, to sit next to Mr.  Guitar Man and Sue  and Jenkins and Ann. He could sense the glaze creeping over his face and felt something very light and feathery on his neck and shoulders. 

It was, he imagined, the dust settling gently down. 
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ROCK AND ROLL 

I  FIRST HEARD ABOUT  TI-IE  Losr CONVENTION at a party in the hospitality suite of the Hotel Ana during Confrancisco. Like everybody else, about nine o'clock Friday night I had gone looking for entertainment, which meant prowling the hotel corridors listening outside doors for what sounded like a friendly gathering on the other side. At one door I'd hesitated, hearing  the low murmur of voices, the  clink of coins and the  soft slither of what sounded like somebody shuffling little sheets of paper. 

 I  knocked  and  was rewarded with  the door cracking open a  bare two inches. A  gray-haired, sweaty creature of the night stared  at me  with blood-shot eyes, snarled  that  the dealers' 

 room opened at ten the next morning, then slammed the  door in my face. 

 The huckster's hideout,  I thought,  imagining  more of the creatures inside hissing  and  cackling while they  counted the day's receipts and afterward huddled to set prices for the morning fleecing. 

 Everything was  available in the  dealer's room that  year,  from pet rocks with the Starship Enterprise painted on the side to strings of beads and  gaudy feathered masks looking like  leftovers from a Venetian ball but which the dealer insisted Majel Barrett had worn in an episode set on Arcturus Four.  Few of the dealers, of course, were so low as to offer books for sale .. . . 
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At  the  end of  the  carpeted corridor, I  heard  the  sounds of music and loud laughter and faint gurgling noises which had to come from either open bottles or the  waves in a well-filled punch bowl.  A  sign  on  the  door announced  "Hospitality Suite"  and  I promptly knocked. Free food and drink, the hallmarks of a generous con committee! 

Somebody in a  Klingon costume yanked open  the  door and pulled me inside. "Hey, everybody, it's Robinson!" he yelled and was greeted  with a quick  round  of yawns.  I  helped  myself to a glass  of punch and an ancient Oreo and found solace with a group of Young Fans sitting around the Old Fart and several other Elders entertaining them with boring stories of conventions past. 

After the  sixth  glass  of  punch  I  felt  encouraged  enough  to tell my own tale about showing up at the  Kansas City Worldcon in  '76, after  having  been away  from  fandom for years.  I'd  wandered into a gathering of the Beer Can Collectors  of America  at the same hotel and was there for half an  hour  before realizing I was at the wrong convention. On the second day, a group of newfound friends seduced me into skinny-dipping in the hotel pool with a bosomy gym instructor overly impressed with Marion Zimmer Bradley's heroines. Some of the  beer-can kids in  rolled-up  Levis  immediately fell in lust with the gym instructor  but were too  embarrassed  to jump in when told that no clothes were allowed. Shortly thereafter hotel security showed up-hell hath no  fury  like  a  beer  can  collector scorned-and the convention was all downhill from there . . .. 

There was a mild smattering of applause and an occasional snore when I finished my story.  Then the Old Fart passed around a bottle from which we  all  sipped while he  waved a  hand  and  intoned 

"Smoooooth!" A fraction of a second later he grabbed the bottle back, looked  disapprovingly at  the level and took a gulp of his  own.  He wiped  his  mouth  with his  sleeve  and leaned  back against the wall, fixing us with a rheumy eye. 

"I'll bet that none of you have heard of the Lost Convention," he croaked with a sly smile.  "A few of us older fans may remember, but most of them are too embarrassed to talk about it. But it was the only convention at which fandom saved the world as we know it . . .. " 

I pricked up my ears.  I'd heard rumors but  it  had all happened when I was on a sabbatical from science fiction and had little interest in fans or Slans or Trekkies or others of their ilk. The young fans in the circle  edged  closer while others in the room who had heard the magic words began to drift over. 

"It  all began,"  said the  Old  Fart,  "with  the  Worldcon  for '69.  It was supposed  to  be  held  in  St.  Louis  but  in  late June, disaster 
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 struck-problems with the convention hotel. And all the other hotels 

 in town were booked for the Labor Day weekend-" 

 He broke off to retrieve his bottle from the clutching hands of a 

 young  fan  whose  ID would never have  passed muster in the bar 

 downstairs. He took another long gulp. 

 "Then  a  member  of the  convention  committee-don't ask me 

 who, he gafiated years ago-came up with a solution. They'd hold 

 the first outdoor Worldcon. Set up tents for the dealers and concessionaires,  erect a wooden pavilion for the masquerade, put up the 

 Guests of Honor  in a  nearby  motel and the rest of us could  bring 

 sleeping bags or our own pup tents. It'd be one giant relaxacon under 

 the stars and in the open air. Soak up a few rays, hold panel discussions on grassy hillsides .. . .  " 

 We were all ears now and everybody in the suite had gathered 

 'round. 

 "The committee member who  suggested it had  an uncle who 

 owned a farm in upstate New York, near Bethel. It was perfect, with a 

 huge pasture planted in grass with a small cow pond nearby which 

 we could tap for drinking water. It was ideal for a couple of thousand 

 fans  and  for once nobody could bitch  about  the  room  rates-just 

 clean up the meadow afterward and it was ours for ten bucks a head. 

 But he was going to plow the meadow under in late August so it was 

 only available the weekend starting Friday the 15th." 

 The Old Fart's eyes grew damp with remembrance. 

 "The only other catch was that two meadows over some kind of 

 music convention was going to be held in the open air, same as ours. I 

 imagine some of you have heard of 'Woodstock' but you'd be surprised  how ignorant most of us were at the  time.  The farmer who 

 owned our meadow even assured us it was going to be a jamboree of 

 Julliard students." 

 Somebody tittered  in the back of the room and the Old Fart 

 glanced over, frowning. 

 "We started rolling in Thursday and  quickly discovered we 

 couldn't make it as far as the farm-the highways were jammed. 

 Every road within five miles of Bethel was one huge parking lot. So 

 like all the hippies-that's what they called them, hippies, I couldn't 

 believe all that hair  and all that skin-we abandoned our cars and 

 straggled over the hills to the farm of Seal Oakes. It was some walk, 

 all the kids going to the music festival flashing peace signs at us and 

 offering us free dope." 

 The Old fart rolled his eyes. 

 "I swear to God, there wasn't one bourbon drinker among 

 the whole lot of them. But when it came to pills and pot, they 

[image: Image 129]

1 1 0   •  THROUGH MY GLASSES, DARKL V 

 were connoisseurs.  Or  so  I  heard later," he  hastened to  add. 

 "By Thursday night, you could hear guitar music coming from a  few meadows away. We couldn't even drown it out with our transistor radios tuned to Opera at the Met.  But it was a bright night, the  stars were  out and  the sky was beautiful and most of the fans had found their way to our meadow, though I noticed a few of the younger ones looking over their shoulders in amazement and envy at what they'd seen  in  the woods.  But we were all there together and we fell asleep anticipating the next day when the dealers would have their tents set up and our own convention would begin." 

 It was so quiet in the hospitality suite you could've heard a pin drop on the beer-soaked carpeting. The Old Fart wiped away a tear, coughed, and continued on with his reminiscence. 

 "Friday started off  just  fine.  We had  panel discussions in the morning about the legal system of Trantor, terraforming the asteroids, and the psychological mindset of HAL in  2001.  It was a great beginning.  Around five o'clock we started to break  for  supper and then a huge roar went up from the music festival and we heard the first strains of an amplified guitar." 

 The Old Fart glanced around, smiling at his audience, wheezed once or twice and took a moment before resuming. 

 "Not my kind of music but .. .it grew on you. About dusk, I knew there  was  going  to be trouble.  Phil Dick  wandered by with a huge smile on his face and a young girl on each arm.  They were dressed in ... well, not  much  of anything at all...and  smiling  up at  Phil.  He stopped to introduce them.  'This is Flower,' he said, looking down at one of them,  'and this is-' 'Moonstone,' she giggled, without taking her eyes off his face. He introduced me and both girls said 'Groovy!' 

 and then they vanished into the woods." 

 The Old Fart shook his head in dismay. 

 "I never saw Phil again during the convention but I kept thinking of a book he wrote called Galactic Pot-Healer and wishing I had read it. 

 It was a parody, somebody told me later, but I'm not so sure .... 

 "We couldn't get to sleep most of that  night  for all the music coming over the hills. The last I heard was Joan Baez singing a lullaby and then about ten, the storm struck. There was plenty of space inside the mess tent where most of us were sleeping and we were dry and warm  enough,  all crowded together.  Before  nodding  off I noticed there were some faces I'd never seen before.  Most of the strangers were  long-haired  and lanky  and  clutching  copies of Stranger in a Strange Land. But it  didn't occur to me until the next day that they might have drifted over from the festival." 
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The Old Fart paused,  shaking his head ruefully.  "I  should have guessed,  though. In  the  dark I  could  see  little  spirals of cigarette smoke drifting up toward the top  of the tent. Only it smelled more like  somebody  was  burning musty  old  books  rather  than  tobacco. 

And at the far end of the tent, I heard a couple of young girls shriek, then lapse into giggles." 

 "Stranger in a Strange Land?" somebody said. "Wasn't that a best seller among the hippies?" 

The  Old Fart  nodded wisely.  "Lucky that  Bob Heinlein wasn't guest  of honor,  he  would have been  mobbed."  He  coughed  and chugged again at the bottle, this time neglecting to pass it around and drawing a few dirty looks from the young fans up front. 

"The next  morning we rubbed the sleep from our eyes and staggered  down  to the  pond  to splash  water  on  our  faces  and ... well,  I couldn't believe it. A dozen of the hippies had already got there and were doing belly flops in the pond and scrubbing down and most of them were buck naked, some of them obvious believers in free love. 

We retreated to the  mess  tent  for  breakfast  and  the lines  seemed longer than they should've been and a lot of the fans in line I'd never seen before. I asked one of them what club he belonged to and he just smiled and held up his fingers in a 'V' sign and said, 'Peace, brother' 

and that's all I could get out of him. 

"We  had  another  round  of panels-how long  should  the ideal science-fiction short story be as compared to fantasy, the linguistic roots of Klingon, and the esthetics of stapling fanzines. Along about noon, it was becoming hard to hear what the panelists were sayingthey were drowned out by the music from two meadows over. About this  time I  also  noticed  that  the  attendance  at  the  various  panels seemed  to  be  dwindling. More and more  fans  were  disappearing into the woods  in the direction  of the festival. Deserters, I thought, traitors. But  it wasn't until the following morning that I realized the tragic consequences of what was happening." 

Everybody  in  the  room  was  hanging on  the  Old  Fart's every word. They even brushed away the bottle when he reluctantly handed it around again, anxious to hear more. 

"We slept late  the next  morning  and  when  we woke up,  it was magic. There was a mist on the meadow and everywhere I looked, it was carpeted with sleeping bags.  I  was up earlier than most, hoping to beat the mob to the pond to wash up, but music was still drifting over the meadow. Some woman singing about a white rabbit, I didn't catch the rest of the lyrics .... The lines at the  mess tent were longer than I had  ever seen. I  was puzzled and asked one kid why and he said some group called the 'Up-Against-the-Wall-Motherfuckers' had 
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burned down some of the food stands of another group called 'Food

For-Love' and still another  group called the  'Hog Farm'  was passing out food but they didn't have enough to feed the multitudes." 

The Old Fart shook his head and stared at the ceiling. 

"I hadn't the faintest idea what he was talking about.  When the panels began,  I noticed there weren't more than two or three participants at each of them, though I have to admit that 'An Analysis of the Second British Printing of  War of the Worlds' wasn't especially inspiring and 'Pasta Recipes for the Year 2000' was particularly ill-chosen, considering the  circumstances. By  afternoon,  the convention  was completely overrun by the hordes of hippies coming in for the music festival. Then I saw sights I wouldn't have believed .... " 

He lapsed into silence, resting his chin on the mouth of the bottle, the  expression  on  his  face  that  of a man in pain, lost in the  mists of the past. 

"What sights?" somebody asked. 

The Old  Fart  cleared his throat.  "I was  sitting  on  a hillside with the con committee, staring blindly at the wreck of the 1969  Worldcon and watching  people  as  they  straggled past.  There  was  one  portly gentleman  with  a  cigarette holder,  his  coat  open  and  necktie off, his pants  rolled up  from where he had  been  wading  in the pond. 

He  wandered  by  with  a  bl issed-out  look  on  his  face  and it was  a moment before I  recognized him. 'God!' I  thought. The most prestigious editor in the entire field of science fiction. And I knew he wasn't smoking Pall Malls .... 

"The rest of the afternoon, I think I spotted half the people who'd signed that petition in an old issue of  If, the one against the U.S. participation  in  the  war  against Vietnam. Forrie Ackerman,  Ike,  Phil Farmer,  Fritz-he  looked  the happiest  I'd  ever seen  him .. . Larry Shaw, pipe in hand and wearing a tie-dye T-shirt, looked bemused by it all. And Judy Merril seemed just as spa-as happy as Fritz .... 

'"Well, if you  can't  fight  'em . .. .'  I  thought,  and made my way over to the big meadow. It was . .. " He searched for words. " Amazing, astonishing, wonderful. Later the newspapers said there were close to half a million kids. Make that half a million-plus two thousand. Two thousand science-fiction fans drunk on music and love and friendship and God knows what else. There were a lot of marriages in fandom later that year. ... " 

He fell silent again  and a disappointed Very Young Fan behind me accused: "You said that science fiction fans saved the world." 

The Old Fart rubbed his eyes and came back to the present. 

"So I  did. It'd been raining off and on all during the festival and the  meadow  was  a quagmire. The concrete supports under the  big 
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stage were giving away and the stage itself was slowly sliding downhill. Sanitation  was a joke, of course, and the medical tent was filled to overflowing  with  kids  who'd  gashed their feet  walking around barefoot,  and  others  going through  what they  called  'bad trips,' 

though I had no idea what that meant. By late afternoon it looked like a really major disaster in the making. The towers holding up the big speakers were bending in the wind and more seriously than that, the insulation  on  the  main power cables  to the stage had been nearly rubbed off from kids walking on them." 

The Old Fart grew silent for a moment to let it sink in. 

"Imagine a  sky full of thunder  and lighting  and  drenching rain, a  meadow that was  an  immense sea of mud, half a  million soaked  kids jammed  into it  elbow  to elbow,  and  who  knows how many thousands of volts of electricity ready and waiting for the last bit of insulation to finally be rubbed off the cables. It could have been the biggest single disaster in the history of the United States, a huge mass electrocution." 

Everybody had sucked in their breath and nobody let it out. We waited tensely for the Old Fart to continue. 

"I was standing close to the stage when one of the hippie electricians panicked  and  started pleading  with  the  promoters  to shut down the generators. It was a tough call. If they turned off the power and the  music stopped,  they risked riots. If they left  the power on, they risked frying the audience.  It was then  I  remembered the contingent of fans from M.I.T. I passed the word and within minutes we'd  located them  in  the  corner of the  meadow, huddled under an  aluminum  NASA  rain-resistant blanket,  busily  making illegal tapes of the music." 

The Old  Fart took  a  final sip from the bottle,  then  upended it. 

Empty. He looked at it sadly, then out at us. 

"Half a dozen of them  were electrical  engineers and they found some  rubber  sheeting in the  medical  tent  and  wrapped  the cables, then  posted  guards  to keep  anybody  from  walking on  them. The music continued, there weren't  any  riots, nobody got  electrocuted. 

Later the press said that for one weekend, one of the biggest cities in the United States had appeared overnight on Max Yasgur's farm and it turned out to be the most peaceful city that size in the entire country.  Oh, there were accidents and bad trips but  for three days it was peace and love and music." 

We sat in silence for a moment, stunned, and then the Very Young Fan asked doubtfully, "So how do you figure we saved the world?" 

"Well, think about  it," the  Old  Fart said indignantly. "The heart of the peace  movement  was at that  festival. What  would've 
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 happened if they'd all been  fried? If we'd never gotten out of Vietnam, if we had ended up in a war with China? We probably never would have returned to the moon and who knows if computers would have taken the leaps they did if all the young hackers had been drafted to spend the next couple years fighting along the Yangtze. For a brief few hours there we were on the cusp-one way led to disaster and  the  other  to ... "  He  waved  his  arms  expansively at the  room 

 " ... what we have now." 

 "What about the  fans who went there?" somebody else asked suspiciously. 

 The  Old Fart smiled.  "Oh,  a few  of them  quit science  fiction  to become  rock-and-roll critics.  And a couple of them got busted  for dealing. As for a lot of the others ... " He shrugged. "I  imagine a lot of them became writers." 

 It  was early  Saturday morning now and  the  room  started  to empty out. Pretty soon there was only the kid behind the bar lugging containers of melting ice to the john and dumping them in the bathtub. Then the Old Fart and I were at the door, ready to bid each other good-night.  I  don't  know  what  made me  do  it,  maybe the  flash  of something around his neck, half-hidden by his collar, that I dimly recognized. On impulse, I grabbed it and pulled a thin necklace out from under his shirt. 

 "Love beads!" I accused. 

 He blushed, then  said: "You  didn't go to the  1969 Worldcon, did you?" 

 I hesitated. "No," I finally admitted. "I went to ... Woodstock." 

 He  grinned  and  fumbled  for  his wallet, pulling out what looked like a hand-rolled cigarette.  He lit up, then handed it to me. 

 "Have a toke." 

 "You run out of Jim Beam?" 

 "It's a schtick," he muttered, "I really can't stand the stuff." I took the joint and inhaled deeply. 

 "Far out," I said in a strangled voice. 

 Yes, a  beer can collectors  conven tion  was  held at the Radisson Muehlebach hotel in  Kansas City,  but it was at the same time as the  1 975 

 BYOB-Con,  not the  1976  Worldcon, MidAmeriCon. And yes,  there  was  a skinny-dipping party with me and a dozen others, including the zaftig gym instructor.  "Woodstock"  was  held about two weeks before  the  1969  World Science Fiction  Convention  in  St.  Louis (St. Louiscon). Something like 400,000 attended the festival which featured performers Joan Baez, Country Joe & the Fish, Joe Cocker, the Grateful Dead, Jimi Hendrix, Santana, Janis Joplin, the Jefferson Airplane, the Who, John Sebastian, and a host of others. 
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 Mass electrocution from exposed electrical cables late Sunday afternoon was considered a  very  real possibility by  the festival promoters, alerted by  Bob Weir of the Grateful Dead and other artists who reported shocks every time they touched the microphones. There were a  number of  science fiction Jans and writers present, though not necessarily the ones I mention. Much to my regret, I wasn't one  of  them.  (I  missed Monterey Pop,  too,  though  I lived only a Jew miles away.) The poll of writers  re  the  Vietnam War ran  in  the June, 1 968 issue of If. The roster of names, for or against, was astonishing. 

 And finally, a deep bow and my apologies to the Old Fart-hey, it was all in fun!-FMR 
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“Frank Robinson is more than my good
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have been before I was reading him—and
& I've been reading him, avidly and with enor-
mous satisfaction, for half a century.”
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“Frank M. Robinson [is] a...bold and inventive writer.” —PETER STRAUB

“Frank Robinson has been a writer and editor in and out of science fic-
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between author, editor, publisher, and hardcover price—then he sat down
to write a novel about a spectacular fire in a skyscraper....
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