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  PROLOGUE


  A man performed an experiment on white mice. A few pairs were given the freedom of a large, well-appointed cage. The climate was maintained at a pleasant level for the species; there were no predators and no diseases or natural hazards; food and water were limitless. The mice were left to their own devices in this simulated paradise, while the man, like a beneficent but aloof God, watched.


  The mice bred. Soon the few were many, and the many became a dense throng. Yet there was still food for all; only the space was limited. With the increasing press of bodies, the mice became irritable and asocial, fighting with each other over trifles. Some were neurotic; others ceased activity and lay like vegetables. Babies were neglected, left to fend for themselves in an increasingly violent situation. Many were trampled to death, and those that survived were not sweet and gentle. Paradise had become hellish.


  What had happened? The basic problem seemed to be the man’s interference with the natural order. Mice depend on certain selective forces for the overall health of their species. Predators constantly cull the weak or slow or stupid or old or merely unlucky. Disease thins the population. On occasion, starvation wipes out large numbers. The mice must breed prolifically in order to survive these hazards. All these killers are cruel on an individual basis—but not as cruel as the alternative of overbreeding without concurrent elimination of the surplus or expansion of the living area.


  A mouse, looking at Earth as a planetary cage, might see distressing parallels to man’s present condition. The human population of our world has been increasing phenomenally—but its resources are being exhausted, and the habitable area is limited. As war and crime, disillusion and suicide and juvenile wildness increase, we see the signs of the approaching end. Already, segments of the world’s population are starving; the threat of nuclear or biologic holocaust hangs over us all. We cannot continue this way. The day of reckoning is inevitable, and it is not heaven but hell-on-Earth we face. Unless there is some other avenue. Suppose it were possible for man to be freed from his cage, so that he could emigrate painlessly to other worlds?


  A remarkable breakthrough occurs: instant matter transmission to other habitable planets. Suddenly the cage has been sprung, and man’s greatest adventure is commences…


  



  CHAPTER 1


  As the drama on the giant screen in front of him worked its labored way into one of the obligatory love scenes, Scot’s arm almost automatically tightened around the shoulders of the girl beside him. Instead of responding by leaning against him, however, she wriggled her shoulders in annoyance.


  “Stop it, Scot,” she said. “I came to see the movie, not to experience it.”


  Scot relaxed his grip in mild irritation. Fanny was a lovely girl, but she did have this evasive nature. She resented any distractions from whatever occupied her attention at the moment. To be fair, he conceded this did have its compensations; when she made love, she devoted herself to the act with the same single-minded purpose she now displayed in watching the screen. But Scot wasn’t in much of a mood for being fair, so he settled back under the steering wheel in annoyance.


  On the screen, the lovers were embracing. Not much of a nude scene, Scot thought. In fact, it wasn’t much of a movie, despite the promises of the ads and the expense of the tickets. He’d have found more enjoyment taking Fanny for a quiet walk—except that nobody in his right mind walked the streets after dark. He looked idly out a side window, across the massed automobiles to the city skyline. Since he had bought tickets for the prestigious top deck of the drive-in theater, he could dimly make out the skyline against the smog; occupants of cars in the lower decks could barely make out the screen in front of them. Up here, it was rather pretty; the atmosphere glowed with the diffused light from the myriad streets and buildings, the pinpoint sources fused into a dull ambience. No stars were visible, of course, though he’d heard that those rich enough to afford penthouse apartments could see a few, now and then.


  He dropped his gaze to Fanny’s profile. She was leaning forward, gazing at the screen with her usual intentness. A classic profile, except for that unusually strong chin: perfect teeth showing between slightly parted lips, a good nose, large dark eyes concealed by heavy lashes, and a wealth of thick chestnut hair. He forgave the intentness and leaned over to brush her cheek with his lips.


  She moved away from him and he sat back with an angry jolt. As his fiancée, Fanny was unpleasantly self-assertive at times; would she really improve when she was his wife?


  Sensing his mood, she turned and smiled at him. “Don’t spoil it, Scot,” she said. “There will be plenty of time for that when the movie is over.”


  He nodded grudgingly and looked out the window again. Was the smog worse than it had been just a few minutes ago, or was it his imagination? Finding a convenient outlet for his frustration, he considered the atmosphere, which had been deteriorating since well before his birth. There was talk of environmental regulation; there was always talk, but intensifying fuel crises had always prevented action. Now only the rich breathed clean air; they could afford to install the required filtering system. He coughed, suddenly aware of the acrid taste of the air in the car. Its filters were too old to provide even the minimal efficiency they had done when new, but there was nothing he could do about them. He was on a waiting list for new filters; so were most of the other car owners in the city.


  He coughed again, and as he did so, the screen in front of him darkened and the speaker became silent.


  “Not another power failure!” Scot snarled.


  Fanny shrugged. “It will be on again in a minute.”


  “And we’re supposed to just sit here and wait for it, like good little boys and girls! Protest is un-American; we must all put our shoulders to the wheel,” he grumbled, mimicking the most recent government slogan. “They charge us more every damned day and then don’t even deliver the goods!”


  “You’re exaggerating,” Fanny said. “Anyway, you know they can’t help it. They’ve been overextended ever since they had to shut down #2 plant because of radiation leakage.”


  “You don’t think that after six months they might be expected to get #2 back in service?” Scot inquired sarcastically.


  “I imagine they have problems getting parts, just like we do,” she replied calmly.


  That was the difference between them, Scot thought. He railed at the delays, the interruptions, the inferior merchandise, the poor service, the price increases. Fannny accepted them. More than once she had told him that since he couldn’t do anything about these things, it was useless for him to become angry at them. He suspected that her calmness resulted from never having devoted her full attention to the daily frustrations, and he wasn’t sure whether he should hope for or dread the day when she finally did so. Fanny was so firm—or possibly the word should be tenacious or even bullheaded—that once she made up her mind about a subject, she not only clung to her opinion but used any means at hand to put it into practice.


  “There are too many people on Earth,” he muttered.


  Fanny shrugged. “I don’t see that you can do anything about it; unless you want to start killing them off. I don’t think you’re ready to do that, yet.”


  “Sometimes I’m tempted,” he confessed. “But it’s got to start with birth control. An absolute moratorium on procreation for some period; maybe five years. Then very limited—”


  “I thought you wanted a family,” Fanny said. “You talk about it enough.”


  “That’s not the same thing. I want a family, but I’d be willing to wait for it. You don’t seem to be in any hurry, anyway.”


  “Just because I don’t want to marry you when you don’t have a job and we’d have to live on the quota… Anyway, do you think your qualifications would make you eligible for this very limited procreation you’re talking about? It would have to be government regulated; what makes you so valuable to the government?”


  Scot considered several replies, realized what Fanny would say about them and avoided answering by turning on the car radio.


  Raucous music blared out of the speaker, and Fanny winced. “Turn it down,” she suggested. “Find some news.”


  Practical, he thought. Fanny’s suggestions are always so sane and rational and practical that sometimes I feel like screaming. But he obediently turned the dial until he picked up a news broadcast. The news was the usual assortment: two men beaten to death with bicycle chains; unemployment up; stocks down; provocative remarks on national policy by an ambitious senator; border clash in Lorraine; smog index high; weather cloudy and cooling. And a group advocating the outlawing of bicycle chains—replacing them with v-belts, claimed a following of five million members, enough to give them at least a small political clout.


  “They don’t deign to mention the power failure,” Scot muttered. He looked out across the city again. The sky no longer glowed; the myriad pinpoints of light had vanished. “This one ought to be big enough to be newsworthy.”


  “It happens all the time, like suicides,” Fanny said.


  “That doesn’t justify it!” he exclaimed. “They ought to—”


  “Shh,” she said. “Something interesting.”


  “I don’t care what…”


  Then, abruptly, his attention became riveted to the news. “… matter transmission,” the announcer was saying. “Breakthrough in the well-known Oxnard Project. The team of scientists have successfully completed a lab-to-lab transmission. The procedure, said to be instantaneous, represents a tremendous step toward man’s goal of reaching the stars. Scientists speculate that there can be as much success crossing a distance of light-years as in a few kilometers on Earth.”


  “It is claimed,” the announcer continued, “that this technique represents a window to the stars.”


  That was all. Obviously the item had been inserted at the last minute, and the network, which had been making fun of the Oxnard Project for years as a boondoggle by fuzzy-minded scientists, wasn’t sure how to present it. Everyone knew that instantaneous matter transmission was impossible.


  “But if it were true…” Scot breathed.


  “What difference would it make?” Fanny asked. “It’s just science; it’s not going to change our lives.”


  “What difference?” Scot cried. “The light-speed limitation on interstellar travel has kept us from exploring beyond our solar system. We know there are other planets out there, circling other stars—we even have names for hundreds of them—but we can’t get to them! If we had instant travel, we could explore them; we could even colonize!”


  He stopped, overwhelmed by his own vision: walk-ing on an alien world, perhaps with two suns in the sky, strange vegetation, rainbow-hued streams, the fragrance of new-mown hay… He’d never smelled new-mown hay, but all the books said it was fragrant. But even if the planet was some barren rock pile with nothing on it but mines and maybe a research station, it would be different.


  “Different!” he said reverently. “I’m sick of Earth. Everything here just keeps getting worse. I’d leave in a minute, if I had the chance.”


  “I wouldn’t,” Fanny stated flatly.


  “No, you’re content with the smog, the breakdowns, the violence, the overpowering crush of humanity. I’m not. If I could go somewhere and breathe fresh air, see the stars at night, I’d love it. What’s so great about Earth, anyway? Do you like these continual power failures?”


  “No, but at least we have power most of the time, which is more than you’d have on a new world. Do you know how much work a colonist would have to do? We’re pretty comfortable here, all things considered.”


  “Comfortable? We’re stagnating!”


  “If we were stagnating, we wouldn’t be inventing matter transmission, would we?”


  “What good is matter transmission, if the lights don’t work?” he demanded.


  “Exactly,” Fanny said, and he realized that he’d somehow lost an argument again. She was the one who cared about creature comforts, so how had she managed to get him to defend electric lights? Well, it didn’t matter now; it was too late to untangle his arguments. He knew from past experience that his only option now was to change the subject.


  As if on cue, the power returned. The movie picked up where it had left off, and Fanny turned off the radio and returned her attention to the film as though there had never been an interruption.


  But the notion, so suddenly introduced, stayed in Scot’s imagination. Matter transmission—could they mean it? He’d shared the general scorn directed at the Oxnard Project. But now, if they had actually achieved their purpose, everything would change. No more light-speed limitation, no more four-year journeys to reach the nearest star, or a hundred thousand to cross the galaxy. Instant transmission…


  No. The news services couldn’t be trusted to communicate a scientific concept with any accuracy. There was a mistake somewhere. Relativity was still called a theory, though for all practical purposes it had been proved. Hadn’t it? The books said it had.


  But maybe there were principles to which relativity didn’t apply. Duplication of the original matter at the receiving station, perhaps, though that wouldn’t relieve any population pressure on Earth, unless the original was destroyed in the process.


  “Will you stop muttering to yourself?” Fanny complained. “I can’t hear the dialogue.”


  “The universe opened to Man, and all you care about is third-rate dialogue!”


  “Well, if you’re going to be difficult about it—”


  “I don’t see why you can’t…”


  “Why I can’t what?”


  Why you can’t forget that damned movie and put your mind to loving, he thought vehemently. But he knew it wouldn’t do any good to say it.


  “What is it with you?” he demanded. “You don’t care about the horizons of science and technology, you aren’t interested in human interactions; what do you want?”


  “We’ll discuss this when you’re in a more rational mood,” Fanny replied cooly.


  “When I’m in a…” Scot stopped speaking until he felt that he could control his voice.


  “I’m not the one who was shouting,” Fanny reminded him. “I don’t see why you have to get so excited over things. It doesn’t do any good.”


  “I get excited because I’m concerned. Being a spokesman for the apathetic, mediocre middle class doesn’t do any good; at least I’m trying to change things!”


  “I’m surprised that you wanted to marry anyone as mediocre and apathetic as I am.” Fanny sighed and looked out the window as if tired.


  So now she was reminding him that he had started the discussion; that he was the dissatisfied one forever beating his head against walls. And, by her definition, she was right. He was being stubborn and unreasonable, and if he wanted to keep the relationship, he’d better admit it. The thought of breaking off with Fanny was too painful to contemplate. Perhaps, deep down, he realized the accuracy of her assessments and knew he needed her stability to balance his impetuousness. Or perhaps, he thought wryly, he didn’t believe he could find another girl if Fanny left him.


  “All right,” he said, defeated. “We argue because this polluted world is slowly driving me crazy and I take out my frustrations on you. I don’t mean to; I’m not mad at you. I’m just cantankerous.”


  “You’re dedicated,” she said, willing to be gracious now that she’d proved he needed her more than she needed him.


  “Same thing,” Scot said and abruptly realized that it was true. To be dedicated was to be cantankerous: raging at injustice and the futilities of life. Fanny could be stubborn, but she yielded gracefully to the necessities of existence, like a willow tree in a storm. He stood like an oak and risked being uprooted. And he felt a sudden qualm; could two such differing individuals make a life together?


  The fact that his oaklike firmness was rooted in talk rather than action never occurred to him.


  He started the motor and eased out of the theater slot, then drove slowly to the exit ramp and wound his way down to ground level. Down here not even the skyline was visible; it was like the bottom of a foggy pit. He drove even more cautiously through the black streets, alert to the possibility of attack. Some of the street gangs had lately taken to disabling cars in order to rob the passengers. But nothing happened and eventually they arrived at Fanny’s apartment building. She produced the plastic card that allowed the car inside the delivery area; he kissed her at the door and drove home. Her demeanor had been calm, but he knew she was upset. They had fought, however deviously, and there were hidden wounds.


  



  CHAPTER 2


  Scot circled for ten minutes that seemed like an hour before managing to slip into a parking place just ahead of an irate woman in an electric town car. Ignoring the epithets she hurled at him, he wondered how much this trip was costing him; gasoline was almost as expensive as gold. Usually he avoided the downtown area, where buildings and their residents slowly rotted together, but the space colonization recruiting office was here. As he carefully locked the car, he wondered once again why he bothered to maintain it; it was obviously more of a luxury than he could afford. But giving it up would be a sort of surrender; an admission that he was no better than the other millions of unemployed. He was a student; he had a position to uphold.


  He paused, staring at the neon sign, “MT.” There was no need for anything else; everyone knew what the letters stood for. The government had certainly wasted no time.


  Less than a week after the original radio announcement, there had been another news item, which indicated, in a tacit bit of deception, that transmissions had been going on for longer than previously admitted. Furthermore it seemed the project was a cooperative effort, on a top secret level, by a host of governments around the world. The technique had been perfected and containers and receiving station equipment already constructed for the 100 volunteer explorers to be transmitted through space to 100 different coordinates. Why was everything so hush-hush? Scot reasoned that if the project had ultimately failed, and such a promising avenue away from Man’s population nightmare had been closed before it was really opened, people everywhere might have come to feel that their plight was hopeless. And people without hope are dangerous, he reflected ironically.


  A month later, Scot learned that six of the transmitted explorers had survived, had carried out preliminary mapping of the new worlds, had set up the receiving stations and returned to earth. Six new worlds for the taking!


  Now the government was accepting volunteers for emigration. It was rumored that New York would start shipping people out by tomorrow, but for the moment the local office was only processing applications. Probably, Scot had decided, the offices were set up in the most crowded localities first, to relieve the population pressure. Though he couldn’t imagine New York being any worse than this.


  The number of people crowding into the MT office dismayed Scot. Although he had deliberately waited two days, assuming that there would be a rush at first, the place was packed. He obviously had no chance for an interview; his time on the parking meter would run out before he got through the line. Whenever the police found an illegally parked car, they hauled it away to a scrapyard. He couldn’t risk that. He squeezed into the building and saw a pile of pamphlets on the counter; promotional literature. He took one, noticed what looked like a pile of applications beyond it and took one of those. Then he spent five minutes bucking the crowd in an effort to get out.


  There was someone in his car, bent forward, apparently doing something under the dashboard. A small man or a boy. Scot shouted and ran toward the car. He’d followed all the regulations on locking the vehicle, but he’d never really believed that anyone would want to steal his old second-hand junker. Someone was either desperate or such an amateur he couldn’t get into one of the newer cars.


  The engine roared to life as Scot made it into the car door. He felt a moment’s admiration for the thief’s abilities; he was seldom able to start the car that quickly. But this didn’t prevent him from wrenching open the door on the driver’s side and grabbing for the thief’s shoulder. He missed, getting a handful of shirt instead, and the fabric gave way as he tried to haul the thief out of the car.


  By now the car was in gear, backing out of the parking spot. Scot lunged desperately, grabbing for the body. An arm- or leg-hold could be shaken loose, and the thief’s clothing was too old and patched to provide any sort of purchase. The thief tried to ward him off, blocking one of Scot’s hands, but the other hand knocked off a wool cap and closed on hair.


  The moment of shocked surprise cost Scot his last chance to apprehend the thief. The thief was a woman.


  She backed the rest of the way out, with Scot pulling her hair painfully with one hand and waving the other arm erratically to keep his balance. Than she shifted into forward gear, she chopped at the arm gripping her hair. Just before he hit the sidewalk he saw several people moving purposefully toward him. His head bounced off the concrete.



  



  Scot awoke with a throbbing head. For a moment he wondered whose party he had been to, and then he remembered that he didn’t go to lab parties any more; not since he’d been dating Fanny. But he’d certainly been somewhere: in addition to the headache, his left shoulder appeared to be bruised, one elbow was throbbing, and there were aches and pains in both legs. He opened his eyes, wincing at the light, and looked around him. He was home, all right; the aging furnishings of his room were entirely familiar.


  His eyes came to rest on a figure sitting at the side of his bed, and he managed a weak smile. “Hello, Mom,” he said.


  Mrs. Krebs smiled back, reassuringly. She had a face that was designed to be plump and jolly, but its thinness showed the stress of living in an age where there was little to be jolly about. Her graying hair was done up rather carelessly into a bun on top of her head, and she wore an old but clean pantsuit, of the type that had been popular when she was a girl.


  “I’m glad you’re feeling better, dear,” she said.


  Better than what? Scot wondered, but he knew enough not to say anything of the sort aloud, so he smiled again. “I know this sounds silly,” he said, “but I don’t remember how I got home. What happened?”


  “I’ll get your father,” his mother said. That sounded bad; his mother believed firmly in allowing males to dispense bad news. This was in keeping with her archaic conception of the man as the head of the household. He couldn’t have become this banged up at a party; he felt like he’d been hit by a car. Something stirred at the back of his mind at the thought, but his head ached too much to concentrate.


  While he was still trying to arrange his thoughts, his father came into the room. Arthur Krebs was a thin, wiry man; the type who looks old at 40 and then, but for the odd wrinkle, remains unchanged in appearance for the next 30 years. His forced retirement the year before had been a blow, but he still walked with an erect back and the suggestion of a spring in his step.


  “How are you feeling, son?” he asked. “You were in pretty bad shape when they brought you m.”


  “I’m not feeling very good, but I think I’ll live,” Scot said. “The trouble is that I don’t seem to recall what happened.” As he spoke, he suddenly did remember a few isolated fragments. Lying on the street—the street? Had he really been hit by a car, then? People around him. Bandages, the feel of a needle penetrating a bruised spot, the wail of an ambulance siren. “Was I mugged?” he asked, recalling accounts of the increase in crime.


  “No,” his father said soberly, “you weren’t mugged.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “You really don’t remember?” His father was staring oddly at him. Distressed, he went on, “The police found you on the street, surrounded by people who claimed you were attacking a woman.”


  Puzzled, Scot wrinkled his brow.


  “And you appeared to have been hit by a car, according to the emergency medical report. A broken arm, concussion, numerous bruises and lacerations. And contusions, whatever they are.”


  Scot tried to think. What had he been doing, attacking a woman? There was no reason… and then, in a flash, he remembered.


  “My car’” he cried. “She was stealing my car!”


  His father looked startled. “I never thought of the car. You told me once you never drove it downtown.”


  “Almost never,” Scot corrected. “I wish it had been never. If I’d been a little quicker, though, it wouldn’t have happened. I almost had her; she was in the car and backing it out. I got my hands on her, but then she speeded up and I landed in the street. I don’t remember much of what happened after that; I must have hit my head.”


  His father nodded. “Was the car insured?”


  Scot nodded doubtfully. “Yes, but a while back the company sent a circular saying that present auto locks were inadequate and owners should install the new key-card locks. I was short of money, so I put off getting it done. I don’t know if the company will pay now.”


  His father nodded reluctantly.


  A thought struck Scot. “If the police didn’t know about the car, what did they report as the cause of the accident?” His father’s expression told him. “They really thought… ?”


  “The medical report said the injuries were sustained during a probable assault,” his father said. “It didn’t say what kind of assault.”


  “Oh, great. That’s what you thought, too, isn’t it?” Without waiting for an answer, he continued. “But the police won’t do anything unless the victim reports it; They’re too busy to act without a specific complaint. I suppose I’d better go down and file a theft report, it might do some good. The insurance company will expect it, and maybe they’ll pay off. It’s not as if the car was worth very much.”


  He started to sit up, but a wave of pain forced him back.


  “Don’t try to get up yet,” his father said. “The medical team said you should go to the hospital for observation, but with the costs, we couldn’t afford it. You don’t have medical insurance, do you?”


  “Who can afford medical insurance?” Scot asked bitterly. “We can insure cars, but not people.”


  His father nodded. “The medical team verified the lack of insurance; that was why they brought you here instead of to the hospital.”


  “But I can’t stay here; you don’t have room for me.”


  “You’re in no shape to go anywhere else. Besides, you can’t go back to your apartment. We couldn’t afford the separate rent, so we called up and stopped it.”


  “But my trust income pays… you mean that’s been attached?”


  “Afraid so, son. Emergency medical treatment is expensive. We had to sign a waiver for you. You’ll have something left, of course, but we don’t know how much.”


  Scot was stunned. The trust fund set up by his mother’s uncle had been his chance to escape from the poverty and hopelessness of those around him. With constantly rising costs it was barely enough to pay his way through college. If it had been seriously depleted, there wouldn’t be much chance for him to continue. He’d better pick up his few belongings from the apartment as soon as possible.


  “I can camp out at the college,” he decided out loud. “The tuition is paid until the end of the term.” But after that, what?


  “You’d better stay here for a while,” his father said. “Your arm is badly sprained, and you’re supposed to go easy on it. And they said not to let you move around for a few days, because of the concussion. Anyway, you can’t decide what to do until you find out how much is left of the trust, and whether or not you get any insurance on your car, and that takes time these days.”


  “So meanwhile, I’m broke.” Scot shook his head, carefully, to avoid the pain. “No car, no home, no money.”


  “You have a home, as long as you need it. That’s what families are for.”


  “What’s your current income?” Scot asked. He knew his father was in what was popularly called “the squeeze” because of early retirement from a comparatively low-paying job.


  “We’ll get by. At least until everything is settled and you can decide what you want to do.”


  “You can’t afford to feed yourselves, let alone me! You look thinner every time I see you. And there’s some more furniture gone, isn’t there? I should have visited more often; maybe I could have done something.”


  His father shrugged. “Fixed income and inflation; something has to give. But a man has a duty to his family.”


  “If I could get a job…” But they both knew there was no hope of that. He’d never been able to find work before. He knew he’d never really tried too hard, but it wouldn’t have made much difference; there were too many people living on the quota and grasping eagerly at any job that promised to lift them even a small distance above the poverty level. With a college degree, he could probably find work, but he was over a year away from that. If only, he thought in sudden self-pity, I’d let the thief take the car! The police and sociologists tell people to not resist—but I had to be a hero.


  There was an awkward silence. “You had some MT material with you,” Mr. Krebs said.


  “MT!” Scot said excitedly. “I’d forgotten it; it was the reason I was downtown. I was coming out of their office when I saw the thief. Have you got the pamphlet?”


  Mr. Krebs produced it, and Scot looked through it eagerly. Even if he had become a loser on Earth, there was still a chance for him among the stars!


  “Pioneers Wanted,” the heading proclaimed. Though he knew it was only promotional flack, Scot felt a small thrill, which continued as he read the rest of the pamphlet. In general terms, the pamphlet gave the theory of matter transmission. Scot was familiar with this, since it had been scoffed at by “reputable scientists” for years, and he skipped past it to a section that in equally general terms described an uninhabited planet the explorers had named “Conquest.” It circled the star Gienah in the constellation Cygnus and was the first planet to be colonized. Scot skipped the next passage, since it merely explained “constellation.” The stars in a constellation seemed grouped together only to someone looking at them from Earth and could actually be halfway across the galaxy from one another. Scot already knew that, but with a somewhat smug complacency, he supposed it was a required explanation for the less well-educated reader. Conquest was 63 light-years from Earth. Four small moons revolved around it. Gravity was 1.03, almost identical to Earth’s. It had more land area and less water, which produced more climatic extremes and more deserts, but there was still plenty of land well suited for colonization. Plants and animals differed somewhat from their Earthly counterparts, but not so much as to be totally alien. Since most city dwellers had scarcely seen an animal, except for rats, cats, and cockroaches, relating to any animal at all would be a problem for them, but a surmountable one.


  Scot’s eyes drifted off the paper, as he visualized Fanny and himself settling in a log cabin, hunting wild beasts for food and clothing, planting and harvesting their crops, becoming attuned to nature, freed from the artificialities of civilization. Drinking pure crystal water from a stream outside their door instead of the diluted chlorine provided by the city taps. Joining with their neighbors in healthful, natural festivals such as a barn-raising or a harvest celebration.


  To be a genuine pioneer! To plow virgin spring turf behind horses, or whatever Conquest provided in place of horses! Burning natural fuels; a cheerfully glowing fireplace providing warmth, while outside, the untracked snow lay over the landscape.


  “You thinking about going?” his father asked.


  “I’m thinking about it,” he said. “It sounds great.”


  “I read the booklet, before you came to,” his father said. “I don’t know; they make it sound good, but pioneers never have it easy; it’s hard work and a lot of them die young.”


  “But to get away from all this!” Scot exclaimed. “To be independent—that’s worth some risk and hard work!”


  “But you wouldn’t really be independent,” Mr. Krebs said. “They’ll have to have some sort of organization on the colony planet; they couldn’t survive without it. And they’re talking about millions of people, so you wouldn’t be off by yourself.”


  Although the vision began to dissipate, Scot clung to it. “At least I’d have room to breathe; the people wouldn’t all be packed in like sardines.”


  His father grunted noncommittally. “I’ve been thinking. We can keep you a week, anyway. Then if you haven’t heard about the trust fund, you can stay with your brother Tully for a week. By then you ought to be over the concussion, and maybe you can manage by yourself at the college until the term ends. After that, we’ll see.”


  “Spread the burden,” Scot agreed. “So we won’t all go bankrupt. How I hope I can get off this planet!”


  His father sighed. “Don’t we all! But we have to deal with the practical problems first. Now, then; you’d better go to sleep, if you can. I’ll collect your belongings from your apartment; it will give me something to do. You just rest. You can watch the television if you want to. That’s one thing the government did for us, anyway; guaranteed a TV set for every household.”


  Scot nodded. It had been an attempt to cut down on violence; if the people were provided with bread and circuses, perhaps they wouldn’t be so ready to start their own entertainment by destroying someone else’s property. It hadn’t worked. Or had it? What would the city be like by now if most of the unemployed weren’t indoors quietly watching TV? It would certainly help to relieve his boredom in the days ahead.


  When his father left, Scot shook his head sadly. The prodigal son had returned, bringing inadvertent ruin. There was no question that his parents wanted to help him, but they were financially incapable of doing much. His father’s retirement benefits weren’t enough to support the two of them, so they received some government assistance—living on the quota, as the phrase went. But the quota didn’t make allowances for an extra person. Well, if he could survive the next couple of weeks, and if the medical bills didn’t absorb too much of the trust fund and keep him from graduating, then he might be able to get a job and help them. And then another thought struck him. His trust fund had been specifically restricted to paying for his education. Would the trustees even release any of the money for medical bills, waiver or not? And if they didn’t, how could the bills be paid? Neither he nor his parents had enough money to pay them. Still, the medical team must have felt pretty sure that the trust would pay off, or they wouldn’t have accepted the waiver. The big shots, Scot thought bitterly, always made sure of getting their money. It was the poor, who lacked the resources for a legal battle, who had to accept whatever they were allowed to have.


  He even began to feel a little sympathy for the woman who had stolen his car; she probably had a half-starved family at home, too. The whole world was becoming a ghetto of poverty and crime, dotted here and there with isolated citadels of affluence. There seemed no way out; birth control campaigns weren’t keeping pace with the depletion of natural resources. The only bright spot seemed to be MT. The program might be able to drain off enough surplus population to stabilize the decline in resources and the standard of living.


  He turned on the small radio by the bed. Better to listen to the mindless pap served up than to lie here brooding. Currently, there seemed to be a small boom for the revival of the old radio dramas of the 1930s. The original recordings were still in the files; they cost almost nothing to use; and if they weren’t very high fidelity few people in this day and age would recognize the weakness. Scot turned the dial past broadcasts of “The Rudy Vallee Hour” and “Vic and Sadie,” and finally located a station broadcasting pop music. Once he started to listen, he found the broadcast rather hypnotic. Perhaps not by coincidence, he found that the songs, and even some of the advertising, mirrored his own concerns. The craving for release, the desire to be free, productive, secure; the need to establish new horizons, broader and better than the old. The details for the realization of these desires were as vague as his own, but that didn’t bother him.


  A few of the old standby love songs were played, but the emphasis seemed to be mostly on love for new attractive life-styles rather than on new, attractive people. It was possible to learn a lot about a culture simply by listening to its songs, humor, and advertising, Scot decided. When the focus was on girls, Texas superlatives and big cars, times were good. Now it was on jobs, street violence, and gas mileage.


  Then it was time for a news break. Scot rarely listened to what passed for news in these days of heavy government censorship, but he couldn’t be bothered to turn the dial. The usual news item came first: another killer smog hits New York City; AMA statistics reveal that the leading causes of death in America today are cancer and emphysema; the Society for the Abolition of Bicycle Chains announces a membership of six million citizens; a revolutionary group demanding “a square deal for the poor” has seized control of the town of Arnold, Missouri, and state troopers attempting to restore law and order have been repulsed; the Governor has called out the National Guard to deal with the “terrorists.” And then, “a special announcement from the Matter Transmission Agency.” Suddenly Scot’s attention was riveted to the voice on the radio.


  “There appears to have been some confusion,” the announcer spoke in the usual oily tones that always seemed to accompany official government broadcasts, “about the financing of the Matter Transmission Program. It is true that the scientific studies leading to the discovery were expensive and that each actual transmission uses a tremendous amount of energy. However, the Matter Transmission Agency feels that in a cooperative society such as ours, the right to colonize should not be restricted to those individuals able to pay the cost of transmission. The best interests of the country will be served by giving everyone a fair chance. Colonists must pass rigorous physical and mental testing and must agree to transfer all their property, with the exception of certain personal possessions, to the government. Contact with the colony will be solely for the purpose of solving the colonists’ survival needs, so it will be impractical, for example, for an individual to live on Conquest and operate a business on Earth, However, to any individual meeting these requirements, the government offers free passage to the colony planet. Married couples will receive certain additional perquisites. Details may be obtained from your local Matter Transmission Agency office.”


  The announcement electrified Scot. Free transportation! For the rest of the week, while his body slowly recovered, he moved with suppressed jubilation. The immediate poverty was not improved; he tried to eat as little as possible, since two already inadequate portions were being stretched to cover three people. Scot could not be issued a quota card because of the trust fund; and he couldn’t draw on the trust fund until the medical bill was processed. The apartment house where his parents lived possessed a small backyard, which was used for growing vegetables, but it was too early in the year to reap the tiny crop, and his father told him that by the time it was divided up among all the families in the apartment, each person had only a few extra bites, anyway. His only hope now seemed to be to join the MT colonists.


  “It’s a one-way ticket, son,” Mr. Krebs warned. “If it doesn’t work out, you can’t come back. Wherever MT sends you, you’ll stay until you die.”


  Scot only smiled. “You know I have to check it out,” he said. He knew that his father had already been to the MT office, only to be told that he was over the age limit for colonization.


  “Not until you’re fully recovered!” his father said firmly. “Remember what happened the last time.”


  Scot shrugged and agreed. He wasn’t eager to make the trip downtown on one of the overcrowded buses, but he had to reach MT. He wished the office were located in a better area, but assumed that the agency was trying to reach the greatest number of people. The downtown residents couldn’t afford bus rides to any other location.


  Fanny had borrowed her father’s old car and dutifully came to visit him. She was very solicitous, and Scot had the nagging suspicion that she was acting.


  He showed her the literature and told her about the program. She was dubious. “It’s probably just a gimmick to get rid of poor people. A one-way trip; how do we know they’re actually going anywhere? Nobody has ever come back to prove it.”


  “The explorers came back,” Scot objected.


  “If they really were explorers and not just government fakes.”


  Scot shook his head stubbornly. If Fanny didn’t go with him, did he really want to go? All his plans and dreams had involved her acceptance; she had to be convinced.


  “Our government isn’t a mass murderer,” he said. “If they wanted to kill people to cut down on the population, there must be better ways of doing it. And most of the other nations are setting up their own programs; even if it was a giant conspiracy, somebody would have talked by now. You can’t keep a secret from the entire world.”


  “Just the same, I’d like to meet someone who’s been there and come back. I’ll admit it sounds good, even with the obvious drawbacks like the lack of power and the dangers of another world’s environment. But I’d feel a lot better about it if I really knew.”


  They took a slow walk around the block, which was safe enough this far from the downtown area. It was another chilly, windy day; the weather report predicted snow that night, despite the time of year. The world was becoming colder; experts were talking again of a new ice age. Lack of adequate heavy clothing intesified the difficulty, and Scot thought longingly of the latest MT release, which had featured the allure of warm sandy beaches on a subtropical island. Fanny’s objections made the emotional climate seem as cold as the physical one, and the edge was worn off his excitement over the MT program. But at least she was here, and he appreciated her presence. Besides, her last comment had seemed to soften her previous total rejection of colonization; perhaps she could still be won over.


  



  CHAPTER 3


  The following week Scot moved to his brother’s farm. It wasn’t a farm, exactly, but the family called it that. Tully had several hectares of land where the suburbs began to blend into authentic farmland. Some time ago, it had been a real farm, but most of the land had been sold off bit by bit, as land values rose. Even the small amount Tully owned would have been too expensive for him, but when he had been a clerk in the county treasurer’s office he had found that these few hectares had been acquired by the county for tax delinquency years ago, and the records misfiled in a bureaucratic error. So Tully had established legal claim, and since the area was no longer fashionable, nobody disputed him.


  Tully Krebs was five years older than Scot, shorter but more powerfully built. He and his wife and two children were enthusiasts of natural foods, exercise, and “the ecological way of life.” Scot wasn’t enthusiastic about living with them; on the other hand, maybe he could learn a few things about etching a living from the land.


  Tully didn’t have a car. He’d arrived on a tandem bike to pick up his brother. Scot mounted the rear seat and pedalled until his leg muscles were numb and his lungs seemed about to burst. Tully seemed unaffected.


  “Take it easy,” Tully finally told him. “You aren’t used to this, and you’ve beeen injured. Just let your feet go around for awhile, and I’ll do the work.”


  “Thanks,” Scot said, appreciating the chance to rest his aching muscles. He wouldn’t have done much better if he had been at his best. He was doubly thankful that his parents’ apartment was on the same side of the city as Tully’s farm. The total distance was only a little over 12 kilometers; it seemed twice that far to Scot.


  “You’ll get toughened up when you stay with us,” Tully commented, pumping away at the pedals.


  “I may not stay long,” Scot said, explaining about MT. He expected Tully to deride the project; Tully was the most earthbound individual he knew. But Tully only nodded.


  “We know about it,” he said. “You might even say we’ve been preparing to go for years.”


  “For years? They only announced it two months ago!”


  Tully chuckled. He had always had a smug sort of chuckle. “Well, we weren’t preparing for this specific program. But we’ve been preparing for the pioneer life. Bicycles for transportation, burning our own wood instead of heating with oil or electricity, raising our own food. We’ve got a solar water heater, and I’d planned to put up a windmill for power.”


  “I thought all that was just to save money.”


  “That was the prime reason, perhaps, but the skills are those that will be needed on a colony planet. And they build muscles, which colonists are going to need. In fact, you’d better start building some if you’re going to emigrate; you have to pass a physical exam, you know.”


  “I thought that was just for medical reasons.”


  Tully snorted. “You call yourself healthy? On a new world, you’ll have to get out and use your hands, MT can’t afford to ship a lot of people who are going to collapse the first time they’re faced with a little work.”


  “You sound as though you’re planning to emigrate yourself,” Scot said cautiously. “I thought you were the one who believed in the future of Earth.”


  “The future of land,” Tully corrected. “Why would we want to raise our children in the midst of this pollution when there’s a whole clean world out there? I suppose,” he added reflectively, “in time the colony planets will be as polluted as Earth, but it will take people a few generations, at least, to foul them.”


  Scot could never explain why Tully’s enthusiasm caused him to reverse his own stand. Except that arguing with Tully was automatic; if Tully was in favor of something, Scot immediately jumped to the opposing viewpoint.


  “How do you know all the government propaganda is legitimate?” he asked. “How do you know there are inhabitable planets out there, that the volunteers aren’t being duped. Maybe,” he said, unconsciously echoing Fanny’s argument, “it’s all a plot to quietly dispose of our surplus population.”


  Tully chuckled again. “We don’t know. It’s a gamble; the first settlers will have to go on trust. But they’ll get their choice of land; those who follow will have to take what’s left. I’m not saying I want to be one of the first colonists, though; a whole planet should have enough good land to satisfy all the emigrants for years. Once the early colonists are sorted out, they’ll send messages back telling what it’s like. I’ll bet the government provides free, or at least cheap, message service, as advertising. After I’ve seen some of those messages, I can decide whether or not I want to go.”


  “What’s to stop the government from faking the messages?”


  Tully sobered. “There is that. The government is corrupt enough to do it; any large government is. It would depend on the number. If there are a lot of messages—each one written by a specific person to someone else who knows that person well—it will probably mean they’re genuine. It would cost too much to fake them. If they fake it, they’ll do it a different way; fewer messages, and a documentary film or TV broadcast. Something that can be broadcast to everyone. But they’re more likely to censor the messages than they are to fake them outright.”


  “Unless it’s really a scheme to kill people off, so there isn’t anyone out there to send any real messages.”


  “Too elaborate,” Tully said. “Be easier for them to bomb New York and claim that radicals had done it. They’re doing this to get rid of people, all right, but they aren’t just killing them.”


  This sounded logical, but Scot retained a few doubts. He was beginning to wonder if his enthusiasm for MT was justified.


  “Tell you what,” Tully said after a while. “I don’t blame you for being cautious. Remember that ‘snob code’ we used to fool Deb Frey that time? Whichever of us goes first will send a message in that. Like, if I say ‘I got a good job and the house is okay,’ I mean it, but if I say ‘my occupation is congenial and my habitation superb,’ it means I got shafted and you should stay away.”


  “That sounds like a good idea,” Scot said. “And if one of us doesn’t hear from the other at all, or hears something that doesn’t sound right, it’ll be suspicious.”


  By now they were pedalling through the edge of a factory area. Scot would have preferred to go around it, even in a car, but Tully had chosen the direct route. The smog was worse, and occasional idlers lounged on the street corners. Ahead of them, three young men were hanging about in front of a small tavern. Abruptly, they moved out into the street in the path of the oncoming bike. Scot felt himself cower, but he saw Tully’s shoulders hunch and stiffen, and he knew his brother was staring the pedestrians down. For a moment the three held their ground, blocking the way—and then they moved on across the street, as though that had been their intention all along. Scot breathed a sigh of relief. He would have quailed in the face of the threat, but Tully hadn’t been bluffing, and somehow, the men had known it.


  Despite deteriorating streets and Scot’s feeble pedaling, the trip took only a little more than an hour. They turned off the street—a winding affair that had been a country road before the last expansion of the city had converted it officially into a street—into a driveway that led to a nondescript building Tully used as a storage shed. Tully swung off the bike and motioned Scot toward an old farmhouse in need of paint but obviously structurally sound.


  “Go on in; Jan’s expecting you,” he said. “I have to pick up the mail.”


  Scot looked blank for a moment, then remembered that Tully’s mail was delivered to a rural box that sat on a post across the road. He wondered if it wasn’t a temptation to thieves; the boxes inside his parents’ apartment house were frequently rifled should the rightful owners be at all delayed in claiming their letters. Tully walked off briskly, and Scot stared after him in wonder. Not even slightly tired!


  Janice met Scot at the door, with seven-year-old Tyler beside her. “Come in; I know you’re tired.”


  She was unaware of her patronizing attitude; she simply expected city types to be unable to endure the rigors of rural life. Scot sought for a change of subject. “Tully tells me he’s considering signing up for MT.”


  Janice made a noncommittal sound as she closed the door. The house felt cold; they were obviously conserving fuel, even though they cut wood from their own land. Never having chopped wood, it didn’t occur to him that Tully might be conserving on the time and energy needed to cut a winter’s supply.


  “Let me heat some soup for you,” Janice offered.


  “Don’t waste power for that,” Scot said, half facetiously.


  “No waste. We’ve got hot water from the solar heater, and any other heat necessary from the stove; we need a fire anyway, the way the weather is.” She pushed back her dark hair with a callused hand, and Scot was momentarily startled. He wasn’t used to women having rough, callused hands, or muscles either. Is this what Fanny would look like, as a pioneer?


  “Thanks anyway,” he replied, “but I’m not really hungry. I can wait until dinner.”


  “Supper,” corrected Janice. “Dinner is over.”


  They certainly work at being farmers, Scot thought ruefully. The noon meal was normally called “lunch”; he hadn’t heard it referred to as “dinner” since… since the last time he’d seen Tully and Janice, he realized. He sat down on an old, rebuilt chair. The room resembled a cross between an antique shop and a junkyard. Could he really survive a week here?


  “I’m interested in MT myself,” he said. “But I hadn’t thought you and Tully would be.”


  “I don’t know,” Janice said. “Tully talks about it, but really we’re getting along pretty well here. We can raise most of our food, and most of our power comes from the wood or the sun. If the windmill works out, we’ll be better off. Tully’s factory job is only half-days, but it provides enough money to pay for what we can’t produce ourselves. Getting away from the pollution would be nice, but it would mean so much more work; I just don’t know.”


  “Tully seemed enthusiastic,” Scot said.


  “Oh yes; he feels it’s a challenge. That’s why he gave up his clerk’s job to work in a factory. He thought it was more of a challenge; he said sitting at a desk all day didn’t give him enough exercise. He has more energy than he knows what to do with. But he’s right about one thing: it would be worth a little extra work to be able to see blue skies again—and the stars.”


  The door opened and four-year-old Jody entered. In one hand she clutched a half-eaten graham cracker; in the other she held a paper cup tied to a length of string. She was crying.


  “What is it, dear?” Janice inquired, kneeling to take the child in her arms. They were a touching sight; the mother seemingly constructed precisely for comforting children, the daughter looking exactly like a woebegone waif in a charity advertisement.


  Jody only cried harder, her words tumbling over each other so rapidly that nothing could be distinguished. Scot sat uncomfortably, wondering if he shouldn’t offer to help but unable to think of anything he could do. Tully came in, carrying the mail. Silently, he gestured for Scot to join him by the door.


  “Look,” he said in a low voice. “Could you take the kids outside after Jan gets Jody quieted down? I just got a layoff notice from work and I want to break it to Jan without the kids around. She never wanted me to change my job in the first place and she may take it hard.”


  Scot nodded. “Sure,” he said. “But it doesn’t look like Jody is going to quiet down for a while.”


  Tully nodded, laid the mail on a table, except the envelope, which he stuffed into a pocket, and knelt beside his wife and daughter.


  “Now, don’t get so excited, Jody,” he said. “Talk slower. Nothing’s as bad as it seems. That’s it,” he added, as the sobbing quieted a trifle. “Now tell us about it again, slowly.”


  Eventually, stifling her sobs Jody managed a more or less coherent story about having gone out to play with Anna and Mona (whoever they were), and having been hit by Mona, apparently at Anna’s instigation. It made no sense at all to Scot, but Janice stood up with a sigh of annoyance.


  “Those people!” she said. “I’d like to run them out of the neighborhood! You know that boy is responsible for most of the vandalism around here, and now the whole family is resentful because we caught him at it.”


  “There’s a housing development down the road,” Tully explained. “We encouraged the kids to go there to play with children their own age. Mostly, they’re nice enough kids, but this one family that moved in last year is a problem. I caught their boy trying to break into the shed a few months ago. He won’t be back; I told him I’d take a switch to him if I ever caught him on the place again, and he knows I mean it. But now the rest of the family cause trouble when Tyler and Jody go down to play.”


  Scot nodded. It sounded familiar; such stories were regular occurrences in the area his parents lived in. Apparently Tully hadn’t encountered the pattern before.


  By now, Jody’s sobs had been reduced to sniffles, and Tully again knelt beside her. “Why don’t you go outside with your Uncle Scot?” he suggested. “You and Tyler can show him the place; it’s been a long time since he’s been here.”


  Jody considered the suggestion and then looked calculatingly up at Scot. “Piggyback ride?” she inquired.


  Scot chuckled. “Something like that, anyway.” He swung her up to his shoulders; he felt a few twinges, but the girl was small and light, and his muscles didn’t protest too much. Not nearly as much as they had on the bike ride. Tyler ran ahead to open the door and as they went outside, Tyler busily described a tree house that Uncle Scot must see.


  By the time they returned, Scot had seen more of Tully’s farm than he really cared to. Tully and Janice were sitting at the kitchen table, drinking what Scot assumed was coffee. When Janice poured him a cup, he took a drink and grimaced before Tully told him it was made from ground chicory roots. The news didn’t make the flavor any less revolting, but not wishing to offend, Scot managed to gulp down the remainder.


  “Are you planning to stay with us for long?” Tully asked.


  “Well, I haven’t made any definite plans,” Scot said, wondering if Tully wanted to be rid of him already. “If I’m healed up by the end of the week, I’ll be able to go back to college. I can’t say anything for sure until I find out about the trust, but I’m paid up until the end of the term, and I know a few places where I can scrounge meals. I feel reasonably well now, though, if I’m going to be in the way.”


  “No, we weren’t trying to get rid of you,” Tully said. “What I was getting at is that we’ve decided to sign up for MT immediately. It’s more of a gamble that way, but with me losing my job and the increasing dangers of this neighborhood, we decided it would probably be a good idea to get out now. We were wondering if you’d like to stay on here longer. The garden is already planted; when it starts coming up you can feed yourself pretty well even without money.”


  Scot was startled; the decision had been made so rapidly and unexpectedly. Despite his and Tully’s conversation, he hadn’t really expected his brother to emigrate; certainly not before he himself did.



  “When we get settled I’ll send you that message,” Tully said.


  “Maybe it won’t be necessary,” Scot told him. “If I can talk Fanny into it, I think I’d like to go with you.”


  “Be safer to wait for a message,” Tully said.


  “Maybe. But I’ve got less to hold me to Earth than you do. I’ve been dreaming about getting out of this whole mess; now that the chance is offered, why should I wait? I’ll see what Fanny says; she wasn’t much in favor of emigrating. But I want to go.”


  “I’ll talk to Fanny,” Janice offered. “I wasn’t much in favor of emigrating either, at first. I know how she feels; I think I can convince her.”


  Scot thanked her. Now that he’d made a decision, he was anxious to leave as soon as possible. Fanny was his only tie to polluted, violence-ridden Earth. It was sensible to get out; there was no point in staying with a sinking ship.


  Like rats leaving a sinking ship, he thought suddenly and wished that he hadn’t chosen that particular comparison.


  



  CHAPTER 4


  After an impassioned telephone call from Scot, Fanny agreed to come out to Tully’s house and talk about the emigration plans. It was several days before all the arrangements for her visit were made; in the interim she talked with Janice several times. Scot pressed Janice for details of Fanny’s opinion of emigration, but she only smiled at him.


  Finally a day suitable for everyone was settled on for the visit. Tully swung onto his tandem bike and headed for town. Scot paced back and forth inside the house until Janice chased him outside with the children. They walked down to the housing development and back; Scot was gradually becoming acquainted with the area. It struck him that this was the day he had planned to return to college, but with emigration imminent, the idea of college studies had been pushed to the background.


  He was pacing back and forth in the yard when Tully and Fanny appeared around a curve in the street. Fanny, he noticed with surprise, was pedaling along with Tully and seemed to be in a better mood than he had expected. When they coasted smoothly into the driveway, Scot hurried over to greet them. Fanny, he noticed, had dressed for “roughing if,” she looked remarkably trim and neat in her slacks and sweater. She swung off the bike easily, kissed Scot with restrained warmth, and took his arm as they walked to the house. Tully was carefully putting the bicycle away.


  Fanny and Janice greeted each other warmly, and as they stood talking, Scot contrasted them. Even in slacks and a sweater, Fanny was elegant: poised, cultivated, sophisticated. She was tall and even after a bicycle ride, her chestnut hair was immaculately groomed. Janice was shorter, stouter, with a snub nose and brown hair straggling around her face. Scot marveled at the feminine mystique that allowed these two dissimilar women to understand one another and chat as old friends.


  Scot was impatient to discuss emigration with Fanny, but first they had lunch—or dinner, as Tully and Janice referred to it. The meal was no place for a serious talk, so Scot tried to control his fidgets and appear interested in the children’s prattle, Tully’s comments on the farm and his and Janice’s preparations for emigration.


  “But you seem so sure,” Fanny marveled. “Don’t you have to pass tests first?”


  “I doubt if we’ll have any problem,” Tully said. “I figure Janice and I must be better prepared for colonizing than almost any of their other applicants, and our registered IQS are certainly high enough to pass. If they want to ship a lot of people, they can’t be too strict.”


  Finally the meal ended; Tully announced that he had to pedal to the nearest shopping center to pick up some supplies; Janice tactfully withdrew to the kitchen.


  Scot began his argument with the facts from the MT literature; Conquest was Earth-as-it-should-be: new, fresh, unpolluted. Colonization might require hard work, but it practically guaranteed full employment, and colonists could quickly build up to Earth’s standard of living and go on from there. He continued with a few surmises that he had made while worrying about Fanny’s reaction. Resource-depleted Earth couldn’t continue the emigration project indefinitely: sooner or later, there wouldn’t be enough energy to sustain it; after the initial emigration there might well be a shut-down for years until help from the colonies arrived. If they didn’t go now, they might never be able to.


  “I think it’s now or never,” he said. “If you’ll come, we can start a new life together.”


  “I’ll come,” Fanny said.


  “It’s a lovely world; they’ve distributed photos. Look at those giant insects—like monster dragonflies! Harmless to humans, but they say a spring meadow is covered with great flying jewels. Hardly any of the wildlife is dangerous to humans. It’s an unparalleled… what did you say?”


  “I said I’d come,” repeated Fanny, laughing at him. “Don’t overdo the sales pitch.”


  “You’ll come?”


  “That is what you want, isn’t it?”


  “Of course! But you’re always so firm in your ideas, and when I mentioned emigration at first, you didn’t seem very enthusiastic.”


  “I’m quite willing to change my mind once I’ve given a subject sufficient study,” Fanny said. “You were so keen on emigration that I went down to MT and picked up some of their literature. And then when Janice called, we did a lot of talking. You know, she didn’t want to go either, at first. But things are so terrible on Earth now that almost anything would be an improvement.”


  “And will you… marry me?”


  “There isn’t much point in going with you if I don’t,” Fanny assured him. “MT seems very old-fashioned about things like that; they prefer married couples and won’t accept couples who aren’t married, though they’ll accept singles. I looked that up right away.”


  “Wonderful!” Scot caught her in his arms and kissed her until she finally broke away, smiling.


  “You aren’t going to leave me enough breath to do anything. I’ll be around for a while; you don’t have to break my ribs today.”


  Scot sprang to his feet. “I’ll tell Tully, we’ll have to make plans so we can all go together; they can’t leave without us.”



  



  Tully was delighted when he returned from the store. “To make sure we all get in the same lot, we’ll have to make our MT applications together as an associated family. The way I understand it, MT has four centers spotted around Conquest, so each transmission is beamed to a specific center. If we get into different transmissions, we might end up halfway around the planet from each other, and I can’t imagine that transportation on Conquest is going to be all that easy. Wherever we’re sent, we stay.”


  “If someone gets left behind, he could just wait until the next transmission to the same center,” Scot suggested.


  “Except that MT is running people through by the numbers; you don’t get to pick any specific center. When your turn comes up, you either go or you lose your chance and have to apply all over again, and they aren’t very favorable to repeat applicants. No, we have to make sure we all go at the same time.”


  “Then Fanny and I had better get married right away,” Scot said.


  “No rush,” replied Tully. “They’ve got applicants stacked up, waiting; that’s why they rush things so much and don’t give you any choice. When we apply and take the tests and you’ll still have time to get married; last I heard, there was a two-week delay between application and transmission. And it’s getting longer; they can process the tests by the thousands because they have offices all over the country, but they’ve only got one transmission station and it can only handle just so many people at once. They’re building more, but that’s going to take some time.”


  “I’ll have to make my own plans before the wedding,” Fanny said. “How much do they let you take with you?”


  “Not much,” said Tully. “I’ve got one of their lists around here somewhere. All this packing we’re doing isn’t for things we’ll take with us; we’re going to pass it all out to people who are staying behind. No point in letting one family have it all, and turning it over to the government with the property is nonsense; they’d just junk it.”


  The next morning, Fanny decided she had better return home and break the news to her family. Tully, Janice and Scot were borrowing a car from one of the families in the housing development and would drive to the MT center on Friday to make their applications. Fanny would meet them there. Scot wanted her to stay at the farm until then, but she insisted on having some time with her parents before leaving.


  “After all,” she said, “I’ll have the rest of my life with you, but I’ll probably never see them again.”


  Scot had to admit the justice of the comment.


  “Do you want to take her back, Scot?” Tully inquired. “I’ll lend you the bike.”


  Scot thought of the toughs he and Tully had encountered on his way to the farm. Could he protect Fanny from such men? A bicycle was so exposed. And he’d never been a fighter. But how could he gracefully decline to see his fiancée home?


  “Are you well enough to make the trip?” Fanny asked solicitously.


  Actually, he had been feeling much better in the past couple of days. But here was a legitimate excuse. “I’m not sure about my endurance,” he confessed.


  Tully paused at the back door. “I’d forgotten about that,” he said. “You’ve been doing well, but better not overextend yourself. I’d better do the biking.” He gave Scot an odd look.


  “I suppose so,” Scot agreed. He suddenly felt miserable. Having to let his brother escort his girl home! If he’d lived a more physical life… But things would be different on Conquest! He would have his full health back and would gain strength from outdoor activities. There would be no idle toughs: rumors had it that MT administered a very tough psychological test, designed to separate the workers from the malcontents. Conquest was going to be a literal heaven in the sky.



  



  The examination was every bit as thorough as Tully had predicted, and some of the questions on the psychological test were uncomfortably personal. Physically, he wasn’t in very good shape, but he explained about his injuries and the doctor noted something on his examination sheet and assured Scot that physical perfection was unnecessary.


  “You’ll get plenty of healthy exercise on Conquest to build you up,” he said heartily. “Nobody exercises enough on Earth any more, and 90 percent of the applicants have incipient black lung. Conquest will take care of all that.”


  Scot left the examination room feeling that his future was assured.


  They were advised that they would be notified within the week, but because of the number of applicants, it would be perhaps two weeks before they could actually leave. The notification would inform them of the examination results and provide a departure date for those who had passed. Failure to leave on that date would mean a minimum wait of six months before they could apply again. If they desired the exact findings of the examination they could have them by reimbursing the government for their cost; payment was approximately $500. Innoculations against disease would be given just prior to departure.


  “Not worth paying for,” was Tully’s verdict on the exam specifics. “I probably wouldn’t understand the technical data anyway; I’ll take their word that I’m healthy.”


  Scot had agreed. Since his trust fund was still tied up by the legal argument over medical costs, he didn’t have $500 to spend, anyway. He and Tully had visited their parents while they were in town and then returned to the farm to await the verdict.


  MT was efficient. The official envelopes arrived only four days later. Since mail normally took a week to get from one side of the city to another, it appeared that special service was being used. Scot had been helping Tyler and Jody weed the garden when he heard Tully’s shout that the notices had arrived.


  Tully had already opened his envelope and was scanning the notice when Scot entered the house. “Departure in… umm,” Tully said. “Six days from today; they must be cutting into the backlog of transmissions. I heard they had another transmitting station operating now.”


  Janice held Sect’s letter out to him, and he opened it, hoping that there had been no bureaucratic foul-ups and that his departure date was the same as Tully’s. He read it twice before the words made any sense to him.


  
    Greetings, SCOT KREBS:


    Your application for emigration via Matter Transmission has been denied, due to FAILURE OF PSYCHOLOGICAL EXAMINATION. You are hereby barred from reapplying for transmission for a period not to exceed 6 months. If, at the conclusion of this mandatory waiting period, you feel qualified to pass the PSYCHOLOGICAL examination, you may reapply to the Matter Transmission Agency.


    (illegible scrawl)


    


    Director, Colonization Department

  


  “Bad news?” Tully asked, seeing Scot’s stunned expression.


  “They rejected me,” Scot said, incredulously. Of course, it could be looked on as merely a postponement; they’d said he could try again. But it meant that he couldn’t go with Tully and Janice. And since he’d been spending his time at the farm instead of attending classes, his problems on Earth might have multiplied; the overcrowded colleges were not noted for accepting excuses for absence.


  He dropped the notice on the table and walked out to sit on the back steps. How could he have failed a psych test? They were designed to weed out bullies and malcontents, weren’t they? He certainly wasn’t either; or at least, he wasn’t a malcontent unless conditions were really intolerable as they had been for years on Earth. That couldn’t be it; everyone complained .about the pollution and the crowding and the violence. He wasn’t any worse than anyone else in that respect. So why had he failed?


  And as he sat there, the answer came to him. There had been a police report on the car theft incident. They’d probably accused him of attempted rape; they obviously hadn’t paid any attention to his deposition about the theft, and somehow MT had learned about it. All the government agencies were interconnected by computers-anyway; MT probably made a routine scan of police records on every applicant. If only it had been a male thief, as he’d first thought! The way things had turned out, that one incident had ruined his life, and he didn’t even know who the woman was. If he could somehow find her and wring a confession out of her… but he didn’t even know what she looked like. He doubted he’d recognize her if he met her on the street. She could have been the woman standing in line behind Janice on the day they took the MT tests—or any other woman in the building, or out of it.


  He looked at the sky. There, behind a solitary cloud, he fancied he could see the planet Conquest, floating serenely. Deep forests, huge, harmless dragonflies, no pollution, illness or crowding. Garden of Eden, contemporary style.


  And he had just been shut out.


  Jody came out the door, gazing at him solemnly with her big blue eyes. “Aren’t you coming, Uncle Scot?” she asked.


  “They won’t let me, honey,” he said. Oddly, he would have resented questions from Tully or Janice, but he could talk to the child without feeling additional pain.


  “But that’s very sad,” she said, her face puckering into an expression of misery.


  He put his arm around her. “It is,” he agreed, “but that’s the way things happen sometimes.”


  He knew she would forget him soon after she’d emigrated; there would be too many new experiences to claim her attention. But for the moment, her grief was genuine and comforting.


  And after all, he still had Fanny. He could eventually get this mess straightened out, and even if there was no chance of going with Tully, he and Fanny could emigrate to Conquest or some other colony planet. Providing the program lasted at least six months.



  



  Fanny took the news more calmly than he had expected. Since her departure date was the same as Tully’s she was concerned, but not as bitter about his rejection as he had been.


  “We’ll go together, later,” he said, and she smiled at him.


  The next few days were busy with all the details Tully had left until he was certain he was emigrating. Scot helped as much as possible: running errands, carrying messages, disposing of small items. It had been decided that he would stay at the farm. Officially the property title had to be transferred to MT. However, as Tully pointed out, MT had undoubtedly been inundated by property transfers from colonists, and it was bound to take the agency years to sort everything out. Scot might as well make use of the land in the interim. The garden was already planted, and the farm’s well, woodlot and solar water heater made living more bearable during the increasing power shortages in the city.


  “Never finished that windmill,” Tully told Scot. “Maybe you can do it, if you stay long enough. The plans are in that cabinet. With a windmill generator you’d be completely independent of city power; might be a good thing in the times that are coming.”


  The plans looked terribly complicated to Scot, and he put them away carefully. He might need them one day; for the present, he could use the city electric power when it was available and do without when it wasn’t. Eventually he’d be emigrating with Fanny; he didn’t require long-term planning.


  He’d asked Fanny to come to the farm, but she said she’d only be in the way during the plans for departure, and Scot reluctantly agreed. He often felt in the way himself, despite the small chores he did.



  



  Finally the day arrived. The actual location of the MT transmitter had never been revealed; government officials had too many senseless acts of violence on record in recent years to provide an address for vandals bent on sensational destruction. But it was generally believed to be somewhere in the south, perhaps at one of the old space centers left over from the Moonflight Era. Emigrants met at their local MT offices and transportation was provided from there. The family who had loaned Tully the car for the tests provided it again; this time the owner acted as chauffeur. Scot shook hands gravely with Tully and Tyler, kissed Janice, hugged Jody, and waved until the car drove out of sight around a bend in the street. Then, a little depressed, he walked back to the house.


  The house was silent; it had never been silent before, except when the entire family was asleep, and even then there had been an indefinable sense of human presence. Now it was empty, and Scot’s own presence was incapable of filling it.


  He made a few half-hearted attempts to clean up the inevitable debris of a family move and finally sat down in Tully’s favorite chair and switched on the radio. The announcer was talking about the MT program, so promisingly launched by the first transmissions to Conquest. A few excerpts from reports by the first emigrants—used with the permission of those people to whom the missives had been addressed—were read. Scot changed the station and a rendition of the new hit song, “Colonize With Me,” came on the air. He shut off the radio and stared into the empty fireplace.



  



  The next morning, he felt better. After all, his life hadn’t ended simply because he had been temporarily denied emigration. While he fixed breakfast, he turned on the radio and listened calmly to an announcer explaining some of the technicalities of transmission. The early attempts had failed, the announcer said, because matter had been transmitted from Earth to a location where other matter already existed. The result had been, inevitably, an explosion. Where solid matter impinged upon other solid matter, the magnitude of the explosion was such as to dwarf mankind’s H-bomb tests. Even when Earth air had impinged upon alien air, the resulting blast had been enough to destroy the relatively fragile equipment. Success had been achieved only when equipment strong enough to withstand the initial forces had been developed.


  Once a receiving station had been established on Conquest, transmissions had become easier; a chunk of Conquest air was transmitted to Earth at the exact time that the transmission was made from Earth to Conquest; thus both shipments arrived in a vacuum and there was no problem of interpenetration. In practice, MT used enormous steel drums to transport both people and supplies. Machined to exact tolerances, they ensured that no overlap occurred between transmissions. This left only the problems of microsecond timing and micro-millemeter alignment, since even a minute fragment of a steel box appearing in space already occupied by something else could create havoc.


  Scot shivered; colonization, it seemed, was not without its hazards after all. But MT seemed to have things under control; so far there had been no errors. He could trust the technicians. Trusting the government that employed the technicians was something else again; he hoped that Tully would remember to send the coded message. The insidious truth, lurking at one corner of his mind, was that he was a little relieved to have stayed on Earth. Of course, he wanted to go, but he had been beset by the nagging fear that it wasn’t real—that people would actually emigrate to some hideous fate.


  He shook his head. Pray that Conquest was as bright and wonderful a challenge as the government said it was. Or even that it was half as good.


  An overwhelming desire to talk to Fanny sent him to the phone. He needed her practicality to reassure him. He drummed his fingers while the phone clicked in his ear, hoping that this time at least there wouldn’t be any breakdowns in service.


  Fanny’s mother answered, and he sighed with relief. “This is Scot,” he said. “May I talk to Fanny?”


  The voice on the other end expressed bewilderment. “I don’t understand. Fanny emigrated to Conquest yesterday; I thought she went with you.”


  



  CHAPTER 5


  Scot sat stunned, unspeaking. From the receiver came the slightly tinny voice. “What does it mean? Scot? It is you, isn’t it, Scot? It isn’t a joke of some kind?”


  Somehow, he managed a feeble explanation and hung up the phone. Fanny had never told her parents that Scot’s application had been denied; she had simply made her preparations and left on the appointed day. Her parents had taken her to the MT office and watched her go in. They had assumed that Scot, Tully and Janice were already inside with the children.


  Which, Scot realized, meant that Fanny had planned to go all along and had deceived him. Suddenly the house was oppressive, constricting. He rose and strode to the door. One of Jody’s discarded dolls lay in his path and he angrily stamped it underfoot as he passed.


  Outside, pacing up and down, he began to remember details. He had assumed that Fanny’s agreement to emigrate was because of him, although she had never said that. In fact, he realized she had implied the opposite when she mentioned the preferential treatment given married couples: she was willing to marry him because it would help her chances to emigrate to Conquest. At the time, he’d thought nothing about it; he had been too happy with his own dreams.


  In short, Fanny had used him. Once she gained what she wanted, she probably hadn’t even missed his presence. Maybe she was even glad that he hadn’t been able to come; she could meet a better class of young men on Conquest than she had been able to on Earth. Scot gritted his teeth. She certainly hadn’t shown a lot of sympathy for him after he’d received his rejection. What he’d taken for courageous self-control on her part had been a simple lack of interest. Damn her and women like her, anyway!


  But he knew he didn’t mean it. Even now, if he’d been offered the opportunity, he’d have followed her. The thought outraged him, and he savagely kicked an unoffending rock out of his path.


  He turned back to the house. If he was stuck here, he might as well start making the best of it. Standing around dreaming about Fanny obviously wasn’t going to help him.


  By the time he had carted several armloads of junk to the trash pit for later burial, he felt calmer, and the house had begun to assume its normal appearance. Moving on to the storage shed, he discovered a jug of cider, which had apparently been set out there to turn to vinegar. It hadn’t gone that far yet, and it was pleasantly alcoholic. Scot returned to the house with it.


  The next morning his head hurt and his problems remained. Keeping busy seemed the best panacea for his woes, and he began tending the garden in earnest. The first time he watered the tomatoes, they promptly wilted, and he read through Tully’s nature books to discover why. Apparently one should not water plants in the middle of a hot, sunshiny day, if one wants the best results. After that, he did all his gardening in the evenings and spent the middle of the day reading Tully’s books to discover other facts he would need for survival. For a few days, he forgot to start the circulating pump on the solar heater, but several days of cold water taught him the importance of that task. The heater was composed of a series of copper pipes laid out in a glassed-in panel on the roof. The rays of the sun warmed the water, their heat enhanced by the greenhouse effect of the enclosure. But without a circulating pump, the hot water simply stayed on the roof; unlike air, water’s convection currents are not efficient distributors of heat.


  He began to learn from his mistakes. Setting himself daily goals, he tried to sublimate his unhappiness in work. He even got out Tully’s plans for a windmill and studied them for a time before deciding that he had better postpone any such ambitious project until he knew more about construction and electricity.


  MT was constantly in the news. At first he turned off the radio whenever the subject came up, but then found he needed the radio for company. For a time the headlines in the newspaper forced more MT information on him, but soon the newspaper stopped being delivered. He didn’t care enough about it to bike to the nearest delivery point, so he began to rely more on the radio. The regular broadcasts of how many thousands of people had emigrated, while he had to stay behind, were galling.


  He had one piece of good luck. About a week after Tully left, an official-looking envelope arrived in the mail. He opened it eagerly and discovered that the claims against his trust fund had been settled; the remaining money was his to use as he wished. A quick calculation showed that it wouldn’t be enough to see him through college, but it would be an enormous help to his life on the farm. Tully had been working toward total self-support, but he hadn’t quite reached it, and Scot still needed to buy certain items. And while the government had as yet made no move toward Tully’s former property, it had lost no time in taking over his bank account.


  Before long, however, Scot began to wonder if the trust money would be enough. Inflation was becoming logarithmic rather than linear, MT, supposedly the solution to the ills of overopulation, was making some of them worse, at least temporarily. Its enormous drain of energy raised the price of power and of every item of merchandise that required power in its production. At the rate inflation was rising, money would shortly become worthless. Scot pulled out the plans for the windmill, studied them again, and began buying the necessary items while he still could.


  At first, he had occasionally gone down to the housing project for some companionship, but the area was deteriorating. The few people he had met and liked while he lived with Tully had all moved out, some via MT and some for no reason that he could tell. They weren’t replaced; their houses stood vacant. Unfortunately, the remaining children vandalized the deserted houses and cut power lines. Once they swarmed around Scot’s house, but he scattered them simply by banging on a pan. They were the younger ones; none of them over seven years old. Scot dreaded the appearance of their older brothers and sisters, but apparently they were amusing themselves elsewhere.


  Then the lights went out; the extensive vandalism made it uneconomical to maintain the lines for the benefit of a few families. A temporary adjustment until the economy stabilized, the company’s polite note said. In one way, the action benefited Scot; most of the remaining housing development families promptly moved to the city, where the electricity still worked, and the threat of vandalism was reduced.


  Fortunately, Tully had been equipped with kerosene lamps and a good supply of kerosene. One beautiful little lamp had a circular wick and a mantle. After being pressurized with a little gadget attached to one side of the base, it burned with a pure white light. Scot liked it; it was as bright as the average electric bulb, and these days it was far more reliable.


  A supply of hot water was harder to come by, since loss of electricity meant loss of the circulating equipment for the solar water heater. Eventually he made a deal with one of the more trustworthy remaining residents of the housing development and installed a hand pump for water circulation. Another hand pump was attached to the well; Tully had acquired the pumps, but had preferred to rely on electricity as long as it lasted. On his own, Scot could never have made the changeover, but with plans left by Tully and the assistance of someone a little more experienced than himself, he managed what he thought was an adequate job.


  In a pinch, he could always heat water in a kettle over the fireplace, but the main water tank of the solar system had been built against one wall of the house, so the radiated heat of the water helped to warm the building. Every stroke of the circulating pump meant that much less wood he’d need to cut for the winter.


  At first he read books by lamplight, but already he had begun to think in terms of conserving fuel; when the kerosene was gone, it wasn’t likely that he could get any more. He worked and read in daylight; at night he washed in the dark and brooded. What did it all mean?


  The answer seemed to be regression; loss of technology and hence a decrease in the standard of living. Undoubtedly, a temporary effect; the technicians were currently flocking to MT as colonists. So many weren’t available to deal with the problems created by MT. Eventually things would settle down; every advance in technology brought unemployment along with it in certain sectors, but a new stability always asserted itself eventually.


  He ignored the fact that the last increase in technology had been largely responsible for the overpopulation and unemployment that plagued the world.


  When his telephone was disconnected, Scot was indifferent; telephone rates were so high that he couldn’t afford to use the phone anyway. Local calls were still free, but since he was outside the city zone, he had nobody in the local area he wanted to talk to.


  The radio kept him informed, mostly of disasters.


  An MT transmitter in California had exploded, destroying not only the transmitter building but close to 100 square kilometers of territory. Police were checking for sabotage, but the official report was that a faulty transmission had allowed the incoming vehicle to materialize partially within the wall of the building. Further construction of transmitters had been held up, pending a full investigation.


  Colonists awaiting transport had rioted in Chicago; the reason seemed to be the delay in transmission plus a rumor that the program would shut down completely because of the accident.


  Cleveland suffered from a food shortage. Ohio farmers were organizing to protect their crops and livestock from raids by starving city dwellers. The governor of Ohio had reassured city residents that the problem was merely a temporary shortage of transportation and that food shipments would be renewed immediately. He had also called out the Ohio National Guard and refused to release figures on casualties incurred in the urban-rural battles.


  The nuclear plant supplying Kansas City with power had been shut down for undisclosed reasons, and there were already rumors of radiation poisoning.


  Governor Bacon of Florida, had announced that the prime target of the state police was the gang or gangs involved in hijacking produce trucks. Comedians were already flooding the airwaves with jokes about “saving the Bacon.”


  And, Scot thought sourly, that’s only the good news. The rest of the world was worse off than the United States; even under strict censorship the news from other countries was appalling. In a way, the flood of disasters was comforting; it assured him that most people were worse off than he was. He made sure he kept a good supply of radio batteries on hand. He thought about his parents, but was unwilling to face the increasing violence of the city in order to visit them.


  He was putting away the supper dishes one night and wondering if he couldn’t spare a little more kerosene to alleviate his boredom when he heard a knock on the door. Ever since the housing development vandalism, he had kept a hammer within reach, just in case; he picked it up, walked to the door and cautiously opened it.


  He gaped in astonishment. A young woman stood outside. Her raven-colored hair straggled around a face smudged with dirt. She looked haggard, as though she’d been under a strain for a long time.


  “My car broke down,” she said. “I’d like some food, a bath, and a place to sleep, more or less in that order. I’ll wash dishes or whatever in return.” She spoke rapidly, as though it was a memorized spiel.


  “You’re alone?” Scot asked, taken aback by her abrupt approach.


  “Yes.”


  “So am I,” he said. “Not that I’m trying to discourage you, but…”


  She had been watching him intently since he appeared. “I’ll take a chance,” she said. “I’d be a target for a roving gang if I stayed in the car or in an empty house. Houses are out, anyway; most of the empty ones are in bad shape and there are packs of wild dogs around. I saw one, just a couple of miles from here.” She smiled briefly. “I was hoping to find a family rather than one man, but I’ll take what I can get.”


  “There’s a housing development down the road,” Scot said, “if you want a family. There must be two or three families left.”


  “How far down the road?”


  “I don’t know exactly; a kilometer or so, I guess. You can’t see the lights from here because of the trees and a bend farther down the road.”


  She stood thoughtfully for a moment, then shook her head. “I think I’d rather take a chance with you than walk a kilometer after dark. If I’m welcome, that is.”


  “Oh, sure.” He stepped back from the door. “Come on in.” He wasn’t sure he was doing the right thing. Any stranger could be dangerous, a woman just as much as a man. But he still prided himself on being civilized, and a civilized man just didn’t turn away a damsel in distress. Besides, it would be a break from his loneliness.


  “Thanks,” she said, as she entered. “I’m Wanda.”


  “Scot.” She hadn’t given her last name, so he didn’t, either. Perhaps partial anonymity was best. “My brother and his family used to live here,” he explained. “They emigrated.”


  “So did the rest of my family. I’ve been staying with friends, but then they went with MT, so I was trying to get back to the city.” She smiled again. “I know what you’re thinking, but I’m not really an advance agent for one of the gangs. I just pushed my luck too far and got caught.”


  “What happened?” Scot asked. “I’m not sure. The car sounded funny for several kilometers; a sort of grinding or scraping noise in one of the back wheels. Then the wheel locked; I couldn’t get it to turn. I drove a little while that way, but it was too hard to steer and I was burning too much gas, not to mention rubber off the tire. That’s about the time I saw your light.”


  “Sounds like something happened to one of your brakes.”


  “Can you fix it?” she asked eagerly.


  Scot shook his head. “I doubt it. I’m not much of a mechanic.”


  She shrugged. “Well, I’ll worry about that tomorrow. For now, can I have a bath and something to eat? And if I can, what do I have to pay for them?”


  Scot reddened slightly. “Not what you’re thinking. I… well, the bathroom is over here. Try not to use too much hot water. And I don’t have anything fancy to eat. I’ve been living most on potatoes, wild greens, and a little canned meat.”


  “Lovely!” she exclaimed. “I’ve made do on a lot worse. Let me get washed up.”


  Scot indicated the bathroom. “Actually there’s plenty of water, if you’re willing to pump more into the system when you’re done.”


  She nodded and disappeared. When she emerged some 20 minutes later, Scot was startled. With the dirt removed and her hair brushed into some sort of order, she was quite beautiful. She was—what was that term his father used—stacked. Or, in current teenage terminology, “a real pigeon.”


  “That feels a lot better,” she said. “Not much point in a bath, since I’d have to put the same dirty clothes back on, but a wash helped. You mentioned potatoes?”


  She ate ravenously, while Scot studied her in the light of the lamp.


  “Power is off here,” he explained. “I don’t use the lamps too much because I don’t want to run out of fuel, but I decided this was a special occasion. I don’t see many people any more.” In fact, it had been days since he’d seen anyone; he hadn’t left the place, and nobody had come by.


  “Being alone is hard,” she observed. “Little things become scary.”


  Scot nodded agreement.


  “You didn’t want to emigrate?” she inquired.


  “I was turned down,” Scot said. “A mixup over… well, never mind.” It wasn’t the sort of thing he wanted to discuss with a stranger. “Anyway, they said I could try again in six months.”


  “And you’re going to?”


  “Of course.” He looked surprised.


  “Oh.” She paused for a long moment before continuing. “I’ve got this feeling about emigration. A phobia, I guess. I don’t want to leave Earth. My family wanted me to come with them, but I just… couldn’t. I felt as though something terrible would happen if I left.” She shook her head and smiled again. “That’s a morbid subject; I’d better talk about something more cheerful.”


  “You’d better go to bed,” Scot said. “You’re tired; you’ll feel less morbid in the morning. There’s a bedroom over there,” he pointed to the appropriate door, “and I can sleep here on the couch.”


  “I don’t want to take your bed.”


  Scot grinned and indicated a pair of blankets wadded up at the foot of the couch. “This is where I’ve been sleeping, anyway. You might as well have the use of the bed. There are plenty of blankets in the closet.”


  As Wanda disappeared through the bedroom door, Scot checked the locks on the doors and windows before finally putting out the lamp and stretching out on the couch Then he lay awake. The idea of a woman in the house with him banished his loneliness, but he’d learned to be wary of people. Would she be there in the morning? And if she wasn’t there, how many of his possessions would have disappeared with her?


  Eventually his restless tossing subsided, and he fell asleep, only to be disturbed by a series of vaguely erotic nightmares.


  In the morning, Wanda was still in the house, and so was the furniture, Scot managed a quiet laugh at himself. What did he have that was worth stealing, anyway? A thief could obtain more loot with less effort out of any of the abandoned houses in the development down the road. Looking outside, he saw a car parked a short distance down the road. Since it hadn’t been there yesterday, presumably it was Wanda’s.


  He walked outside to examine it. Strips of rubber were peeling from one of the rear tires. In the glove compartment was a registry in the name of Wanda Stacey and several candy wrappers. So it was Wanda’s car, and it obviously wasn’t going anywhere.


  On impulse, he walked down the road until the housing development came into view. It appeared deserted. The evidences of life he had seen a week ago had vanished: no movement, no sound, none of the subconscious evidence we use to decide a strange house is actually inhabited. If Wanda disliked being alone, it was a good thing she hadn’t taken his suggestion to go there last night.


  The sun rose, an angry red ball in the smoggy atmosphere. Scot felt an unreasonable annoyance; the people had left, so the smog should have left with them. But he knew he was being unrealistic. It might be months or even years before the atmosphere cleared, even if humanity left Earth en masse, and not that many people had emigrated as yet.


  When he got back to the house, Wanda was washing dishes. “Your water’s not too hot,” she commented.


  “Takes a while for the solar heat to work,” he said. “It normally cools off some at night, and we used more than usual last night.”


  Wanda nodded. “You thought I’d be gone this morning, with the silver?”


  Scot was embarrassed. “I hoped you wouldn’t be,” he replied.


  “I’m surprised you let me in. And more surprised you let me sleep.”


  Scot shrugged. “It gets lonesome out here. I hadn’t even realized how lonesome until you gave me a chance to talk to someone.”


  “You were wondering what sort of a woman would invite herself into a house with a strange man, though.” She paused, staring at the bottom of a dirty pan. “I suppose I should have emigrated with my family, but I just couldn’t do it. Since then, I’ve been… existing.”


  Scot didn’t know what to say to that, so he kept silent.


  “How come you’re out here?” she asked. “Nobody else seems to be.”


  “It’s my brother’s place. He was trying to make it self-supporting; he has a lot of stuff here that will work whether civilization provides electric power and supermarkets or not. He planted the garden this spring before he decided to emigrate; I’ve just been tending it.”


  “The garden is one reason I stopped here,” Wanda said. “Of course, I didn’t have much choice; it was this or an empty house. But the garden helped. A gardener is doing something positive; he’s not out looting the neighborhood.”


  “He may be one of these days,” Scot said. “I suppose all the stuff in the abandoned houses belongs to the government, theoretically, but if the time comes when I need some of it…”


  “Oh, well,” Wanda said. “The government… I meant you’re not out taking things from people. Humanity is what counts.”


  “Since I don’t know of any people around here that I could steal from if I wanted to,” Scot said, “I guess I’m safe from temptation.”


  “You know what I mean,” Wanda said. “You wouldn’t knowingly hurt anyone. The garden was a sort of symbol of that.”


  “I never thought of it that way,” mused Scot. “I suppose it’s none of my business, but you said you had a phobia about emigration. I had some doubts myself, but I still think it’s the only solution for most people.”


  “For most people,” Wanda agreed, “but not for me. It was the enormity of the step; actually leaving, not just my home, but my home planet. All my roots, right back to the slime primeval; I am of Earth. I couldn’t leave it, any more than a fish can leave the water.”


  “Some fish did leave the water,” Scot pointed out.


  “I know; they became amphibians and reptiles and eventually Man. But most fish stayed in the water; they’re still there today. I’m a stay-in-the-water fish. Some people can’t fly. Some can’t ride elevators. I can’t ride a matter transmission beam to another planet. Which maybe makes me a misfit.”


  “I guess Earth doesn’t mean that much to me,” Scot said. “I wanted to go and was turned down. I’ll try again, when my time limit is up—and keep on trying, until I make it.”


  “Bon voyage,” she murmured.


  “What’s your immediate destination?” Scot asked. “I looked at the car; I can’t fix it, and nobody else is around. There’s a tandem bike in the shed, though. I don’t use it much, but I’d help you pedal somewhere closer to town, if you like.”


  Wanda was silent a long moment. “I’m not sure,” she said finally. “I guess what I’m really looking for is a place I can belong to. Where I can put down roots. I’m a Taurus, you know.”


  Scot had always considered astrology one of mankind’s sillier superstitions, but in this setting, Wanda’s statement had a naturalness that impressed him.


  “If you’re not sure,” he said, “you could stay here for a while. At least until you get your head together.” That archaism sounded natural, too.


  “Could I?” she looked up at him. “I’d thought of that, but I didn’t know how you’d take it if I just invited myself. I know something about country life and I can work. And I’m not a nymphomaniac or anything, but if you want a lover I’d be… available.”


  “Uh, we can discuss that later.” Scot felt his face turn red. “I don’t want sex as part of a business deal.”


  “You’re a decent guy. Unusual, in this day and age; believe me, I know. I think this place is just what I need. For the time being, anyway; when you emigrate, I’ll probably be ready to move on. But for now, it looks wonderful.”


  For a moment, Scot’s caution asserted itself. He didn’t know anything about this woman. She could be part of a gang, or looking for loot for herself; even if she was honest, she might be completely obnoxious when he came to knew her. But then he remembered that there wasn’t any loot, and if they didn’t get along personally he could always ask her to leave. He wasn’t risking anything—and the problem of loneliness would be solved.


  “Sounds great to me,” he said at last.


  



  CHAPTER 6


  For once, Scot was right; it was a great idea. Wanda could cook, wash dishes, clean house, help with the gardening—and she was excellent company, one of those rare individuals who has a need for privacy as well as companionship.


  She moved into the children’s room, and in two days it was as though she had always been there. Scot’s hurt at the loss of Fanny began to abate, replaced by the pleasure of Wanda’s presence.


  Normal mail delivery had ceased, but mail for the outlying district was brought to a shopping center a couple of kilometers away. Scot biked or walked in occasionally, and a few days after Wanda’s arrival there was a communication from Tully.


  It was a brief message, saying that Tully and Janice were doing well, and it was couched in the plain, simple language agreed on in the “snob code” to mean the message is true. So the wonders of Conquest were real! He wondered what he could do to convince MT that he was emigrant material and decided there was nothing, aside from staying out of trouble. Surely a single reference to unproven deviant behavior wouldn’t be held against him after six months! But he couldn’t know unless he took the tests again, and he was still reluctant to venture downtown to the MT offices. Violence was escalating in the city. The more stable people were leaving for Conquest, or by now, Grefallen, so the proportion of undesirable was increasing, which led to more violence and more emigration.


  Since the technicians were also leaving, the city was contracting, because there weren’t enough trained personnel to keep city services operating in the outskirts. People living at the edge of the city were denied services and moved closer to the downtown area, filling the vacancies left by emigrants. This was also an escalating spiral; as the city contracted, service was discontinued to more outlying areas, dislodging the few people who still lived in them.


  The sewer system had been extended to Tully’s house only a few years before. Now it had became clogged, and no maintenance men were available to open it. Tree roots, Wanda said; suburban areas often had problems with them. Scot hated to abandon the flush toilet, but after struggling with a bucket for a few days, he laboriously dug a hole and robbed lumber for a privy from one of the houses in the development.


  Just before the shopping center closed down, Scot received a letter from close friends of his parents.


  Dead!


  He read the words with disbelief. They were dead. Why hadn’t he been notified officially? Was the government so far gone they couldn’t even do that?


  The details were sparse—but his mind filled in the blanks. They had been attacked one evening by a marauding band of youths typical of those who were increasingly apparent in the cities. Generally the dispossessed, unqualified no matter how much the emigration standards might be watered down, they roamed about much like wild dogs with no future and no hope.


  His mother and father were beaten and left to die. No one found them for a few days. Finally they were taken to a hospital but it was too late. Exposure, loss of blood, age—all took their toll.


  Scot sobbed, so long and so hard that his insides ached. When he left them, he never suspected that they would be anything but reunited someday. No other possibility had remotely occurred to him.


  Gone.


  Dazed he repeated the word several times. In another age, another time, he would at least have been able to stand by their graves, say a final goodbye. But that wasn’t going to be possible. Who knew what happened to the dead now? He had heard stories—some sensible, some pretty wild!—that may have hinted at the truth: Cremation seemed the most obvious answer—but what about the rumors of government-sanctioned cannibalism, justified by the desperate food shortage?


  Scot wanted to die himself. Bit by bit, his world had collapsed around him—he was more alone than he thought possible.


  That night, in bed, he dreamed he was a little boy again; he and his parents were picnicking beside a beautiful lake. They were all laughing and playing. Then he fell asleep on his mother’s lap. When he awoke, they were gone. He became alarmed and searched for them. He found them in the midst of some undergrowth, attacked and killed by wild animals. The sight made him stumble back and run away. Finally, he collapsed, his head spinning. He started to scream for his parents— Scot’s eyes opened; the dream faded. His body was drenched with perspiration.


  Oh, God, he whispered, half in prayer, half as a curse. What do I do now?


  Wanda moved toward him. There were no words but the warmth of her body helped… a little.



  



  After that, there were no more letters. Newspaper delivery to any place but the central city was discontinued. Scot and Wanda received their news from the battery radio.


  The news was mostly bad. All building of new transmitter centers was still suspended. The official reason given was that rapid changes in technology had made them obsolete before they were finished; new and simpler transmitters would soon be constructed. Rumor was that not enough competent engineers were left to build and maintain them; one had been completed in Vancouver but was structurally unsound and MT was afraid to put it into operation. The one fully operational transmitter had been opened for use by other countries. Supposedly it was because a transmitter in southern Germany had exploded and wiped out 70 square kilometers of countryside. The radio announcers were careful to denounce these stories as unsupported rumor—yet they repeated them.


  Most of the United States was under martial law; the military was the only force with the manpower, equipment and communications capable of dealing with the rising tide of lawlessness. Food riots continued, as well as transmission riots by people demanding their right to emigrate.


  Scot and Wanda had more personal problems. Early one morning, Scot found that the lettuce was missing from the garden. A detailed examination revealed that the roots remained, but most of the leaves had been eaten off. He stormed back into the house and notified Wanda.


  “Could be snails,” she said. “Or grasshoppers, though it’s early in the year for them. Or maybe rabbits. Rabbits like lettuce.”


  “Would there be rabbits this close to a city?”


  “Of course; there are rabbits in cities. Out here, the wild dog packs would keep down their numbers, but they’ll still be around.” She examined the other plants. “Been something chewing away at the beans, too. Beetles, probably.” She sounded authoritative.


  “So what do we do?” Scot asked. “If we had some rotenone, we could sprinkle that over the plants; it would kill the insects and perhaps discourage the rabbits.”


  “But we can’t put poison on lettuce leaves!” Scot exclaimed. “We have to eat them ourselves!”


  “It may surprise you,” Wanda replied, “but I do wash vegetables before I eat them, lettuce leaves included. But do we have any rotenone?”


  After a careful search of the premises, they discovered no poisons. That didn’t surprise Scot too much; Tully had been a fanatic about natural foods, grown without chemicals of any kind. They biked down to the abandoned shopping center that had been their last mail delivery point but found nothing useful. They did find evidence of other people living in the vicinity; the locked doors of the stores had been forced and various items taken. Their return to the farm was much more cautious than the ride to the center had been.


  “Now what?” Scot said.


  “Well, there’s the natural way,” Wanda suggested. “If it’s rabbits, you build a rabbit-proof fence around the garden. If it’s snails, about the only way we can do it is to stay up at night and pick them off the plants by hand. They come out after dark.”


  “And if it’s grasshoppers?”


  “We pray for seagulls. But I don’t think it is. It’s probably either snails or slugs.”


  “Well, I guess I stay up tonight, then,” Scot said. “At least we’ll find out what’s doing it.”


  “I could stay up,” Wanda offered.


  “No; you figured out the solution; I’ll see if I can put it into practice. I’m glad you were a farm girl; I’d never have figured out what was wrong.”


  “Actually, I wasn’t a farm girl,” Wanda admitted. “I stayed with a friend one summer, but I didn’t really do any of the work or know much about it. I know lots of theories but I’d be lost if I had to actually carry out some of them.”


  “Well, well see how this theory works.”


  Darkness found Scot sitting outside the house, a flashlight in one hand for spotting the invaders of his garden. Despite Wanda’s repeated offers to stay up with him, he insisted that she get her sleep. She’d have to do the work tomorrow, while he slept.


  He was a little worried that he would fall asleep before any predators arrived, but a look at the night sky dispelled that idea, at least temporarily. It was a remarkably clear night; the smog had receded to a faint haze. There were no lights visible anywhere, and the apparently permanent power shortage had dimmed the glow from the city. There was no moon, and for the first time Scot could remember, the stars were visible.


  He looked at the broad sweep of the Milky Way in something approaching awe. He wished he’d studied more astronomy, but before MT it hadn’t seemed important. One of those points of light out there was Gienah, the sun of Conquest, but he had no idea which one.


  How was Tully doing, he wondered. And Janice, and Tyler, and little Jody? Sixty-three light-years away. Did they ever think about Earth, or were they too busy with their own concerns to wonder about what they had left behind?


  And, of course, he thought about Fanny. What was she doing, out there under another sun? Did she still think her desertion had been worthwhile? Was she married by now, to some brawny, psychologically sound colonist?


  Suddenly, he wanted to charge back into the house and make love to Wanda. Not from any overwhelming passion, but to erase the pain of Fanny’s desertion. Wanda would agree, if he asked her. He almost rose to his feet, but settled back. It wouldn’t be a true relief, and Wanda was too nice to be used as a temporary substitute for Fanny.


  It was a bit strange, he thought, that he and Wanda, living together in an otherwise isolated area, had never made love. Wanda hadn’t even been particularly unwilling; not as much so as Fanny had been when he first met her. Was it the willingness that discouraged him; did he want a conquest as proof of his masculinity? Or was it simply that he knew Wanda would have viewed the arrangement as she did dishwashing—an acceptable price to pay for her lodging?


  His introspection vanished at a sound from the back of the house. He sat quietly, straining his ears. Something much larger than a rabbit was moving along the side of the house.


  Scot looked around. He was seated under one of the two trees in the front yard, the one closest to the garden, which lay between the trees and the house. By now, whatever it was should have turned the corner of the house, but so far nothing had.


  Scot’s heartbeat accelerated, as he realized his stupidity. As long as he was inside the house with the doors locked, he was never afraid at night. But what was to prevent an intruder from breaking a window? What if he did it right now? Scot was unarmed; did he have the courage to tackle an unknown opponent barehanded?


  The deserted nature of the area had lulled Scot’s fear; the most dangerous thing he had seen in weeks was a wild dog pack, highly unlikely suspects for breaking windows. And what did Scot have that an intruder couldn’t find just as easily in one of the deserted houses? The answer to that one came with disconcerting rapidity: Wanda.


  Then Scot saw a blurred figure move away from the house toward the garden, and some of his fear subsided. Fresh vegetables were something else he possessed that the deserted houses didn’t; but most of them weren’t large enough to eat yet, and he fought down an irrational urge to tell the prowler to get lost and come back later when the crop was ripe.


  By now, he could make out a definitely human figure, rather on the small side. But the intruder could be armed. So Scot stayed where he was, and eventually the figure, after examining the garden in the starlight, moved beyond it, into the patch of brush and trees that had been Tully’s source of fuel.


  Scot breathed a sigh of relief and returned into the house to wake Wanda. He found her already sitting up in bed. Scot lit a lamp, glancing thoughtfully at the windows. The intruder was gone for now, but something had to be done to prevent anyone from seeing them inside at night when the lamp was lit.


  “It made me nervous, you alone out there and me alone in here,” Wanda explained. Her face was shadowed in the glow, the minor imperfection of features softened. She looked lovely.


  “I kept hearing noises,” she said. “You can’t walk around out there if you’re waiting for a rabbit to show up. Though I don’t suppose it would bother the snails.”


  “That wasn’t me,” Scot said. “Somebody else was prowling around. I heard him come around the house and then saw him go out and look over the garden.”


  Wanda made a sudden movement toward the lamp, but Scot stopped her.


  “He’s gone now; I watched him go off into the wood-lot. But I suppose we’d better rig a covering for the windows, in case he comes back.”


  “We’ve been too trusting,” Wanda gasped. “Just because we didn’t see anybody, we figured there wasn’t anyone to see. And we didn’t think we had anything to tempt anyone. But people are changing. The good ones are going to MT, and the ones left are the crazed, the criminal, and the general misfits.”


  “You aren’t,” Scot said. “I’m not. After all, the prowler didn’t do anything; maybe he isn’t, either.”


  “We’re misfits,” Wanda said. “And if the intruder is honest, what’s he doing skulking around at night? Anyway, the days are gone when you could assume that a stranger was most likely okay. The percentage of the ones, who aren’t okay is rising every day. So we can’t trust people and we have a nice little place here; or at least, you have.”


  “We have,” corrected Scot. “You’ve earned your share.”


  Wanda looked pleased. “Anyway, if someone is sneaking around, we have to do something about it.”


  Scot nodded. “But what? We can’t stand guard all night; we’d soon be worn out. We need some sort of an alarm system.”


  “If we can fix up one that will work,” Wanda said doubtfully. “This could be just one scavenging individual, in which case he’s not much of a threat. But if he’s the advance scout for one of the gangs they were talking about on the radio tonight, he’s going to know a lot more about alarm systems than we do. We need to get rid of him.”


  That was what Scot had been thinking. But how?


  They had no real weapons. Club him on the head with a spade? Scot had very little stomach for that; he might get clubbed himself.


  “A pit!” Wanda exclaimed. “I read somewhere about how they catch tigers: dig a pit and cover it with sticks and dirt. A Malay Tiger Pit, it’s called. I think they usually put a sharp stake at the bottom so the tiger falls on it, but—”


  “But that doesn’t sound like anything I want to do a human—or even a tiger,” Scot said, making a face. “But couldn’t the intruder just climb out again?”


  Wanda thought a moment. “I’d think the noise of falling in would alert us, and we could run out and catch him. We can put a batch of noise makers, tin cans and things, in the bottom. That would wake us up, and if we moved fast enough we could be out and grab him before he could get out of the pit. He’d be below us; he couldn’t fight very well.”


  If he had a gun, Scot thought, it wouldn’t make much difference whether he was below them or not. But he couldn’t think of a better solution. One of those chain-link fences that he’d seen around government installations would keep people out, but he had no way of obtaining the appropriate materials. Any fence he could build would be knocked down in less time than it would take him to erect it.


  “We’d need more than one pit,” he said. “We couldn’t be sure anyone would happen across it, if there was just one.”


  Wanda agreed. “It’s going to be a lot of work.”


  “Better than losing our garden, I guess. I’ll start on it tomorrow.” He had a sudden thought. “I never did find out what was eating the lettuce.”


  Wanda laughed shakily. “We can do that tomorrow night, or I can. You’re going to be too tired from digging.”


  Scot returned to his couch. He lay awake for a time, wishing they shared the same bed. Not that he particularly wanted sex; he needed close companionship. But he’d look like a fool if he went into Wanda’s room now; he should have communicated any desires he had before leaving her. Besides, he was a little afraid to say anything; he might discover that he needed reassurances more than Wanda did, which would be intolerable. Later, he slept, dreaming of menacing intruders.


  Next day, they began digging tiger pits. Scot started the first one under the window to the living room; anyone trying to peer in was in for a shock. By the time the pit was one meter deep, he was exhausted, and Wanda took her turn digging. When he resumed work, he realized that they had made the hole too small: at any depth, it was awkward to handle the spade. He widened the hole and shoveling was easier. When they had finished, Wanda covered it with some rotting boards and Scot gathered some leaves and soil for use as camouflage. Then he cut out a section of boards on the porch in front of the front door and covered the hole with an old rug and a doormat. An intruder would drop only half a meter or so to the ground, but it should disconcert him.


  Then they started on another pit, out by the garden. Scot was already tired, and by the time he was half done, every muscle was protesting. He quit at dusk, with the hole still shallower than the one under the window. Wanda arranged an old piece of canvas over it, held fast at the edges with rocks, and covered with enough dirt to conceal it. It looked like an extension of the garden, or at least Scot hoped it did.


  “That ought to settle them!” Wanda said triumphantly. She was panting, and her blouse was plastered to her body with perspiration. Scot looked at her buxom figure and wondered if he shouldn’t have had the courage of his convictions the night before. But such thoughts wouldn’t do him any good tonight; he was too tired for anything but a meal and an early bedtime. He began to wonder what he had ever seen in Fanny. Wanda was equally pretty, probably smarter and had so much more character.


  “Now I want to collapse,” he announced, dragging himself toward the house.


  When they sat down to supper, Wanda glanced out the window at the garden. “Suddenly, I’m not sure the pit is enough,” she said. “It might just make him angry. Or what if there’s a whole gang?”


  “What else could we do?” Scot asked. Inside, he was shivering; he’d never considered the possibility of a gang. All the time he’d been digging, he had thought of a lone intruder. Even if he was an advance scout for a gang, he’d be scouting alone. But what if last night had sufficed for the scouting, and he brought the gang here tonight? Their traps would be useless against a group of people.


  “If there’s a gang, I guess we’ll have to run,” he said. “But we ought to be able to handle one man in a pit. The one I saw didn’t look very big.”


  “What about a noose?” Wanda asked. “We’ve got rope; we could throw a loop over him and tie him up before he could use any weapons.”


  “That would mean getting close to him; he might snatch away the rope and tie us up.”


  “Not if we worked fast. Ever rope a calf?”


  Scot stared at her. “Of course not. Don’t tell me you have.”


  “No, but I used to watch all the cowboy shows on TV.”


  “Cowboys could do it so fast the cow didn’t know what was happening.”


  “Well, I can’t and our victim isn’t a cow. I’d probably get tangled up in the rope myself if I tried it.”


  “We’ll have to do something. I mean, it’s no use having him fall into a pit if we just let him get out and run away.”


  Scot sighed. “I know. But I’m no hero; the idea of physical violence frightens me.”


  “Me too. So what do we do? Forget the whole thing?”


  “No. You’re right; we’d better do something. You might keep some rope handy, but I’m not going to try to lasso anybody with it.”


  She left the table, and as she passed Scot, she leaned over and kissed him. In some wonder, Scot watched her go. If he wasn’t careful, he decided, he was going to fall in love with her—despite his conviction that after Fanny’s treachery he would avoid female entanglements.


  Well, was it so bad? Romeo, as he recalled, had loved Juliet on the rebound.


  And both lovers had died. That didn’t seem to be the sort of example he needed.


  Before he could think of one, Wanda had returned with a length of rope and finished her meal as though nothing had happened. Scot decided that he didn’t understand her.


  After supper, Scot dragged the couch close to the front door, so that if he heard a commotion outside, he could get up and out rapidly. Although Wanda had volunteered to sit outside to see what had been eating the lettuce, she looked so unhappy at the idea that Scot told her to stay indoors. They could worry about bugs after the bigger menace had been settled. (And if it settled them instead, he thought uneasily, they wouldn’t have to worry about the lettuce.) Wanda had refused to sleep by herself in a separate room, so after some discussion they dragged the mattress off the bed and placed it on the floor of the living room.


  Scot had intended to stay awake, at least during the early part of the night, but he fell asleep almost immediately. The next thing he knew, it was morning. He was stiff from digging, and every movement was painful, but he managed to heave his aching body out of bed and circle the outside of the house. Nothing had been disturbed. Maybe, he thought hopefully, the prowler had simply been someone passing through, who had decided he and Wanda didn’t have enough to make a robbery worthwhile.


  Later in the morning, however, the sound of voices brought him to the window. There was a group of rough-looking, bearded men cycling down on the road. Scot kept very still, and they went on by without stopping. Either they hadn’t noticed the garden, which seemed unlikely, or they weren’t interested in it. The smallest of them was larger than the mysterious prowler had been. But they worried Scot; perhaps people were moving back into this area. And if they were, they wouldn’t likely be the sort of people he would want for neighbors.


  He knew he should take other measures to defend the property, but he didn’t know what. Digging more pits seemed senseless, and anyway his protesting muscles were proof that he wasn’t going to be able to do much digging today. Finally, he nailed boards across several of the windows and located an old broken rake handle and trimmed it to serve as a makeshift billy club. Whether or not he would have the courage to use it when the time came was a question he preferred not to think about.


  That night, after sleeping through a good portion of the day, he felt sufficiently recovered to make another attempt to find out what was eating their garden. Wanda insisted on staying with him, so after dark he brought out a sheet of lightweight plastic that Tully had used as a tarpaulin, and he and Wanda relaxed on it to wait.


  The air had cooled and Wanda brought out a blanket to spread over them. Because of the mysterious prowler, neither dared to talk. But the silence was companionable.


  Wanda had insisted they wait until the middle of the night before venturing into the garden; if the pests were rabbits, premature movement might keep them away, and the gardeners still wouldn’t be certain of what they were looking for. Scot dozed.


  A crash woke him. Disoriented, he scrambled to his feet, found himself tangled in the blanket and bumped into Wanda, who was also sitting up. The noises came from the “tiger pit” they had dug next to the garden. They rushed toward it.


  “Tie him! Tie him!” Wanda shouted, thrusting a rope into his hands. He wondered briefly why she’d brought a rope along when they were waiting for rabbits, but this was hardly the time to ask questions.


  “I can’t see him!” he protested.


  The response was a flash of light aimed into the pit; Wanda had also brought along one of their precious flashlights, it seemed. Unfortunately, Scot had chosen that moment to move sideways for a better view; he bumped Wanda’s arm and sent the flashlight spinning to the ground.


  Someone was thrashing around in the pit. There was no time to retrieve the light; in a moment, that someone would be out again and possibly enraged. Scot fought his impulse to run in the other direction. Holding the rope in front of him, he jumped into the pit. There was a high-pitched exclamation as he bumped into someone. In desperation, he flung a coil of the rope over the individual in front of him and pulled it tight. Then he tried to wrap another coil, but the prowler was struggling too much. Fingernails raked his cheek. He grabbed the arm and unsuccessfully tried to loop it with the rope. Another hand caught at one of his wrists; he flung out his arm and his elbow struck something hard.


  Abruptly, the struggling ceased. Wanda retrieved the flashlight and shone its beam into the pit. Scot hung on grimly to his opponent, not sure whether the prowler had surrendered or was shamming. He hoped Wanda would know what to do next; he was afraid that he couldn’t hold on tightly enough, and equally afraid to let go long enough to use the rope.


  “Hey, it’s a woman!” Wanda exclaimed.


  Scot looked, startled. Now that he could see, it was obvious his bundle was a woman no older than himself; she seemed to be unconscious. He released her, out of embarrassment, and she collapsed to the bottom of the pit.


  “Better bring her to the house,” Wanda said. “She might be hurt.”


  Scot untangled the rope from around the girl’s body and tossed it aside. Then with considerable effort, he picked her up and carried her to the side of the pit, where Wanda helped him lift her up onto the ground.


  “She’s heavier than she looks,” Wanda commented.


  “Dead weight,” Scot said. “Anybody who goes limp is hard to handle; the old-time student dissenters knew that. Just moving them tied up manpower.” He climbed out of the pit and peered at the girl.


  “I’ll lift her shoulders if you can lift her feet. I don’t think I can carry her all the way to the house by myself,” he told Wanda.


  Together, they hauled the stranger into the house and deposited her on the couch. Wanda filled a basin with water and using cloth, washed the woman’s face. Scot felt a twinge of recognition, but it faded as he examined the girl more intently. Had he really seen her before? Probably she had a vague resemblance to someone he knew—so vague he couldn’t place it.


  She wasn’t particularly attractive; nobody that he would have noticed on the street. Under the dirt, her face was acne-scarred and her hair mousy. She seemed almost as flat-chested as a boy, and thin legs protruded from too-short, worn-out jeans.


  “Skinny as a fence post,” Wanda remarked. “Hasn’t been eating much. Probably afraid to ask for food and been picking up what little she could.”


  “And we laid a trap for her,” Scot muttered.


  “Hungry women can be just as dangerous as hungry men,” Wanda said. “We didn’t know she was half-starved and too weak to put up much of a fight.”


  Rolling her head, the girl moaned.


  “Take it easy,” Wanda said. “Can you sit up?”


  The girl nodded. She was fully conscious now; her eyes darted around the room like a trapped animal. The whites were bloodshot, Scot noted, which added to her unprepossessing appearance.


  “You fell into our trap,” Wanda said. “You were going to rob our garden, weren’t you?”


  The girl started to shake her head, then realized that a denial would be futile. “Yes,” she said. “What about it?”


  “If you’re hungry,” Wanda said, “we’ll give you something to eat. We’d rather have you ask than let you walk into the garden and trample a lot of good vegetables. Do you want some food?”


  The girl regarded this proposition with suspicion, but finally gave a sullen nod. Scot went into the kitchen and found the leftovers from the evening meal. They didn’t look terribly appetizing, but they were all that was readily available, so he brought them in. Wanda was talking to the girl when he returned.


  “She says her name is Lucy,” Wanda told him. “She won’t say anything else. I think…” She stopped, noticing the food. “Is that all you could find?”


  Scot nodded. “Unless you want to cook something. We don’t have all that much.”


  “It will have to do. Here,” she turned to the girl, “this isn’t the greatest, but it’s edible.”


  Appearance didn’t seem to matter to Lucy. Unceremoniously she gulped down the lot.


  “You can have some more in the morning,” Wanda told her. “Now, then, tell us what you’re doing in this area and specifically what you were doing poking around our garden.”


  “Looking for food,” Lucy said sullenly. “You already know that.”


  “For yourself or for somebody else?”


  “Somebody else?” Lucy looked puzzled for a moment. “Why should I? Oh, I see. You think I’m sort of an advance scout for a gang.”


  “Well?” Wanda inquired when Lucy seemed disinclined to continue. “Are you?”


  “No.”


  Wanda shrugged and turned to Scot. “What do you think? Do we believe her?”


  “Can we afford to believe her?” Scot asked.


  “Just let me go,” Lucy said. “I’ll go away and not bother you any more.”


  Scot had a second flash of recognition. Something in the set of the girl’s chin, the way she sat, was familiar. He knew he’d seen her before, but still he couldn’t remember where.


  Wanda caught his expression. “You know her?”


  “No!” cried the woman.


  “I think I’ve seen her before,” Scot said. “But I don’t know where. What will we do about her? We can’t just have her prowling around at night.”


  “I said I’d go away,” said Lucy, scowling.


  “But how do we know we can believe you?” Wanda said. “Still, we can’t just keep you a prisoner. I suppose if we turned you loose you wouldn’t have anywhere to go, so you’d just hang around.”


  “I suppose,” Scot said, “we could let her stay here. She could do some of the work. And if she shares our food, she’ll get more of it than if she lets a gang loot the place.”


  Wanda nodded. “That’s what I’ve been thinking—but it was up to you to decide.” She turned to Lucy. “What do you think about staying here and working? We don’t have a lot of food, but you’ll get a share of it.”


  Lucy looked from one to the other, hope struggling with disbelief in her expression.


  “If you stay,” Wanda continued, “no tricks. No stealing; no trouble. You work hard to pay your way and you don’t complain. Growing food is a lot harder work than stealing it from other people.”


  “What about my… my background?” Lucy asked. “If I don’t tell you all about who I am and where I’ve lived and all?”


  “We’d prefer,” Wanda said carefully, “to have a free and open dialogue. But it’s your decision. If you don’t want to tell us, you don’t have to.”


  Lucy looked relieved. “I’ll stay,” she said. “And I’ll work.”


  



  CHAPTER 7


  Lucy was small, emaciated, taciturn, and tired easily. But she did her share of the work. When she was assigned to weed the turnips, Scot knew that she would take twice as long to complete the job as he would have, but when she was through, not a weed remained. She was willing to get down on her knees and pull the weeds that were too close to the plants to be hoed, something Scot wasn’t willing to do. With regular exercise and food, her health and strength improved, and she occasionally had to be restrained from doing more than her share of the work. Scot and Wanda had begun to enlarge Tully’s garden before she arrived; with extra help, the work went faster, and they finished their last planting well ahead of the cut-off date that Tully had marked in one of his notebooks. After that date, he said, it was useless to plant because early frosts would probably kill the plants before they ripened. Scot hadn’t expected to be able to add much to what Tully had already planted, but with Lucy’s help they had a big enough garden to assure them of a bountiful crop—if they were allowed to harvest it.


  The depopulation had continued. The cities withdrew into their cores, like mollusks into their shells. The suburbs and countryside were populated by roving gangs and a few independent farmers. The cities were fed from the harvest of huge farm systems. These were operated by agri-technicians with computers and powered machinery and protected by the military. General Otis McGill, a name totally new to Scot, had declared martial law throughout the United States. The President and most of Congress were supposed to have emigrated to Conquest—or perhaps to Heather or Harmony or Grefallen or Maree; the precise planet varied. Scot wondered if they had actually emigrated at all, or if General McGill had simply seized power in a coup. It didn’t seem terribly important. McGill’s jurisdiction didn’t reach isolated residents like Scot, and the only noticeable changes were an increase in martial music on the radio and descriptions of parades in the news items: McGill seemed inordinately fond of parades.


  At least, from what Scot could gather, McGill was preserving a semblance of order in the shrinking cities and on the protected farms. The rest of the world had apparently descended into chaos. Scot realized that it benefited a ruler such as McGill to broadcast only the worst of other countries, but even so, accounts of a Nigerian fleet bombarding Reykjavik and Ethiopian troops mounting an amphibious assault on Sicily were obvious examples of chaotic conditions. (A brief account of a clash between Afghan mercenaries and Burmese volunteers in the outskirts of Buenos Aires made no sense whatsoever and left Scot poring over Tully’s old atlas in puzzlement.)


  Even the radio was beginning to fail them now; not for lack of batteries, but for lack of broadcasting stations, MT was still draining much of the world’s power resources, and war and riots took care of more. General McGill closed all but a few favored stations, but soon even those were operating only part of the day.


  Apart from Wanda and Lucy, Scot rarely saw any people and he avoided those he did see. However, the primary enemies of the little group were not other humans, but the roaming packs of feral dogs and cats. Scot drilled a hole in the handle of the billy club he had made, and began carrying it attached to his wrist by a thong whenever he went more than a few meters from the house Lucy and Wanda carried butcher knives, and Wanda entered the woodlot to cut a long, fairly slender pole. She sharpened one end to make it into a sort of spear long enough to keep a dog well away from her.


  They also dug more “tiger pits” around the house, so that they had to watch their step when they were outside. But the dogs were able to automatically avoid the traps, and the cats were too light to fall through the camouflage that covered the holes.


  They had eventually decided that the destruction of the lettuce was caused by slugs, and Lucy took on the job of removing them. After one frightening night when she barely made it back into the house ahead of a dog pack, either Scot or Wanda accompanied her. But gradually the pests were eradicated. With adequate rain and diminishing smog, the garden prospered as the days grew warmer. When a dry spell arrived, they pumped water and carried it to the garden in buckets.


  Then the pump failed.


  After checking Tully’s various books, Scot decided that some gasketing—quaintly referred to as the “leathers”—of the pump needed replacement. In pursuing this logical deduction, he made a tactical error: he took the pump apart. The gasketing was indeed worn, but after cutting some scrap material to more or less fit, he found himself quite unable to put the parts back together again.


  At this point, Lucy prudently decided to work outside. Wanda stayed with him, speaking little and doing her best to soothe and assist him. He was seated on the floor with the pump and various additional pieces of plumbing scattered around him when Lucy entered, breathing rapidly as if she had been running.


  “We have a visitor!” she gasped. “A priest!”


  “What would a priest be doing out here?” Wanda asked.


  “Maybe he wants to convert us,” Scot suggested. “We haven’t been to church lately, you know.”


  “Did he say what he wanted?” Wanda asked.


  “No. I think Scot ought to talk to him.”


  “Me? I don’t know anything about priests. My parents were Reformed Buddhists, and I never really related to religion.”


  “You’re the head of the household,” Wanda said. “It’s up to you to greet visitors.”


  Scot had to agree with the logic. “All right,” he shrugged, “but you come on out with me. I need moral support.”


  Even Lucy smiled, fleetingly. It did a great deal for her face, Scot noted. Lucy had filled out since joining them. She would never be a beauty like Wanda, but she was no longer a scarecrow, and when she smiled she was attractive.


  The man standing patiently outside the door did indeed resemble a priest. He was medium-sized, though he appeared husky under his brown robe, and his complexion was rather swarthy. He wore a reversed collar, and a silver cross hung from a ribbon around his neck. A white sash and heavy, serviceable shoes completed his costume.


  “Hello,” Scot said, feeling awkward. “Is there something… uh… we can do for you?”


  The visitor extended his right hand. “I am Brother Paul, of the Holy Order of Vision.”


  “I’m Scot Krebs, and this is Wanda and Lucy. We’re, uh, not related; just working together.” Why did he feel the need to explain their situation to a stranger? It was none of the man’s business, really.


  Brother Paul smiled. “I had heard that a community farm was operating here; that is why I came. Did you receive my message?”


  “We don’t get mail any more,” Scot said.


  “Very few people receive government-carried mail any more,” Brother Paul said. “I sent my message by a traveler who intended to pass this way. However,” he shrugged unconcernedly, “such message service is not the most reliable. One of the little details that disciples of anarchy seldom take into consideration. However, my reason for coming is simple enough; I wish to join your group on a temporary basis.”


  “Join us?” Scot was startled and a bit dismayed. Wanda and Lucy were fine, but every addition to the group added to the possibility of bringing in a disruptive influence.


  “We’re not a religious group,” he said, finally.


  “Neither are we, actually,” Brother Paul replied. He smiled at their expressions. “I’ll be happy to explain. But I know you are busy, and I wish to help, not hinder. If you have some task in which I may be of assistance, we can talk while working.”


  “We have enough tasks!” Wanda said. “But—”


  “I don’t really think—” Scot began at the same time.


  “We do not eschew physical labor,” Brother Paul said. “What chore have I interrupted?”


  “The pump,” Wanda said, and shot a look at Scot as if to say that if Brother Paul was willing to work, they might as well put him to some use.


  “I know something about plumbing. Let me see the problem.”


  Scot shrugged. There seemed no point in being churlish about the matter; and anyway, it was easier to give in than to argue.


  “It’s inside,” he said. “Come on in.”


  Brother Paul glanced at the disarray in the kitchen and smiled.


  “I took it apart to replace the leathers,” Scot explained, mildly proud of being able to remember the correct word. “But I’m having some difficulty putting it back together.”


  Brother Paul nodded, doffed his robe and sash, revealing ordinary blue jeans underneath, and sat on the floor.


  “An apt demonstration of our tenet that destruction is easier than rebuilding,” he said. “Not to imply that you have actually destroyed anything. But putting the pieces back together requires more knowledge and experience than taking them apart.”


  Methodically, he began fitting parts together, manipulating wrenches with the dexterity of a trained plumber. As he worked, he talked.


  “The Holy Order of Vision is, as I said, not specifically religious. We are a service order, dedicated primarily to the betterment of Mankind. Our members belong to any church, Christian or not. Or to no church.”


  “Atheist priests?” Lucy murmured.


  Brother Paul smiled at her. “Not priests; brothers. I find in myself something of an atheist, and something of a theist. The Order embraces all faiths, without exclusion. Even, or perhaps I should say especially, the doubters. After all, doubting is fundamental to existence. ‘Holy’ came originally from the Old English, and meant ‘whole’ or ‘healthy.’ We use it in the same sense: our mission is to make the world healthy.”


  “Sounds rather overwhelming,” Scot said. “Do you think you have enough members to do the job?”


  “We have enough members to start the job,” Brother Paul said. “One of our tasks is to gain more adherents. Not necessarily actual members of the Order,” he said, as Scot began to interrupt, “but people who are willing to help improve things. At present, we are a small Order, but every group must start with one person.”


  “Exactly what do you do?” Wanda asked.


  “We study, we teach, we try to improve the lot of humanity in whatever way we can.”


  “Like fixing pumps,” Scot said.


  “Like fixing, or trying to fix, anything harmful to humanity,” Brother Paul said, “from broken pumps to broken relationships. There is honor in any task, if it serves the need of mankind. Our message is the one basic to many religions: love one another. And,” he smiled again, “we recognize that it is sometimes easier to love one’s neighbor when one is not worried about a broken pump, or a lack of food, or any of a number of life’s frustrations.”


  “And what’s your mission to us?” Scot asked. “I mean, it’s nice to get the pump fixed, and we’re certainly grateful, but you didn’t come here from wherever you live just because our pump didn’t work. And by the way, where do you live? Where’s the headquarters of your Order?”


  “We moved into an abandoned shopping mall several kilometers from here, on the west side of the city,” Brother Paul said. “It provided room for our expansion, a variety of tools ready at hand and a satisfactory location. There is land around that we can farm. As for my mission here, it’s simple enough. You know that our world is in trouble. Civilization is breaking down all over the world. Obviously, the collapse was triggered by MT, but as yet we don’t know all the basic reasons for it. Not one of the world’s philosophers predicted it; everyone thought that MT would solve all our problems. But in fact, it didn’t. Now that it’s happened, numerous groups including ours are trying to find ways to reverse the decline. But meanwhile, people are going to have to learn to take care of themselves, because they can no longer depend on a technological society. We believe community farms, such as yours, are an important part of the answer. Size is immaterial. I know of a commune south of you that contains 20 to 30 members, but your farm here is of equal importance. We want to help all such enterprises by sharing our expertise. If you need help in fixing a pump, we’ll provide the help, and if you know how to do something that we don’t, we’ll learn.”


  “And of course it will take a while to exchange the information, and you want to stay here while you do it,” Wanda said.


  He nodded.


  “Forgive us if we seem paranoid,” Wanda said, “but we’ve learned to be wary of strangers; especially glib strangers offering what amounts to something for nothing.”


  “A common reaction,” Brother Paul said. “Philanthropy is always regarded with suspicion, especially in times like these.”


  He tightened a final nut on the pump and began to work the handle vigorously. “The Order has no need of your possessions, but of course I can show you no proof of that. However, we do not force ourselves on people. I merely make the offer. If you decide the potential advantages are worth more than the risk, you will accept. If not, I’ll go on to another location.”


  At that moment, the pump gushed forth water, and Wanda and Lucy simultaneously sighed with relief.


  Scot spread his hands. “The immediate advantage is worth something; we have water again. I guess you’re welcome to stay. We’ve trusted other people, and haven’t been disappointed yet.”


  Lucy looked up. “You haven’t?”


  “Not yet; were you planning on disappointing us?”


  Brother Paul extended his hand. “I’m happy to hear it. Mutual trust must be the basis of any society; let us hope that our relationship is also mutually profitable— as I’m sure it will be.”



  



  Spring advanced into summer, and the farm prospered. Scot and Brother Paul checked out all the houses within easy walking distance, bringing back cans of food to supplement the early garden crops, and occasionally tools or other useful items. At first Scot wondered at Brother Paul’s involvement in what was technically looting. But eventually he realized that the man was simply being pragmatic; the legal owners of the food and tools were long gone, and the items were going to waste.


  “Laws should be designed to help human relationships, not hamper them,” Brother Paul said once.


  The radio still brought news of the outside world, but the news had become less and less trustworthy. General McGill spoke of a reduction in crime, rehabilitation of former criminals, and equitable food distribution. According to the radio, all good American citizens were now established in the cities or on the big government-operated farms, supplied with power and the necessities of life. But Brother Paul kept in contact with the Holy Order of Vision headquarters, sometimes by means of another Brother stopping by for an hour or a whole evening, sometimes by making the trip back himself. And these contacts told a grimmer story. The General’s military dictatorship was in the throes of a more or less constant crisis. He had, so far, prevented the country from collapsing into total anarchy, but there was no assurance that the final collapse wouldn’t come next month, or next week, or even tomorrow. And in order to maintain his control, he was forced to support MT, which by now had its own communications system, security forces, and the firm backing of the people.


  Reformers who suggested that MT might be part of the trouble with the world were not tolerated in General McGill’s America. Yet the power drain imposed by the MT transmitter made McGill’s control precarious. His army had been forced to abandon much of its mechanized equipment and was now little better armed than the bandit gangs it fought.


  With few exceptions, the rest of the world seemed to have regressed all the way to anarchy and savagery. There were still radio reports originating from London, Addis Ababa, Lagos, Canberra, Bangkok, and Manila, though the “governments” in some of these cities admitted that their control extended to only a few square kilometers of territory. From the rest of the world there was no news at all. International use of the MT transmitter had stopped: people in other countries no longer had a way to reach it.


  The transmitter itself was still operating. One radio broadcast mentioned that 250 million colonists had been dispatched to five different planets, 50 million from the United States alone, but there was no way for Scot to tell whether the report was accurate, distorted, or an outright fabrication. The bulk of the American population still appeared to rely on MT to solve its problems. As difficulties increased, so did the desire to emigrate.



  



  “Compost’s due for turning,” Wanda announced one morning. Brother Paul had suggested the compost heap, but Wanda had assumed the job of record-keeping and reminding people of required tasks. She appeared to have a more orderly mind than any of the rest; Brother Paul once mentioned that in a more leisurely world she would have made a good librarian.


  “I’ll do it,” Lucy said, exercising her compulsion to volunteer for jobs.


  “You’ve got baking to do,” Wanda reminded her. When they had discovered a store of grain in an abandoned barn a couple of kilometers away, Brother Paul showed them the Indian method of grinding it into coarse flour. Fresh bread had become one of their more tasty staples.


  “I don’t think there’s enough flour ground, either,” Wanda continued, “so you’ll have to grind some before you bake. I don’t think I want you grinding flour or kneading dough right after you’ve been handling compost.”


  Scot chuckled. “She’s right, Lucy. No composting for you.”


  “And I must do the laundry,” Wanda said. “Which leaves Scot and Brother Paul to turn the compost.”


  Hie men walked out to the compost heap beside the garden. Brother Paul carried the pitchfork they had found in the same abandoned barn, while Scot had a spading fork, which he had discovered was one of their most useful tools. Since they had begun dumping all their refuse from eating, woodcutting, and weeding into it, the compost had swelled to enormous proportions; it was head high and about seven meters in diameter. Scot looked at it for a moment, hating to begin what would be a long and dirty job.


  “I suppose we should turn it more often,” he said. “But we’ve had so many other things to do.”


  Brother Paul merely nodded, as he removed his shirt. He was a burly man—the kind, Scot thought, who might be good at physical combat. Even while trying to be self-effacing, he had proved to be far stronger than Scot.


  “I suppose we should put it here,” Scot said, indicating a spot. “That way, the wind won’t blow so much back in our faces.”


  “You’re learning,” said Brother Paul approvingly. “Also, we should form it into a cup shape, so that water will collect in the center and run down through it, instead of running off as it does now.”


  With Brother Paul on one side and Scot on the other, they began the task of redistributing the compost, moving it to a new location, working from the top of the stack downward to bring the oldest material to the top of the new pile.


  It was a messy, difficult job. Scot soon learned that the branches from the woodcutting hadn’t been chopped up finely enough; they tangled in his fork while the smaller material dribbled through the tines.


  “Never again!” he muttered, as he yanked out a long branch and got spattered with half-rotten turnip tops for his pains.


  “These look like carrot tops,” Brother Paul said, looking at his own forkful. “You do not consume the leaves?”


  “Not in this condition! But I suppose the tops of any vegetable should be edible, shouldn’t they? Why throw away food? We should have been using them.”


  Brother Paul looked doubtful. “Sometimes if one doesn’t know the dangers, one should not be too free to experiment. Carrot leaves, turnip leaves, beet leaves: all are edible. However, it isn’t wise to begin eating vegetable leaves indiscriminately. The rhubarb leaf, for example,” he held one up as he talked, “contains oxalic acid and could kill you if you ate enough of it. I can give Wanda a list of several safe items. Some, like potato leaves, I’m not sure about, and you’d best avoid them until you find someone who knows.”


  Scot nodded. “But we can do better than we have.”


  “In general,” Brother Paul said, “there is merit in using the whole plant, just as there is in using the whole animal.”


  Eventually, the pile was transferred. Despite Scot’s amateurish efforts, decomposition of the bottom layers had progressed nicely, and he could look forward to eventual replenishment of the garden soil. They rested, sweating freely. It seemed appropriate to talk, either because of the camaraderie of sharing a difficult task, or because talking postponed the time when they would have to go back to work.


  “Why didn’t you emigrate?” Scot inquired. “You can’t really like Earth as it is, or you wouldn’t have joined the Order.”


  “I didn’t like myself, as I was,” Brother Paul said. “But your observation is true, to an extent. I am not satisfied with Earth; yet I love it, as well.”


  “You could love a pioneer planet more,” Scot said. “Fresh, unspoiled; you could have helped the colonists make the proper start.”


  “Perhaps,” Brother Paul said. “But my mission is to help those in need. The Holy Order of Vision goes where human misery exists, not where there is joy.”


  “You would turn down paradise?”


  “So long as there is suffering elsewhere.”


  Scot shook his head. “You want happiness for others; not for yourself. It makes me seem selfish.”


  “Our happiness comes from bringing happiness to others,” Brother Paul said. “Or at least in helping them. Happiness comes from within; it’s not something we can force on people.”


  “So you came to help us. Did we appear so miserable?”


  “You were willing to be helped. We offer assistance; we do not demand that anyone accept it. Our help must go only to those who are willing to trust us.”


  “I suppose that does make a difference.” Scot thought of the day Brother Paul had arrived. “I suppose if I hadn’t been in despair over the pump, I might not have trusted you, either. But we couldn’t have been much worse off.”


  Brother Paul smiled. “Actually, those who despair the most are the people least likely to accept help. You were still willing to apply reason to your problems.”


  “Suppose everyone could emigrate,” Scot said. “Would you go, then?”


  “If everyone did emigrate, the Holy Order would have to go; we cannot render assistance when there is no one to assist. However, I cannot conceive of everyone on Earth making the same decision about something. Some would remain, by choice. In that case, I believe that at least some members of the Order, myself included, would remain with them.”


  Scot rose, looking reluctantly in the direction of the house. In the backyard were large blocks of wood waiting to be split into firewood size. He really should start on them today.


  “Suppose you could go to the perfect planet?” Brother Paul inquired. “Would you?”


  “Six months ago I would have,” Scot said. “Less than that, even. I tried to and they rejected me. Now… I don’t know. Not without my friends.”


  “Suppose your friends went. Of their own accord, not just to please you. And you were guaranteed a planet suited to you.”


  Scot shook his head dubiously. “There wouldn’t be any challenge in that. I don’t want perfection handed to me on a platter.”


  “Then the perfect planet for you would include challenges. Stimulating but not overwhelming.”


  Scot shook his head. “Not even then. It wouldn’t be real. I don’t want to be programmed for success.”


  Brother Paul smiled. “Then you aren’t made for paradise, either.”


  “A man is not made for paradise! Or,” Scot added with surprise, “for Conquest or the other planets. You don’t want that scenario, either, do you?”


  Brother Paul spread his hands. “You argue persuasively.”


  “Anyway,” Scot said, “right now I’m happier about getting that compost turned than I would be about being accepted for emigration.”


  “Then compost provides happiness. Blessed be the compost.”


  Scot looked at Brother Paul suspiciously; he was never quite sure that the older man wasn’t making fun of him. “Compost hardly seems like a thing of the spirit,” he said. For some reason, the idea of spiritual goodness in everything reminded him of the thief who had stolen his car. She certainly wasn’t good. He summarized the episode for Brother Paul.


  “Do you see goodness in that?” he demanded.


  “Goodness came of it; this farm came of it. As for the act itself, there may have been extenuating circumstances. It was wrong, but without more information we cannot call it evil.”


  Scot wasn’t so sure of that. “And what am I supposed to do if I ever see her again? Congratulate her?”


  Brother Paul looked up in surprise. “Why, you forgive her, of course.”


  “Forgive her?” Scot cried indignantly. “She doesn’t deserve forgiveness; she deserves punishment!”


  “Are you sure she has not punished herself sufficiently?”


  “Why should she? She got away with it. Forgiving your enemies is just giving them a chance to hurt you again. I’m willing to see goodness where it exists, but there are limits.”


  Brother Paul did not answer, and Scot knew he was being rebuked. Brother Paul honestly believed in the old Christian maxim of turning the other cheek. There should be a nonviolent or nonoffensive way to handle situations, if one had the proper desire to do so. Scot abruptly realized the difference between them: Brother Paul was nonviolent because he believed in it; Scot was nonviolent because he was afraid to be otherwise.


  This difference was dramatically illustrated two days later. Four tough-looking men strolled up to their door at midday. Brother Paul was at the side of the house, repairing a leak in the solar heater while the women washed dishes from the noon meal and Scot changed batteries in their radio. He heard the men coming into the yard and went to the door; he suddenly wished they hadn’t filled in the various “tiger pits” around the place after Brother Paul had joined them.


  The apparent leader of the group was a redhead with shaggy, unkempt hair and an unevenly trimmed beard. He was a burly, muscular man, about the size and dimensions of Brother Paul. He was dwarfed by one of his followers, a bear of a man with the physique of a wrestler or weight lifter and the battered features of a second-rate boxer, all coupled with an incongruously happy smile. The other two men were small, wiry, rat-faced types; Scot almost immediately pictured them sneaking up behind him with knives. They hung back behind the leader and the big man. The clothing of all four was grimy, and they stank of sweat and dirt.


  “We like your place,” the leader said. “How soon can you move out?” He smiled genially at Scot.


  



  CHAPTER 8


  Scot was unprepared for such a confrontation. He had no more idea of how he should react to a threat from thugs than he had possessed before MT and his farm experience. Should he walk out tamely and leave the fruits of his labor to others? What other choice had he? The intruders weren’t bluffing, and either one of the two larger men could whip Scot without even having to rely on whatever armament was carried by the two in the rear. In the emergency, Scot followed his usual routine: he delayed.


  “Can we have some time to talk it over?” he asked.


  “Sure thing,” the man said, grinning. “Thought you might want to do that. Why don’t the rest of you come out and we’ll all talk it over together? That’s the democratic way, ain’t it?”


  There seemed little choice. Scot called the women from the kitchen.


  “Two women,” the redhead said. “Okay so far. Now, where’s the other man? We know there’s two of you here.”


  “I like that big one, Harry,” said one of the wiry men. “How about letting her stay?”


  “You like who I tell you to like,” Harry told him. “Both women can stay, but you got no say about it, understand?”


  At that moment Brother Paul appeared around the corner of the house. “What seems to be the trouble?” he asked.


  “Get over here,” Harry ordered him. Brother Paul quietly walked over to stand beside Scot.


  “Hey, Harry!” It was the big man, speaking for the first time. He had a surprisingly high voice for such a huge individual. “See that emblem he’s wearin’? He’s one of them Visioners.”


  “I am a member of the Holy Order of Vision, yes,” Brother Paul said.


  “Okay. You ain’t a regular member of this bunch, then,” Harry said. “So you just go about your business and don’t bother us.”


  “This is part of my business,” Brother Paul said.


  “Yeah? Well, I say it ain’t. Brand—move him off, and make sure he keeps moving.”


  Scot wondered how Brother Paul would react to this direct challenge to his pacifist philosophy.


  The big man, Brand, seemed dubious. “I don’t want to get in no trouble with the Visioners, Harry,” he complained. “They’re a cool bunch, and they don’t like having their people roughed up.”


  Harry looked annoyed. “Who said anything about roughing him up? I said move him. You do it any way you want to, but do it. Get me?”


  Brand nodded somewhat unhappily and stepped forward. A huge hand grasped one of Brother Paul’s arms. “Come on, man,” Brand said. “Let’s amble.”


  “Stop that!” Scot cried. “Get your hands off—”


  “Peace,” Brother Paul interrupted. “He can’t hurt me.”


  With misgivings, Scot and the women watched Brand march Brother Paul away. .It was evident that composure and principle were powerless against brute force.


  “Now,” Harry said, “we can have our quiet little discussion. We’re all democratic here; you get to make all your own decisions—as long as I agree with ‘em. Right, boys?” He looked around and the two men behind him laughed on cue. “The decision you got to make right now,” he continued, “is whether you move out without any trouble and take some of your stuff with you, or whether we move you out and you leave bare-handed. How do you want it?”


  Scot knew he was no hero. The work on the farm had improved his health, and he had more muscles than he had possessed a few months before. But he had no experience in using them in combat, and all three of the men facing him looked tough. Probably even the smaller ones could whip him. Either he gave up voluntarily, or he would be beaten up and thrown out.


  It wasn’t fair. It was the same choice he had been given when his car was stolen. Then, he had fought— and ended up losing both the car and his chance to emigrate, along with his fiancée. If he’d let it go, by now he’d be on Conquest, where there weren’t any toughs, or decisions like this one.


  Yet he found that he was still unwilling to yield. He possessed a core of courage—or stupidity—that his fears had never washed away. It was not only his fate at stake, but that of Wanda and Lucy, and perhaps even Brother Paul. If he let these men have their way without a fight, he would have in fact contributed to the degradation of his world. He felt trapped between his physical incapacity and his mental rigidity, and was unable to reply at all.


  Wanda was less inhibited. “Who do you think you are?” she demanded. “You can’t just walk in and take over everything we’ve worked for!”


  Harry chuckled. “I don’t see anyone stopping me, baby. What are you sore about, anyway? I said you could stay, didn’t I? You’d be a lot better off with a real man than you would with the boyfriend here. But, what the hell; there’s plenty of women around. You want to go, get moving. I won’t stop you.”


  Almost casually, he caught one of Wanda’s arms and yanked her forward. As she stumbled past him, he patted her rump appreciatively and stepped toward the open door of the house.


  Scot acted without thinking; he swung his fist at the redhead. It was an awkward, roundhouse blow, but it caught Harry high on one shoulder and momentarily staggered him. Contemptuously, the man swung his arm backhand at Scot. The edge of his palm hit the side of Scot’s face spinning him into the wall of the house. Involuntarily, his hand came up to his aching head. Quickly, the two smaller men were on either side of him, gripping his arms.


  “What do we do with him, boss?” one of the men asked.


  Scot had read stories of men held in this manner, who could yank their captors together so their heads cracked. In practice, it wasn’t so easy. Harry had paused at the door and was eyeing him speculatively, as though wondering if beating him up would be worth the trouble. Scot tried to yank his arms free, failed and closed his eyes. Once again, it seemed he had made the wrong choice.


  “Please refrain.”


  Scot’s eyes snapped open. It was Brother Paul.


  Harry was as surprised as Scot. “How’d you get away from Brand?” he demanded.


  “Brand had a change of heart,” Brother Paul said. “It would be to your advantage to make a similar change. Violence begets violence. If you would take a more constructive attitude and moderate your claims, we might consider sharing with you.”


  Harry’s jaw dropped. “Sharing with us? Out of the goodness of your hearts, huh? What kind of suckers do you think we are, anyway?”


  “Once, at least, you were civilized men,” Brother Paul said.


  “Yeah, well, civilization went down the tube a while back, or didn’t you notice? You Visioners got smooth tongues, I hear; maybe you sweet-talked Brand into something, but I ain’t as dumb as him. Get rid of him, boys.”


  The two men dropped Scot’s arms, but hesitated to approach Brother Paul.


  “I dunno, Harry,” one of them said. “Like Brand said, them Visioners are a cool bunch. And if this guy could take care of Brand…”


  “I used no violence on Brand,” Brother Paul said. Scot wished the man could have, just once in his life, kept quiet and not relieved a misapprehension. The two thugs moved closer to him, but for the moment avoided touching him.


  Brother Paul turned to Scot. “In the face of these men’s determination, the least violent course that I can see is to accede to their demands. We can walk to the establishment of the Holy Order, where you may stay as long as you wish. None of you will need to join the Order, unless you wish to.”


  “We can’t just give up!” Wanda protested. “That’s cowardly.”


  It was also sensible, Scot realized. It was a way out; they would have a place to stay, with food, comfort and judging from their opponents’ awe of the Order, security. It would probably be better than the farm. But it wouldn’t be the farm; it wouldn’t be something that he had worked to build. Scot didn’t really understand himself; he’d never felt this way before, but he knew what he must answer.


  “I can’t do it,” he said.


  “If you aren’t willing to defend your beliefs,” Wanda said, “what use is there in living? What do you think, Luce?”


  Lucy simply shook her head. She seemed too terrified to speak. Her hands were cupped together below her breasts, as though in silent prayer.


  “Again I urge you. Take the reasonable course,” Brother Paul said.


  “Listen to the preacher,” Harry said. “He might save you a broken skull.” The man’s genial pose had vanished at the reappearance of Brother Paul.


  Scot felt cold all over. It would be sensible to yield. Fighting would only get him—and perhaps Wanda—a beating.


  “I can’t,” he repeated.


  Brother Paul shrugged slightly. “Since these people will not yield, I am forced to intercede for them, though I fear it makes violence inevitable.” He smiled understandingly at Harry. “Since they refuse to go, you gentlemen will have to do so.”


  For a moment, Harry seemed unable to speak. Then, surprisingly, he laughed. “I gotta hand it to you, preacher,” he said. “You got real gall.” He turned to his followers. “I told you boys once to get rid of this creep!” he said. “I ain’t telling you again! Get him outa here!”


  “I do wish you would be reasonable,” said Brother Paul.


  The two smaller men advanced on him cautiously. Suddenly one darted a hand out. Just as suddenly, Brother Paul leaped forward, seized the arm, whirled, heaved, and the man was thrown up across his back and slammed to the ground. The second man came up behind Brother Paul and aimed a kick at his bent form. Brother Paul let go of his first assailant in time to whirl, grab the foot, and twist. The second thug howled and sprawled to the ground, cracking his head on the edge of the porch.


  “I want you to understand that I bear you no animosity,” Brother Paul said. “Allow me to help you up.” He hauled the first man to his feet. The man leaned weakly against a porch pillar, gasping for breath. The second man had come erect by himself, but was apparently dazed. He stood, arms dangling, staring vacantly ahead of him.


  “It is difficult to use force without causing injury,” Brother Paul explained apologetically to the redhead. “I really must ask you to leave now, before any further violence is committed.”


  Harry was staring at him, open-mouthed. Finally he turned, looked at his men, stared balefully at Scot and finally shrugged. “You got some powerful arguments there, preacher. Next time I tangle with a Visioner, I’ll bring a gun. Come on, boys. Easier pickings elsewhere.”


  The three men left, Harry strolling casually while his followers stumbled after him.


  Wanda whirled on Brother Paul. “Where did you learn to fight like that? And why did you keep it a secret?”


  “Knowledge is for use, not to be displayed for ego gratification,” Brother Paul rebuked her. “There was no earlier necessity for me to use this particular knowledge. Nor am I particularly proud of it. The true Brother should be able to prevail without displays of strength. But I learned judo in my youth, and on occasions when I find that my higher talents are insufficiently developed, I am required to use it.”


  Scot shook his head. “All the time when you were reasoning with them and trying to get us to leave peacefully, you knew you could beat them.”


  “No one knows the results of violence in advance.”


  Brother Paul said. “I am chagrined that I was unable to prevail upon their consciences or their reason. I feel that I failed: use of violence is always a failure. But I could find no peaceful solution, and so I chose one of the least violent. If I had not, someone might have been killed.”


  “Oh, I don’t think they’d have gone that far,” Scot said. “They’d have beaten us up, but I doubt they were killers. They might have broken some bones, though, and you didn’t even harm them that much.”


  “I wasn’t thinking of them killing you,” Brother Paul said. He walked over to Lucy.


  “May I?” he asked, holding out his hand.


  Silently, Lucy handed him a tiny pistol. Wanda and Scot both gasped.


  “A .25 caliber automatic pistol,” Brother Paul said. “Not a powerful weapon; it’s unlikely that anyone would have been killed by it. But there was a distinct possibility. And I felt sure Lucy would have used it; she is completely devoted to your cause.”


  Numbed, Scot examined the gun. Handguns had been outlawed before he was born; he wondered where Lucy had obtained it. Brother Paul took the weapon from him, pressed a catch which released the magazine, and expertly thumbed out the six small cartridges it contained.


  “This has been a trial for you,” he said to Lucy. “Let us all sit and contemplate a more peaceful future.” He took Lucy’s and Scot’s hands and led the little group to the trees.


  Scot felt an almost tangible power in Brother Paul’s hand, like a beneficial electric shock. It was a strange, wonderful feeling.


  A few minutes later he looked up and saw the big man, Brand, watching them. He must have vocalized his dismay, because the others looked up.


  “Hello, Brand,” Brother Paul said pleasantly.


  “I thought it over,” Brand said. “I don’t need no more time. I’m ready.”


  Scot looked inquiringly at Brother Paul.


  “Brand would like to join your group,” Brother Paul said. “Eventually he may become a member of our Order, but first he wishes to make amends for any inconvenience he caused you. He is willing to lend his strength to tasks that might otherwise prove difficult.”


  “Yeah,” Brand said. “That’s about it. He says it better’n I can.”


  Scot spread his hands. This must be what Brother Paul meant by finding a more compatible solution. Not merely driving off the invaders, but converting them.


  “Why not?” he said. “If Brother Paul thinks you’re sincere, I guess we can afford to trust you.”



  



  Brand joined their group, and once again it turned out to be a fortunate addition. The man was powerful.


  Once, when a troop of General McGill’s cavalry rode by and requested that Wanda’s deteriorating car be removed because it was partially blocking the road, Brand obligingly picked up the rear end and swung it into the ditch, then repeated the process with the front end. Clearing the road at all seemed rather pointless to Scot, but when he saw the officer swallow a couple of times and then ride on without speaking, he realized that Brand’s effort had a practical benefit. McGill’s men were notorious by now for the bullying of inoffensive citizens, but none of them ever returned to their farm.


  Of more immediate use was Brand’s ability to pull a sledge loaded with firewood. Scot and Brother Paul had built the sledge to simplify various hauling chores. Eventually, Scot had planned to dismantle Wanda’s car and attach the wheels to the sledge, but he had more immediate jobs.


  When Brand took the 16-pound ax to the gnarly chunks of wood, the pieces fairly burst apart; a great quantity of cross-grained chunks Scot had been unable to split at all were speedily reduced to firewood.


  When Brand moved compost, the pile was turned in short order.


  He didn’t fare as well at more intellectual pursuits. Wanda was trying to teach him to read, and he applied himself with great zeal but little success. However, in the changing world, reading seemed of less importance than the ability to split firewood.


  Several days after he arrived, he had another surprise for them. Scot had sprained his ankle and was taking it easy for a few days. At the moment, he was reading an article on fruit-tree grafting from one of Tully’s old books, while Wanda, sitting under the window in the same room, did some mending.


  “Listen,” Wanda said.


  He listened. Someone was playing a piccolo in the backyard. No. Further listening corrected his error. Someone was whistling in the backyard, but it sounded professional, and the tune wasn’t a simple pop melody, which was all Scot could manage. It was familiar in a way; something Scot associated with a symphony orchestra.


  “Who is it?” he asked.


  Wanda beckoned him to the window. Brand, carefully filing the teeth of their crosscut saw, was whistling as he worked.


  “Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony,” said Wanda.


  “But I thought Brand was illiterate,” Scot said, amazed.


  “What’s that got to do with it? He’s not deaf. He’s obviously heard it some place, liked it and memorized it. He’s got perfect pitch, too; in the old days, he could have made a living on TV.”


  The old days, Scot recalled with a twinge, were less than a year in the past, but he knew what Wanda meant. They stood and watched for a while, until Scot’s ankle began to ache, and he returned to his chair. The whistling continued; after the section of the Ninth Symphony, Brand went on to parts of Grofe’s Grand Canyon Suite and something that Wanda identified as written by Wagner. That apparently finished the sharpening, and Brand headed for the woods, trailing a cloud of Liszt behind him.


  “I guess his soul comes out in music,” Scot said.


  In the evenings, Brand and Brother Paul practised judo, bowing to each other formally before reviewing the holds. Brand was totally ignorant of the art at first, but this, unlike reading, he learned rapidly. It was a matter of timing and balance and leverage; once Brand had the idea that his strength was useless without the other ingredients, he became proficient. Brother Paul offered to show the others how to do it, pointing out that an individual trained in the art was actually less likely to injure an opponent than was an amateur brawler. Scot and Lucy declined. Wanda gave it a try but disliked the close contact with the men that it entailed. She tried to talk Lucy into working with her, but failed and eventually dropped out herself.


  Prompted by Brand’s whistling, they began to sing while they worked. No one had a good voice, but in harmony, the rough edges tended to fade—at least, it seemed that way to the singers. The road in front of the house, so officiously cleared, had no traffic, so there were no outsiders to judge their talents.


  When it rained the roof leaked. Scot and Brand located the spare shingles Tully had stored against such an eventuality and hauled them up to the roof, along with a bucket of tar for closing any minor holes they might create while engaged in their amateur repair work. As they replaced faulty shingles and generously daubed tar, Scot seized the opportunity to find out something he had been curious about.


  “What did Brother Paul say to you, that day you came?” he asked.


  “Nothing much,” Brand said. “Just that you were nice people who could use a strong helper.”


  “But you were with Harry and those others. What made you change? Not just being told we were nice people, surely.”


  “Naw; that didn’t make much sense to me at first,” Brand said. “But then I saw the light.”


  “The light?” Brand hardly seemed the type for spiritual revelation.


  Brand laughed. “Yeah; just before I hit the ground I realized I’d been backing the wrong horse.”


  “Brother Paul used judo on you? He always says that violence is an admission of failure.”


  “He was a pretty fancy failure, then. I’d got tired of his preaching at me, so I took a poke at him. That’s when I found out that violence was a failure, at least when you try it on him.”


  “I’d have thought it would make you angry.”


  “Nah; I always did understand a good bash. And he didn’t really hurt me; just flipped me over like when we’re practicing now and then put an armlock on me. I knew better than to fight that; I figured maybe if I behaved he might teach me some of that stuff. Anyway, hanging around with Harry wasn’t getting me anywhere, and I’d heard about the Visioners being okay people.”


  “Suppose Brother Paul hadn’t agreed to teach you judo?”


  “Oh, I’d stay anyway, now. He was right; you are good people. Harry used to laugh at me ‘cause I couldn’t read. You don’t do that; you don’t try to make me feel dumb all the time.”


  “You never wish you were back with the gang?”


  “Why should I? I used to fight a lot; it never got me nothin’. Brother Paul says peace is harder to learn than fighting, but I don’t know. I never liked to fight; I just never knew how to stop doing it, before.”


  They continued work in silence until the job was done. As they rested before going back down the ladder, Brand said, “Them girls are nice.”


  Scot agreed, wondering what prompted the remark.


  “I got a feel for women,” Brand continued.


  “You mean you think one of them likes you?”


  “Naw. Lucy keeps worrying about something; dunno what. And Wanda don’t like getting close to any man. She won’t keep up the judo because she’s afraid I’ll touch her. I never did, but she’s still scared of it.” He paused. “Thing is,” he said finally, “you don’t have the feel. No offense, but you just don’t know women.”


  Scot thought of Fanny. “I’ll go along with that, but what about it?”


  “Nothing. Just, you ain’t got the feel. You been wondering about ‘em, though.”


  Scot’s face reddened. Were his occasional thoughts that transparent? “I don’t see…” he began.


  “It ain’t my business, you mean. Right; it ain’t. But I just don’t want you to go off half-cocked.” He stopped to chuckle at that, before continuing. “What I mean is, don’t be in a hurry. Give it time.”


  “Give what time?”


  “Like peace. I can’t learn it right off; I got to do a lot of thinking about it. Some day I’ll get it.”


  “And some day if I work at it I’ll develop a feel for women; is that it?”


  “Sort of. Near enough, anyways.”


  Scot shrugged and descended the ladder. The idea of Brand trying to instruct him in the art of romance would have been funny if he hadn’t had the sneaking suspicion that Brand really did know more about the subject than he did. The man kept showing unexpected facets of character.


  



  CHAPTER 9


  The next visitors to the farm were half a dozen armed men, led by a cocky little sparrow of a man who announced that his name was Gabe Hartford. He claimed to be census taker for the Second American Republic. Eyeing the rifles carried by his followers, Scot invited the man inside.


  He soon discovered that the group’s interest centered more on crops than on people. Gabe toured the garden and nodded approval of the well-tended crops.


  “You’re to be congratulated, young man,” he announced. “A splendid garden; splendid. Quite a bit of work for such a small group, I expect.”


  Scot agreed that it was.


  “But I can see that you will be amply rewarded for your toil.” He made notes on a pad he carried. “Now then, considering that you have only four permanent residents here, this amount of garden should give you a goodly surplus of food, which I’m sure you’ll be happy to share with your less fortunate brethren in the city.”


  “Ah…” Scot said.


  “You must understand, of course, that we do not requisition any of this food,” Hartford continued. “No, no, no! The villainous minions of the depraved dictator McGill made requisitions by force, and for such acts against the Brotherhood of Man he was eventually overthrown. We make a solemn request for your surplus for the benefit of Mankind. Also, we pay for what we are given; you will receive government notes in return for your donations to society.”


  Unable to think of any other course, Scot nodded. The little man beamed.


  “Happy to find you so cooperative,” he said. “Confidentially, some of these people out here in the wilds are the next thing to anarchists. No feeling for their fellow man at all. However, the rights of the majority shall prevail. The men who brought down General McGill are not to be balked by a lot of paltry peasants.”


  “We heard some news of a revolution on the radio,” Scot said, “but it all seemed confused.”


  “No doubt; no doubt. The general’s forces controlled radio communications until very near the end. Of course, they couldn’t afford to tell the true story.”


  Brother Paul had been listening quietly. Now he stepped forward. “General McGill’s government operated huge mechanized farms in the midwest. I gather these are no longer capable of supplying the city’s food needs.”


  Hartford nodded vigorously. “Exactly. Actually, that was another reason for the general’s downfall. The farms existed, but the mechanization was breaking down. He had begun to send out press gangs to obtain farm labor.”


  “So soon? I should have thought the machinery would run for years.”


  “It didn’t. Bandit raids, sabotage, lack of care; too many technicians emigrated to the colony worlds. We’ve put a stop to that, by the way; now that the Second Republic controls MT, everyone except technicians has a fair chance at emigration. Requirements for knowledge and technical ability have been dropped, and requisitions for emigration by technicians are being postponed until the end of the emergency.”


  “But still, the crops have already been planted on those farms,” Brother Paul persisted. “Surely your city dwellers are willing to go out and harvest their food, even if there is some interim loss due to pests, weeds, and so forth.”


  “Oh yes, yes indeed! We’re counting on those crops. However, there have been some… ah… difficulties with transportation lately. We’re checking on local food supplies merely as a precaution. Actually, there is very little likelihood that your surplus will be needed, but it never hurts to be prepared, eh? Now then, it’s been charming meeting all of you, but I really must continue my duties. There’s a communal farm south of here that is reputed to be somewhat larger than yours. Farewell, friends. I look forward to meeting you again in, oh, perhaps three months’ time. Eh?”


  Followed by his silent associates, he rode off down the pavement.


  “Things must be worse than we imagined,” Brother Paul murmured.


  “Some of what he said seemed to contradict other things he said,” Scot commented. “I wonder if any of them were true?”


  “The part about him being back in three months to take most of your crops probably is,” Brother Paul said. “Unless the situation has deteriorated so much by then that there is no government left to send him. I think we had best begin preparing a hidden storehouse where we can conceal the bulk of your harvest.”


  The next day Scot made a circuit of their “neighborhood,” which now encompassed several square kilometers. He visited the other familes: the Browns to the east, the Smiths to the south, and to the west the lone man they knew only as “the Hermit” because he hid when anyone came within sight. At the Hermit’s scraggly little house and plot, he simply left a note. With the other families, he discussed the problem presented by the Second American Republic. Scot had discovered that distance was no bar to neighborliness. The Browns and Smiths were sturdy, durable families, willing to help or be helped in an emergency. When Mrs. Smith had fallen ill, Wanda had gone to stay with them, doing the cooking and helping the children with the household work. In return, the Smiths promised the use of their team of horses—the only such animals in the district— for next spring’s plowing and harrowing. Now they all agreed that each family must be responsible for storing its own crops; if Gabe Hartford or another government official returned to requisition them, it would be better to have three separate hiding places rather than just one large one.


  “I don’t mind giving our surplus to the city people,” Scot said, “if I could be sure that they’d leave us enough to live on. But Hartford didn’t seem like the type to be trusted to make a fair division, and Brother Paul thinks the same.”


  “So do I,” said Mr. Brown, a tall, lanky man in worn overalls, “I don’t want to see anyone starve—but if it comes down to it, I’m feeding my family first. Their government is welcome to whatever’s left over.”


  Scot debated journeying south to the big communal farm, but decided against it. If the group there was as large as rumor claimed, it could look after itself well enough.


  Sitting on their porch under a brilliant moon that night, Wanda abruptly asked Brother Paul: “Why were you so willing to help us hide the harvest? I thought Christianity was built on brotherhood and sharing.”


  Brother Paul smiled. “You forget that the Holy Order of Vision is not specifically Christian. However, the Order does believe in sharing the fruits of our toil. If an equitable distribution system could be established, I would be quite willing to donate the entire output of my efforts and take back only my fair share of the whole. But there is no such distribution; and a belief in the brotherhood of man need not make one gullible. I will share, but I will not starve myself, or ask my friends to starve, in order that strangers may eat well. And, like the early Christians, I will resist persecution.”


  Scot and Brand spent some time constructing a small underground storehouse in the woodlot, carefully shoveling dirt and sod over the entrance to conceal it from government census takers. But there was no return visit by Gabe Hartford in the fall. Scot didn’t know why. The radio stations had, one by one, gone off the air, and the only clues to what was happening inside the Second American Republic came through rumors spread by the occasional traveler.


  Traveler’s tales were no more reliable now than they had ever been. Already, California seemed as remote to Scot as Cathay had been to medieval Europeans. Scot doubted all the rumors; they contradicted one another, and there was no way to check on any of them. But the Browns seemed eager to believe and relay each new one, and even Wanda, though she professed doubt, listened avidly to the stories.


  One thing everyone seemed to agree on; through all the chaos, MT was still operating.


  “It will keep going as long as the power holds out,” Brother Paul explained. “It will always draw support, because it has control of what many people feel is the supreme reward: emigration. I wouldn’t be at all surprised to find people actually worshipping MT in a few years. For materialists, it quite literally holds the key to Heaven.”


  “What about power?” Scot asked. “The transmitter requires an incredible amount of energy each time it operates. With the world regressing to a more primitive life-style, where is it going to get its power?”


  “It has its own atomic plant,” Brother Paul replied. “When Brother Gautama was there, the technicians were working on fusion power. If they succeeded, there will be enough power to last for decades; perhaps centuries. But that seems unlikely; too many of the best minds have already left Earth, and even though more will be born to replace them, scientific training is not what it was. If fusion power is ever made practical, it will probably be done on Conquest, or Heather, or Harmony, not here. But Brother Gautama said that MT had stockpiled most of the world’s supplies of fissionables. There’s also an oil pipeline running to the transmitter complex, though that may well have been cut by now.”


  The pump broke down again during the winter. Brother Paul again repaired it, explaining that his handmade washers weren’t as long lasting as the commercial type and also warning that the linkage would eventually rust and break.


  “What then?” Wanda asked.


  “It won’t happen for years, probably. When it does, you’ll either have to locate a spring or dig a well and raise water with a windlass and bucket.”


  Wanda sighed. “Women carrying jars of water on their heads.”


  “Gives ‘em good posture,” Brand said. “Chests out, hips square.”


  “And nude, too, if you had your way,” she said. “Back to the Saxons; back to the stone age.”


  “Oh, the Saxons weren’t stone age,” Brother Paul said. “They conquered Britain after the Romans withdrew.”


  “In any case,” Wanda continued, “we’re living history, backwards. Every month brings some new regression. We’ll be seeing real Saxons before long.”


  “Well, the Saxons were civilized in their fashion. They came as warriors, but after the conquest of England was more or less complete, about 600 ad, they settled as useful citizens. Many of us derive from them; no shame in that.”


  “No shame in any derivation,” Wanda agreed.


  Scot had a revelation. “Our civilization regresses as our population declines,” he said. “The two are linked!”


  “Not entirely,” Brother Paul explained. “If population enforces change, it is still the individual human decision that determines the nature of the change. When lemmings overpopulate, they march into the sea and drown. We’ve converted our species’ crisis into a benefit.”


  “That’s a generous way of looking at things,” Wanda said. “Despite all our experience and knowledge, we’re losing population and losing our civilization right along with it. If the Saxons had been as numerous as modern man, they’d have been as civilized; as we regress to their numbers, we regress to their civilization.”


  “There is still the individual human decision to consider,” Brother Paul repeated. “We’ve been regressing at least partly because no one knew why it was happening or what to do about it. I can bring this idea to the attention of the Holy Order; they have scholars better fitted than I am to decide its importance.”


  “If population really controls civilization,” Scot mused, “what will continued emigration mean for those of us who remain? I always believed in the challenges of space travel; I suppose I still do. But what of Earth?”



  



  It was a month before another member of the Holy Order stopped by the farm. By then, snow was on the ground, and the man, who introduced himself as Brother Simon, was happy to find a place to stay the night. He and Brother Paul talked at great length, and Brother Paul gave him a message to be delivered to the headquarters of the Order. Brother Simon left early the next day, with Brother Paul’s assurances that by keeping a rapid pace he could reach his destination shortly after dark.


  A few days after Brother Simon left, Brother Paul approached Scot, hand extended. “It is time for me to go. I have fulfilled my mission here, and there are other duties awaiting me. Brother Simon mentioned that the Order is expanding; a group of missionaries is leaving for the west in a few days, and our home here will be short-handed until the loss is made good by new members.”


  Scot had known the man’s stay was temporary, but the announcement still came as a shock. Brother Paul seemed like a member of their group rather than an outside adviser.


  “Already?” Scot protested. “You’ve shown us a lot, but there’s much more we need to know.”


  “You’ll survive the winter,” Brother Paul assured him. “You’ve learned to become independent of advanced technology. My duty now is to those people who might not survive without aid. If you have problems, feel free to call on the Holy Order.”


  “I don’t know what to say,” Scot sighed. “You’re like part of the family.”


  Brother Paul chuckled. “That’s one reason I must go; staying here has become too comfortable for me. But we are all one family: the family of Man.”


  “I keep wondering if I’ll ever see you again.”


  “Leaving doesn’t mean that I’ll never pass this way again. Like other brothers, I will probably make brief stops here, when I have business in this neighborhood.” He paused. “I’m afraid that what I have to say next will be awkward. However—”


  “I’ll say it,” Wanda said, coming up behind Brother Paul. She took Scot’s hands in hers. “Scot, I know we’ve had a sort of understanding. I like you; maybe I even love you. I don’t know; I never loved anyone before, so I’m not sure what it’s like. But I have come upon a greater understanding, and a greater love. Not for an individual; for an idea. So I have to go. I hope you can understand.”


  Scot was stunned. “You’re going, too? With Brother Paul?”


  She nodded. “I believe I’ve found what I really want in life. Not a husband, or children, or even security— but the Holy Order of Vision. I’m finally ready to make a commitment.”


  “I’m afraid I have taken her from you,” Brother Paul said sadly. “It was not intentional; but of course I cannot refuse anyone who honestly wishes to join the Order.”


  Inwardly, Scot’s emotions were in turmoil. First Fanny, then Wanda; he seemed fated to fall in love with women who didn’t love him in return. But he knew something of Wanda’s personal problems. If she had finally found her place in life, it wasn’t in him to argue about it.


  “It will be empty here without you,” he said. How empty he could not yet imagine; he tried not to think about it. “But if it’s what you really want to do, I’ll not object. I only want you to be sure.”


  “I’m sure. And perhaps one day you will join us. Brothers and Sisters don’t have to be celibate. I’d like for you to come; I think you’d be good in the Order.”


  It was a far more substantial offer than she’d given him at first; evidently her decision had released some of her inhibitions about men. She had found her place and felt content with it.


  But Scot had found a different place. He shook his head. “I suppose almost anything is possible in this crumbling world, but I don’t think the Order is for me. If I came, it would only be because I had failed here— and that isn’t the spirit in which to join.”


  Quietly, Brother Paul and Sister Wanda said their goodbyes to Lucy and Brand and trudged off into the snow.


  



  CHAPTER 10


  They were gone. For weeks Scot ached from Wanda’s absence. He could not condemn her; she had done what she had to do, openly and honestly. Unlike Fanny she had faced him with her decision and given him a chance to accompany her. He still couldn’t explain, even to himself, why he had turned her down; it was just that something inside him refused to accept sanctuary with the Holy Order. But where could he rebound—from the rebound?


  He tried to keep himself busy, which was easy enough. With both Wanda and Brother Paul gone, there was more than enough work to do. It was already apparent that he had seriously underestimated the amount of firewood it would take to carry them through the winter. There was no point in cutting green wood now; it needed to season before it would burn properly. Scot made a mental note to cut some trees as soon as possible, in order to use the wood next year. But they needed dry wood for their current heating and cooking, so he and Brand towed the sledge down to the housing project and began dismantling one of the houses. With Brand’s strength and the slick surface of the snow, they could haul back a fair-sized load of wood each trip. At first Scot was hesitant to break up the furniture they found, but when he thought of the millions of deserted houses and apartments across the country his reluctance diminished.


  Eventually the pain of his loss receded. It was not as though Wanda was dead, any more than Fanny was. She had merely found a new life; perhaps a better one.


  His sadness was selfish: two women had found marriage to him less attractive than other alternatives.


  Lucy had taken over the cooking and most of the washing; though Scot or Brand usually carried out the heavy tubs of dirty water. When he’d first come to the farm, Scot hadn’t been able to do this, but steadily he had developed muscle. He’d never be as strong as Brand, but his strength and stamina were far superior to what they had been. Several weeks after the departure of Brother Paul and Wanda, wash day coincided with a short warm spell that melted the snow and reduced the demands on the stack of firewood. The kitchen, warmed by their solar water tanks and filled with hot, steamy wash water, was unpleasantly warm, and after a few minutes of work, Lucy exchanged her usual jeans and sweater for a light summer dress. Coming in to empty a tub, Scot halted and stared. He had always thought of Lucy as angular and drab. When she arrived, she had been underfed and unprepossessing, but months of nourishing food and healthy exercise had wrought a change. She was still slim, but lithe and well formed. Her original furtive expression had given way to an openness that greatly enhanced her features. She was, Scot realized now, a remarkably pretty woman.


  He knew why he had missed the change. While Wanda was around, he’d had eyes only for her; and after she left he had been enveloped in self-pity. And like the rest of them, Lucy had worn bulky sweaters and heavy jeans since the weather turned cold. He’d thought of her as she was when she arrived.


  “You know,” he said, “I’ve been working with you for months and never really saw you.”


  Lucy grinned at him, and he realized another change; she had become self-assured. She was no longer a frightened waif huddling in the background. “Why should you have? You were busy looking at Wanda.”


  “Yes.” He hesitated. “I suppose, if she’d stayed—”


  “You never would have looked at me. Until she made plain that she was never going to have anything to do with men. She still isn’t, you know; if you’re thinking she was attracted to Brother Paul, you’re wrong. It was the idea that attracted her. We talked about it, a little. She liked you, and she felt obligated to you, but she couldn’t force herself past a certain point with any man.”


  “I wondered about that, but I didn’t really believe… anyway, it doesn’t make any difference now. I never thought of myself as fickle, but—”


  “But Wanda’s gone and I’m here,” Lucy said. “That isn’t being fickle. There’s no point in being true to the memory of a woman you never had in the first place. Now, if you’d made a play for me while Wanda was here, it would have been different.”


  This was more self-assurance than Scot was sure he liked.


  “I’m not sure, though, that you’d want me if you knew about me,” she continued.


  “I think I’ve gotten to know you pretty well,” Scot said, “considering I wasn’t looking at you.” And he had, he realized. She was competent, quietly efficient, not particularly self-assertive, a hard worker—and pleasingly pretty.


  “You don’t know everything about me.”


  Scot hesitated and then took the plunge. “I don’t think I need to know everything about you. Do any of us ever know everything about another person? I like what I do know, and I want to marry you.” He smiled at his sudden, even to him, proposal. “If we can find a minister.”


  “Oh, I expect the Visioners can marry people, if you want a ceremony. There doesn’t seem to be any civil government left, so there can’t be a license or any bureaucratic paperwork. But one thing you’d better know.” She took a deep breath. “I’m the one who stole your car.”


  Scot simply stared.


  “I was broke and hungry,” she continued. “I’d stolen little things before, and heard people talk about stealing cars and how it was done. So I tried it. Then when you came out, I panicked. I didn’t mean to hurt you; I was just scared.”


  “Do you know what that cost me?”


  “Sure. You’ve talked about it enough. That’s why I said you wouldn’t want to marry me if you knew. I’d make it up to you if I could; you’ve been good to me, and every time you did something for me I felt guiltier. But I can’t go back and change anything.”


  Scot thought of his college education. But MT had destroyed any conventional future, anyway. A college education wasn’t a lot of help in digging potatoes; if he’d been majoring in agriculture, it might have been different. He thought of Fanny—but it had been best that he learn of her selfishness before he married her. He had lost the chance to be a pioneer on a new planet; but wasn’t he doing pretty much the same thing, here on Tully’s little farm? What had he lost, really?


  “I guess,” he said slowly, “I didn’t lose as much as I thought I had. And as you said, we can’t go back in time. What’s done is done.”


  “Do you want me to leave?” Lucy asked.


  “Of course not,” Scot said. He suddenly remembered a conversation with Brand. The big man had told him that he didn’t have a “feel” for women. Was this what Brand had meant; dreaming of Wanda had made him oblivious to Lucy?


  He stepped forward and took Lucy in his arms. She responded eagerly, and Scot was fully convinced: this was the woman for him. But he had a sudden disquieting thought and stepped back.


  “If you’re feeling guilty about the car, don’t,” he said.


  “I can’t help it.”


  “All right, but I need to know something. If there hadn’t been any car and you’d met me for the first time here on the farm, how would you feel about me?”


  “I’ve thought about that,” she said. “But I wouldn’t want to live with anyone just because I feel sorry for him, or because I wanted to make something up to him. I suppose I can’t know for sure—but I think I’d still want to marry you. No matter how we met.”


  Scot kissed her again. “We’ll go over to the Holy Order headquarters tomorrow. Brand can look after the place.”


  A minor blizzard was raging in the morning, and Scot had to wait for another week before Brother Samuel of the Holy Order of Vision pronounced Lucy and himself man and wife. But the formalities really didn’t matter so much any more, he decided. By the standards of this new world, they were married as soon as they’d agreed to live together.


  Yet another storm was in process when their next visitor arrived. He came outfitted with hiking shoes, backpack and a six-foot staff that was useful for supporting a kettle over an open fire or keeping wild dogs at bay. “What’ll you take for a night?” he inquired.


  “News,” Scot replied.


  “Done!” And the traveler entered. As he removed his coat and outer sweater, Scot saw that one of the coat pockets sagged noticeably. A pistol, probably. In these times, it was standard procedure for travelers to carry arms. Some of the wild dog packs could not be cowed by a staff; and very few robbers could be.


  It was midaftemoon, so after the visitor had washed and exchanged his hiking boots for a soft pair of moccasins produced from his pack, he settled into one of the chairs in the living room. Brand, who had been checking some rabbit snares he had set in the woodlot, clumped in. The newcomer looked at Brand with interest and a little awe as the introductions were made.


  “I’m Donald,” he informed them. “Have a last name, but I guess those things don’t matter much, these days.”


  “Not much,” Scot agreed, and waited. It was bad manners to ask a traveler questions about his origin or destination; if he wanted you to know, he’d tell you.


  Donald had come from the west. He had avoided cities, and conditions in rural areas were much the same all over the country; but minor differences provided fuel for a lengthy conversation. With the breakdown in communications, regional differences were becoming important once again.


  “Have you heard anything about MT recently?” Scot asked.


  Donald laughed. “I didn’t have to hear about MT; until a couple of months ago, I worked for it.”


  Scot sat up straighter. “I thought the only time MT employees quit was when they emigrated.”


  “That’s it, mostly,” Donald agreed. “I could have emigrated, but… I don’t know. I’m too used to Earth, I guess. For a while there, when the Second Republic was running things, technicians couldn’t emigrate at all. They were trying to build up the supply of trained workers. I guess they needed them; nearly all the halfway-decent technical people were working for MT by then. But it didn’t last. Now you can emigrate as soon as you’ve trained your replacement.”


  “The Second Republic is gone, then?”


  “Everything’s gone. There isn’t any national government any more. Some of the states are still organized, I guess, but in a lot of places the city governments are independent and the farmers don’t have a government. MT runs its own affairs; the technicians control a pretty big area around the transmitter. One city, several little towns, farmland; as much as a small state, I guess. And they’ve got contacts all over the country, for raw materials and the like. I didn’t get into that part; I was a transmitter tech.”


  “You actually ran the transmitter?” Lucy breathed. “Sent people to Conquest and Heather and all the other planets?”


  Donald nodded. “The scouts had discovered six habitable ones. Most of the emigration went to three of them, though.”


  “What was it like?” she asked.


  “Mostly it was just sitting in front of a screen and punching buttons,” Donald explained. “The computers really ran the program. Our major job was making sure that the transmission capsules arrived in precisely the right location; there were some spectacular explosions in the early days that destroyed the other transmitters they were setting up then, as well as a good bit of the country around them.”


  “I remember hearing about that,” Scot agreed. “One of the announcers explained about the dangers of superimposing matter on matter; he said it was similar to an H-bomb explosion.”


  “Well, that’s exaggerating a bit, maybe. What you get is a total conversion of matter to energy. If very much matter was involved, I suppose it could crack the world apart. But the amounts are so small that the disasters we knew about were equivalent to a small H-bomb. Bad enough of course.”


  “How can you tell when you’re on target?” Scot asked. “The distances are so great, even a minor error would be incredibly magnified.”


  Donald reached into his pack, which he had put down beside the chair, and after a bit of rummaging produced a silvery cylinder, perhaps eight Centimeters long and as big around as his thumb. “This is a radiation calibrator,” he explained. “It emits radiation at a standard rate and can be detected by the transmitter. If we transmitted through what we call ‘normal space,’ all we’d need to do is center the calibrator in our transmitter, like getting the bullseye of a target in the center of a gunsight. Unfortunately, for accuracy, we have to transmit through another medium that we call ‘subspace.’ Nobody really knows what it is, but that’s a convenient name for it. The conditions in subspace vary from one transmission to another, so each time we have to line up our sights, if you want to call them that, on the calibrator, and then have the computers compensate for subspace drift. It’s not all that hard to do, really, nine times out of ten. The problems are in studying the theory—because it’s very difficult to line things up; you have to know exactly what you’re doing and why.”


  “If you can’t superimpose matter, it sounds like you need a perfect vacuum in the transmitting booth,” Scot suggested.


  “Right, theoretically. Since we can’t create one, we get the walls and sides of the booth pitted from the explosion of air molecules that seep in. But we keep it to a minimum; the booth only has to be replaced once a month.”


  “Can you still get the stuff you need?” Brand inquired. “The iron or whatever you use to make the booths?”


  “We get it. Or rather, they get it,” Donald amended. “I’m too used to saying ‘we.’ But that’s part of the reason I left, MT is gradually stripping Earth of its resources: power and raw materials both. I went along with it at first because I was all caught up in the idea of matter transmission, walking on other planets and so on. But it’s not like that at MT headquarters; it’s setting up a petty dictator in control of a steel mill because he’s considered reliable, or sending out a squad to assassinate the leaders of a group of mine workers because they want to use some of their output to help people on Earth. The longer I stayed with them, the more I learned, and the more I learned, the less I wanted to stay any longer.”


  “The calibrator,” Scot said. “I’m surprised, if they’re so necessary, that they let you take one with you.”


  “This?” Donald flipped the cylinder into the air and caught it. “This one’s a reject. I was running some tests on it, trying to find easier ways of making the calibrators. Any precision instrument is rarer than diamonds these days; nobody left who can make them. Anyway, when I decided to leave MT I took it along as a souvenir.”


  “What would happen if you used it in the transmitter?” Scot asked.


  “Nothing, as long as all you did was focus on this. But if you used it while you were setting up to transmit, you’d get an enormous explosion when you finally did transmit.”


  “Was that what destroyed the other transmitters?” Lucy asked.


  “No. Mostly it was inferior building methods. That transmitter booth has to be absolutely rigid during transmission; otherwise, you get enough of an overlap to wipe out the transmitter. That’s why their transmitter out west is the only one still operating; it was built first and built solidly. After a few explosions, they stopped trusting the others. Or at least,” he amended, “it’s the only working transmitter I know about. With communications in the state they’re in, there could be others. But I doubt it.”


  Lucy excused herself to start supper, but the others continued to talk. Donald had a good idea of the conditions outside MT when he left; he had provided himself with the best of equipment for his hike.


  “Which might not have been all that good an idea,” he laughed. “There are places where a pair of boots like these are worth more than a man’s life.”


  “Are you heading somewhere in particular,” Scot asked carefully, “or are you just putting distance between yourself and MT?”


  “I’ve got a sister east of here,” Donald explained. “Or I did have, the last I heard. Thought I’d see how she was getting along. Then I want to settle down somewhere. Grow my own food, that sort of thing. Get away from the artificial atmosphere of MT; after a while I couldn’t stand the smell of machinery.”


  “Got to have a little machinery, even on farms,” Brand, the literal-minded, interjected. “Pumps and plows and stuff.”


  “That sort of machinery is all right. I’m talking about the great factories and the antiseptic smell of the laboratories. It’s silly; the smell isn’t going to hurt me any. But it began to bother me.”


  “I’m surprised MT let you go so easily,” Brand said. “Last we heard, they wanted all the techs they could get.”


  “There are ways.” Donald smiled and began talking about a big communal farm where he’d spent some time the previous week. Scot and Brand took the hint.


  There was more talk after supper; Donald gave them good description of the land to the west. As usual on cold winter nights, they went to bed early. Donald was given their “spare room” one of their precious oil lamps and enough blankets to keep him warm on the coldest night.


  Scot woke to the smell of smoke. His first thought was that he hadn’t banked the fire properly, and he swung out of bed to check on it. When the shock of the cold floor on his bare feet woke him up fully, he realized there was far too much smoke for it to have come from the fireplace. He shook Lucy awake and shouted for Brand.


  Scot and Lucy ran into the living room. Brand came stumbling from his bedroom, rubbing his eyes and obviously not yet realizing what was wrong. Scot was the first to see tendrils of smoke curling under the closed door of the spare bedroom. He shouted for Donald and started to open the door, then remembered that opening a door might cause a draft and make the fire worse. He pounded on the door and shouted, but there was no response.


  By now Brand was awake. Scot directed him, along with Lucy, to start moving their most valuable possessions outside. They had no firefighting equipment; not even a garden hose. The spare-room door was already hot; their chances of dousing the fire were small. But Donald was in there, and someone had to drag him out. Scot took one of their blankets, soaked it in water from the pump and wrapped it around his head and shoulders. Then he opened the door to the spare bedroom.


  The room was an inferno. Through the smoke and flames, it appeared that the fire had started in or near the bed, and spread outward. There seemed no chance at all that Donald could be alive, but Scot plunged through the flames toward the wreckage of the bed. There was a roar, and a section of roof collapsed. One of the beams caught him a glancing blow that sent him to his knees, but he was up again. Any hope of reaching the bed was gone now; the roof had collapsed on it. Scot swung toward the door and discovered to his horror that he could no longer locate the door. The smoke and flames were thickest along that wall.


  For a moment he panicked, then recalled that there was another exit; the window. It had been shuttered for the winter, but a strong blow could burst the fastenings of the shutters. There seemed to be less flame in that direction, but there was no time to waste; already his clothing was hot.


  Circling the blazing remnants of the collapsed roof, he reached the outside wall. As he did, he stumbled and peered down at Donald’s pack. He picked it up almost automatically. Then he was at the window. Cold air came in along the wall, but the shutters seemed solidly fastened. He could feel his clothing begin to smoulder. In desperation, he swung the pack at the shutters and felt them give. At the second blow, they were torn open. Scot hurled the pack through the opening and plunged through himself, rolling in the snow to cool his smoking clothes.


  He lay there, stunned, for a moment before forcing himself to get up and stumble around the house, where Lucy flung herself into his arms.


  “We thought you were dead!” she wept. “Brand tried to go in after you, but he couldn’t get through the fire!”


  “Not quite,” Scot said, patting her soothingly. “I’d better help get stuff out.”


  “You can’t! The fire’s all through the house now. Brand went in for a last load; he wouldn’t let me go in. You stay out here!”


  At that moment, Brand came through the front door, dragging a dresser behind him. “All I could get,” he said. “We’d better… Scot!”


  He ran over and thumped Scot on the back, causing him to wince. “You made it! Look, we can’t do any more in there now. We’d better get this stuff farther away.”


  They hauled the pitifully few salvaged possessions a safe distance from the blazing house and stood watching the fire, stunned at the enormity of their loss.


  “What happened?” Brand asked.


  “I don’t suppose we’ll ever know for sure,” Scot said. “But it started near the bed Donald was using. I wonder if he managed to knock the lamp over?”


  “But he’d have put it out before he went to sleep, wouldn’t he?” Lucy protested.


  “I wonder? He was with MT a lot longer than he’d been hiking through the back areas. He could have forgotten.”


  “Maybe,” Brand said dubiously. “He should have known, though.”


  “There are a lot of things city people don’t know,” Scot said. “I had to find some of them out the hard way, when I first came here. It’s too bad Donald had to give his life to learn, though.”


  “Is there somebody we should notify?” Lucy asked. “Did he tell you were this sister of his lived?”


  “No, but his pack is out there in the snow somewhere. I threw it out the window before I jumped through.”


  “I’ll get it,” Brand said and clumped away.


  Scot rummaged through the salvaged material and found some undamaged trousers and a shirt. He carefully stripped off his burned clothing. Some of his skin was burned, and Lucy helped him cool the pain with snow, exclaiming over his injuries all the while.


  “I’ll get over them,” Scot said. “At least, the snow has numbed it pretty much. Maybe we can put some grease on tomorrow, if we’ve got any grease left. Right now I just want to get covered before I freeze to death.”


  “Hey, Scot!” Brand shouted. “Something funny over here.”


  “Just a minute!” Scot located a pair of shoes and put them on. They were Brand’s and far too large for him, but he walked awkwardly over to spot indicated.


  “What is it?”


  “Here.” Brand pointed to the snow at his feet, clearly visible in the light from the fire. “Tracks.”


  “Tracks?” Scot looked toward the house. No, he hadn’t come this far; after jumping through the window, he’d run around the house to the front, not out here.


  “They come from the road over there and go up to the house,” Brand explained. “I haven’t seen where they go from there; they get mixed up with your tracks.”


  “You weren’t out here since the snow?”


  “Not on this side of the house,” said Brand.


  “And I wasn’t. I can ask Lucy.”


  “Too big for Lucy’s tracks. And Donald came from the other direction; I saw his tracks when I came back from the woods this afternoon.”


  “I suppose it could have been somebody attracted by the fire,” Scot said.


  “Why didn’t he come in and help, then?”


  “Could be reasons. Lots of people don’t want to be seen, these days, for one reason or another. Once he saw there were people running around, he could have been frightened and left.” But Scot knew differently. Had the fire been deliberately set? Donald admitted leaving MT without the company’s approval. Had one of those MT “contacts” Donald talked about been pressed into service to eliminate a defecting employee— as a deterrent to others, perhaps?


  



  CHAPTER 11


  They moved into the bike shed temporarily. Brand found an oil drum in a long-abandoned filling station, which they converted into a crude stove, soldering tin cans together for the pipe. It was inefficient and not very safe; someone needed to watch it all the time. But it served to warm the shed and even provide the heat for Lucy’s cooking. For the first few days, they sifted through the charred rubble of the house, salvaging anything that might be of use. Then Scot and Brand began felling trees and cutting them into logs. They decided that the original site was too far from the woods; dragging the logs any distance was a difficult job. Scot selected a level spot near the woodlot, where they began erecting a log cabin. Brand, more expert at physical activity, notched the ends of the logs so they would interlock, and all three helped to raise the logs into place.


  “What about doors?” Scot asked, when the walls were chest high.


  “Cut ‘em when we’re done,” Brand replied. “We’re going to need more help to get the rest of the walls and the roof up, though.”


  While Scot and Brand continued working, Lucy volunteered to ask their neighbors for help. She set out early the next day and returned at dusk with the news that both the Browns and Smiths would arrive in two days for the “house-raising.” The Smiths would bring their horses for any necessary hauling.


  “Great!” Brand said. “That means we can cut those trees down by the curve in the road. They’ll make good logs, but they were so far away I didn’t want to have to drag them back.”


  The house-raising was a tremendous success. The cabin was finished in a day; walls up, roof in place, one door and one window cut and framed. Scot and Brand would build a door and window shutters the next day. Eventually they might have glass for the window, but for now shutters would be warmer. Mrs. Smith and Mrs. Brown had brought food and helped Lucy with cooking and serving, while the children of both families played and did small jobs. There were rough jokes and merriment, and Scot reflected that his great-great-great-grandfather might have constructed his house in much the same way. The tide of technology was ebbing fast.


  When the finishing touches were done the next day, Scot and Brand moved their heating stove into the new house. Mr. Brown had suggested that if they collected any large rocks whenever work was slack, he could show them how to build a fireplace and chimney that would be safer and produce as much heat as their stove. But it would be a long job; for now the stove must suffice.


  They were cold most of the time that winter, but they survived. After that, things became easier. The fireplace was built and the walls were carefully chinked with wood chips and sod. The log cabin was smaller than their old house, but large enough for the three of them. And it was theirs, built by their own labor. At one point during the house-raising, Mr. Smith had asked Scot why he hadn’t just moved into one of the abandoned houses of the housing project, at least for the winter. Scot had a difficult time explaining, because it was something he had never really thought out. But he had the feeling that this land, and the buildings on it, were his. The buildings in the housing project weren’t his, and he had never thought of using them for shelter, even while he and Lucy and Brand had been living in the bike shed.



  



  It was a quiet summer. Visitors were rare; Scot and Lucy and Brand were left to their farming undisturbed. Occasionally they would meet the Smiths and Browns for a community work-project festival. Late in the summer they were surprised when the Hermit appeared at one of their gatherings, announcing that he guessed it was about time he took an interest in the community. He gave his name as William.


  Scot and Brand took furniture from abandoned houses and replaced most of the tools that had been lost in the fire. By the next winter, they were snugly established. It was a hard winter, and they were even more isolated than usual. The road was no longer traveled: the almost constant storms kept people in their own homes.


  Scot and Lucy were happy enough. There were, so far, no children, which both worried Scot and relieved him. He wanted sons, but there were no doctors within reach, and none of them had any medical knowledge. Lucy insisted that women had been having children long before there were any doctors, but Scot worried about it, in between the times he worried about their seeming lack of fertility.


  During their third autumn at the farm, Brand relayed bad news. He had gone over to the Smiths’ to borrow the horses, only to discover a group of strangers around the house. Some of them seemed to have firearms; the rest had long knives, swords, or spears. Since Brand was unarmed, he had beat a hasty retreat.


  “We’d better warn the Browns,” Scot said. “I’ll do that; you and Lucy start putting our valuables in the old storehouse.”


  Brand nodded and began removing things from shelves. In this world, valuables meant food. Tools were needed, but could usually be replaced from abandoned houses. Food must be grown.


  Scot walked up to the bike shed, dragged out their best vehicle and pedaled away. The Browns lived just off the same road that went past Scot’s farm, and he could get there quickly on the bike. Brand was too heavy for the light-framed bikes, and in any case, he had never really mastered the balancing skill needed.


  Before he reached the Browns’, Scot swung off the road and hid the bike in a clump of bushes. From there, he reconnoitered on foot. His care proved necessary; another group of strangers congregated on the Browns’ farm. As Brand had said, they were armed with a variety of weapons, but crude swords seemed to predominate. The few equipped with firearms appeared to be officers of some sort, directing the looting of the farm.


  Scot skulked in the bushes, observing. His immediate emotional reaction was to dash down to help his friends, but he knew better than to follow his whims. There was no help he could give the Browns, even if they were still alive.


  At first, he thought these might be MT personnel, if only because MT seemed to be the only organization left in the country. But the lack of insignia and the prevalence of primitive weapons didn’t jibe with MT’s reported power and technology. Also, the discipline here seemed to be lax; officers’ weapons occasionally had to be used to stimulate their followers. The group was altogether too barbaric to be a branch of MT.


  Then he remembered his long-ago conversation with Wanda and Brother Paul. “Saxons!” he breathed. In actuality, the tribe bore as much resemblance to early Magyars, Mayans, or Masai as it did to primitive Saxons, but Scot’s knowledge of history was excessively rudimentary. The tribal grouping was logical enough; Man is a herd animal, and the rural areas had been in anarchy ever since the first breakdown of technological civilization. Eventually, the small bandit groups were bound to develop into tribes.


  The looting of the farm seemed complete. Mrs. Brown and the children, their hands bound behind them, were dragged from the house and fastened with long ropes to the tailgate of the wagon in which the loot had been piled. Mr. Brown was nowhere in sight, and Scot knew without being told the reason for his absence. Mr. Brown had not been a man to submit to captivity.


  Abruptly, Scot wondered if a third force of Saxons had struck at his farm. Moving hastily and stealthily, he slipped back to his bicycle and pedalled frantically to the farm.


  “The Saxons!” Lucy said wonderingly when he told her. “I thought that was a joke.”


  “Well, I don’t know what they call themselves,” he said. “But Saxon is the term that came to mind.”


  “What can we do about them?”


  “Brother Paul would say to—” Brand began.


  “Forgive them,” Lucy said bitterly. “Love them.”


  “Well, it worked on me,” Brand pointed out reasonably.


  “And on me,” she agreed. “But I was lonely; in need of love and a real home. I don’t think the Saxons are that vulnerable. You can’t appeal to their consciences; they don’t have any.”


  “Probably they do,” Scot said, “but they aren’t working for the same principles. They’re interested in the tribe, and ‘good’ to them means anything that benefits the tribe.”


  “You’ve already forgiven them!” Lucy said. “Brother Paul had more effect on you than I thought.”


  “I understand them,” Scot said, with unconscious arrogance. “That’s not the same thing as sympathizing with them, or forgiving them.”


  “They haven’t come here yet,” Brand pointed out. “Maybe they don’t know about us.”


  “We can’t count on that; if they don’t know now, they can find out easily enough. But we can’t fight them; they’ll come in force, and they have weapons. We don’t. I suppose,” he said thoughtfully, “we could seek sanctuary at the Holy Order of Vision, temporarily. If this is just a war party, it will go away again before long.”


  “Before how long?” Lucy demanded sharply, and Brand laughed.


  “She don’t want you going where Wanda is,” he said.


  “That’s right,” Lucy said. “Anyway, suppose this bunch does go away; how long will it be before another one arrives?”


  “You’ve got a point,” Scot admitted. “We couldn’t farm if we have to pack up and hide every few months.”


  “I wouldn’t mind staying with the Visioners,” Brand said. “But I guess it’s better here.”


  “Maybe if we just stayed here, they wouldn’t bother us,” Lucy suggested. “They didn’t, this time. Maybe we aren’t big enough for them to bother with.”


  “And maybe they would,” Scot said. “I’d rather know for sure. I wonder if we could negotiate with them? Find the peaceful compromise; Brother Paul would approve of that.”


  “Maybe,” Brand said dubiously.


  “Do you think they’d honor a flag of truce?”


  Brand shrugged. Lucy looked thoughtful, and finally said, “Wouldn’t they have to? They must have contact with some people they can’t just conquer.”


  “It’s worth a chance,” Scot decided. “I’ll try it; if I don’t come back, you two head for the Order, fast.”


  Both Brand and Lucy shook their heads. “We’re in this together,” Brand insisted.


  “I don’t want them to just grab us all!”


  “They won’t grab me,” Lucy said smugly. “I bite.”


  “We might have to fight,” Brand suggested. “Band together with other farmers, like the early settlers against the Indians.”


  “What other farmers?” Scot asked. “The Browns and Smiths were the only ones we knew, and they’re gone. Besides, there ought to be a peaceful way to settle things.”


  “Brother Paul fought,” Lucy reminded him.


  “Not the same,” Brand said. “He never fought me; he only showed me.” Suddenly he brightened. “I could show a Saxon, though; the same way.”


  “Single combat,” Lucy agreed. “You could do it, Brand; Brother Paul taught you, and probably these Saxons don’t know anything about the tricks he showed you.”


  “Yeah.” Brand smiled. “He wouldn’t object to that.”


  “We’ll try it,” Scot decided. “If they won’t negotiate any other way, we’ll try single combat.”


  “When?” Lucy asked.


  Scot looked at the sky. “Too late to get far today,” he decided. “We can start early in the morning.”


  Finding the “Saxons” was no problem. Since the party had not passed on the road outside the farm, they had obviously left the Browns’ farm in the other direction. Scot, Brand and Lucy walked that way until they came to a crossroads. At the corner, a group of stones had been arranged into a crude arrow, pointing north.


  “To guide stragglers, or maybe another band of their raiders,” Scot guessed. Without hesitation, he headed north.


  “Isn’t this the way to the Holy Order?” Lucy asked. “Maybe we should ask the Brothers about these raiders.”


  “Good idea,” Scot said. “If we get at all close to the Order, we’ll stop and ask.”



  



  As it turned out, they found the Saxons before they came close to the Order. They came to another crossroads, followed the stone arrow and within the next kilometer were halted by a shout. The raiders were waiting, off the road; Scot had almost gone past them without seeing them. The party consisted of two horse-drawn wagons and three horsemen positioned some distance away, as scouts or guards. The men wore heavy trousers, obviously handmade leather boots and an assortment of shirts, sweaters, coats and capes. One horseman carried a long sword; another had a sort of spiked iron ball swung at the end of a chain; and the third cradled an ordinary shotgun, that seemed out of place with the primitive regalia. There were perhaps six—infantrymen?—clustered around the wagons, armed with swords or spears.


  The presumed leader was a burly bearded man, clothed in sturdy coarse materials, topped off with a horned helmet. A well-polished, serviceable-looking revolver hung at his belt.


  Scot raised his right hand and addressed the helmeted man. “We come to parley,” he announced.


  There was a movement at the edge of the group, and Scot turned to see an older man rising from a tree stump. His iron-gray hair and beard was matched by trousers and a cloak of the same color. Even his eyes were gray, and their gaze was piercingly direct. He wore a necklace fashioned from the teeth of some large carnivore, and on his head lay a wreath of mistletoe.


  “A Druid!” Lucy exclaimed.


  The man smiled frostily. “I see you recognize my calling. Have you come voluntarily to join us?”


  Scot shook his head. “We don’t want to join you. We want to negotiate some agreement by which we will be left alone on our farm.”


  “If we so decide, you’ll join us whether you want to or not,” the Druid said calmly. “However, we are prepared to discuss the advantages of voluntary vassalage.”


  Scot shook his head again. “We want to parley with your leader.”


  The man in the horned helmet dropped a hand to his revolver, but the Druid stopped him with a gesture. “If you wish. Come with us; we will take you to him.”


  “And we’ll be free to go again?” Scot persisted.


  The Druid gave a brief, wintry smile. “I swear it. If you will get into this wagon… ?” He gestured with one hand.


  Nothing to do but accept, Scot thought. If they tried to back out now, they’d be cut down by the horsemen. He climbed into the wagon, Lucy and Brand following. The Druid climbed in beside them, and one of the other men leaped into the front and picked up the reins.


  “This is just part of a raiding party,” their host explained. “We’re scouting the country. Seems to be rather impoverished at the moment. But we make do with what we find. Next spring, we’ll take the city; there’ll be enough loot there to make everyone happy.”


  “You belong to a large organization, then?” Scot inquired.


  The Druid eyed him benignly. “We are as the leaves of the forest,” he intoned sonorously. Then he chuckled. “But we try not to fall as frequently.”


  “Since we first heard of you, we’ve been thinking of you as Saxons,” Lucy said.


  The man nodded respectfully to her. “Not bad,” he said. “I’ll have to suggest that to the king; he’s been looking for a dignified name for his nation. Since I’m a Druid, I wanted to call us Celts, but he didn’t like the sound of it. We started out in Iowa, so people have been calling us Hawkeyes, but the king doesn’t think that’s dignified enough.”


  “How did you get to be a Druid?” Scot asked.


  “Oh, I’ve been one for years; long before the collapse.” When they looked startled, he chuckled again. “I suppose you’ve never heard of the Benevolent And Protective Order of Druids. Fraternal organization, like the Masons or Elks or Lions or any of those others. I made Seventh Degree; had a framed certificate to prove it hanging in my law office. So, when all this came about, I decided a Druid certificate was likely to be worth more than a law degree, and here I am.”


  “You act as priest for the group?”


  “Priest, magician, arbiter of disputes and occasionally Chief of Scouts. It all, as we used to say, pays the same.”


  “Magic?” Scot asked, startled. “Has the country regressed that far?”


  “My dear boy,” the Druid said, “humans have always believed in magic. During the high tide of our technology there were more astrologers than astronomers, more palmists than physicists, more mediums than microbiologists. It’s just that with the collapse, we’ve become respectable. And we aren’t doing too badly. With the sick, the insane and the criminal excluded from emigration, they should be running the country by now.”


  “They aren’t?” Scot muttered, but the man ignored him.


  “Actually, most people are better off today than they were before. Happier; maybe even healthier. The outdoor life compensates for some of the losses in medicine; certainly for the psychosomatic ailments. Sometimes even physical degeneration can be arrested by a satisfying environment; there were miracle cures even in the days of technology. In my case, when I was a lawyer, my arthritis was serious enough to make my life miserable. Now, running around in all sorts of weather in this stupid cloak, I hardly ever get a twinge. No sir; take it from Lugus, this is a healthier world than it was.”


  “Lugus?” Brand asked.


  “Priest of Lugus, technically, but it’s generally shortened to just the name of the god. An advantage, really; helps identify me more closely with the diety. Lugus was the Celtic god of the harvest, or something like that. Doesn’t matter; at the moment, Lugus is whatever I say he is.”


  “And these Saxons or Hawkeys of yours are a benefit to humanity?” Lucy asked sarcastically.


  “We stand as a bulwark against the burgeoning chaos fostered by the depopulation of our sphere,” Lugus recited dramatically. In a more normal tone of voice, he added, “Man is basically a herd animal; he demands organization. We supply it—for a price.”


  “And everybody lives happily ever after,” Lucy added caustically.


  “You may not believe it—evidently you don’t—but a higher proportion of our people, even of our slaves, are happier now than they were before the advent of MT. And infinitely happier than they were between the collapse and our arrival gave their lives structure and meaning. Each culture develops the governmental system that suits it best,” he concluded, lapsing into his sonorous tone.


  “But our lives already have structure and meaning,” Scot said. “All we want is to live at peace with our neighbors.”


  “A praiseworthy desire,” Lugus said. “But do your neighbors want to live peacefully with you? Have you, for example, ever heard of the organization known as the Horde?”


  They shook their heads.


  “Be thankful. I assure you, our methods of discipline and recruitment are mild compared to theirs. You wouldn’t like them.”


  “But does it have to be a choice between two evils?” Scot persisted.


  “Most of life is,” Lugus replied. “The Horde is also expanding your way; you may not have heard of it yet, but if you remain in the area, you will; be thankful that you belong to a group large enough to protect you.”


  The main Hawkeye encampment was located in one of the small towns that had originally functioned as detached suburbs of the city. It seemed to Scot that an incredible amount of work had gone into what Lugus assured him was a temporary encampment, though in this case “temporary” meant at least the duration of the winter and probably most of the next year. A section of the town, situated on high ground, had been surrounded by a barricade. A palisade of posts set into the ground side-by-side formed most of the barrier, though parts of it were made from isolated posts joined by lumber ripped from unwanted houses to make a double-thickness board fence. Outside the barrier lay a two meter-wide ditch; Scot couldn’t judge its depth. As they came closer, they noted that the ditch was filled with jagged pieces of metal, fence posts, barbed wire, broken glass and other deterrents to humanity. Streets crossed the ditch at only two places; these could be barred by huge wooden gates. To provide the defenders with a field of fire outside the ditch, all buildings had been razed for 100 meters or so. Beyond this stood buildings, some of them obviously in use, either by Hawkeyes or the original inhabitants.


  Inside the barrier, people, dogs, horses, cows, pigs and chickens milled about in what seemed, to Scot, total confusion. The Hawkeyes evidently had no prejudices about sharing their dwellings with their livestock; humans and animals wandered in and out the same doorways.


  “Since you aren’t acquainted with our code of laws,” Lugus said, “would you like me to represent you before the king?”


  Scot hated to make instant decisions, but he had already recognized that his lack of knowledge could be fatal.


  “We would prefer to represent our own interests,” he said, “but we’d be grateful for any advice or assistance you could offer.”


  “Well put,” the Druid said. “If you join us, I might have a spot for you as assistant priest.”


  The guard at the gate challenged them.


  “Lugus, Arch-Priest of the Druids, returning with scouting party,” their host replied. “Also three freemen who wish to speak with the king.”


  The guard dipped his spear, and they rumbled into the camp. The second wagon swung away from them, followed by the soldiers, but theirs was driven straight into the camp, to stop in front of a two-story brick house in need of repair.


  Lugus clambered out. “Inside,” he directed.


  They followed him into the house as the wagon drove off. Inside, the house was in even worse condition than the exterior had suggested. The hall was clear, but heaps of broken furniture cluttered one of the rooms. A brawl or a drunken party? Or, considering the nature of his hosts, both?


  Lugus led them down the hall and through a door into what had originally been a study. Bookshelves covered with dusty books lined the walls. At a desk in the center of the room sat a burly man, working over a sheaf of papers by the light of several candles. He looked up as they entered. His bushy black beard and hair were hacked off short, and the ruddy complexion suggested an outdoor man. One of the horned helmets lay on a corner of the desk. The other helmets Scot had seen bore short curved horns, but this motorcycle helmet sported a pair of Texas longhorns. Scot wondered how the man managed to keep it balanced on his head; it seemed totally impractical.


  “Three freemen who wish to parley, your majesty,” said Lugus.


  “Parley?” The king looked irritable. “Who said anything about parley? I sent you out to scout the territory and bring in some supplies, not gab with peasants.”


  “These three approached me with a request to speak to you,” Lugus answered. “I felt that honor compelled me to bring them.”


  “Honor, huh?” The king snorted. “Well, you’re the expert on honor.” He turned to Brand. “What you want to parley about?”


  “This is the leader,” Lugus said, pointing to Scot.


  The king looked Scot up and down contemptuously. “Okay then; lead. Speak your piece and get out.”


  “We want to be left alone,” Scot said, deciding that the niceties of diplomacy were going to be wasted on this monarch. “We grow food; we’ll be happy to trade with you and exchange information, but we don’t want to be part of your tribe, voluntarily or involuntarily. We feel it would be better if all the settlers of this area you’ve taken prisoner were freed. We could become prosperous, friendly neighbors.”


  “I don’t need friends; I need warriors. You planning to fight the Horde for us?”


  “With anyone, we intend to parley first,” Scot said firmly. “If necessary, we will defend our homes.”


  The king gave a short bark of laughter. “Parley with the Horde! We’ve seen what happens to people who do that; most of their heads are decorating Condo’s tent right now. No dice, fella. Either we take this part of the country, or the Horde does; and we got here first.”


  “Nevertheless,” Lugus said, “we prefer not to use coercion. We feel you will ultimately see the logic of our position.”


  “And the logic of our position is that we give you a choice,” the king said. “You join us voluntarily and become warriors, or you join us as slaves. Make up your mind.”


  “We can’t accept your alternatives,” Scot said.


  “Okay, if that’s the way you feel about it. Run ‘em in the slave pen, Lugus.”


  “I gave my word they would be free to leave after they talked with you.”


  “You didn’t give my word,” the king growled. King and priest glowered at each other for a long moment, and then the king’s eyes shifted. “All right,” he said. “Let ‘em go; then send a party after ‘em and get ‘em back. Give ‘em a couple hours start if you want.”


  Scot swallowed. “Does your code include settling problems by single combat?” he inquired.


  The king seemed more interested. “A challenge, eh? Sure, we allow challenges. What stakes?”


  “If our champion wins; permanent freedom for the three of us. We’ll agree, of course, to help you in any way short of fighting and to refuse to help your enemies. If we lose, we’ll become your slaves without your having to send someone after us.”


  The king considered. “You’re not putting up much. It ain’t no problem to go after you; some of the men need action, anyway. But you won’t win, and the boys can use some entertainment. You’re on.”


  “As to the rules…” Scot began.


  The king looked surprised. “Same rules we always use. Each man allowed one sword, no knives or shields, regulation size ring.”


  “Come on,” Lugus said, pulling at Scot’s arm. “I’ll explain anything else you need to know.”


  “Yeah, get ‘em out of here; I got work to do. Tell Fred he’s fighting in an hour, at the regular challenge circle. I ought to be able to make it by then.”


  “But we…” Scot began, only to be silenced when Lugus yanked his arm hard enough to throw him off balance. Unwillingly, he followed the Druid into the hall.


  “Don’t you know enough not to argue with an absolute monarch?” Lugus demanded. “You get him mad, and he can have you all put to death.”


  “But we wanted to challenge his champion to unarmed combat. No bloodshed; loser to signal when he yields.”


  “What you wanted doesn’t matter. We’ve already got a ritual of trial by combat, and the king likes it that way. Besides, a fistfight wouldn’t be much fun for the men; they get into enough of those on their own.”


  “I’m not a sword fighter,” Brand protested. “Or a killer.”


  “Then you’re all slaves,” Lugus told him. “Actually, you won’t have to kill or be killed; we can’t afford to lose warriors in personal challenges. Winner has the option of whether or not to give the coup de grace to a fallen opponent; once a combatant is unable to continue, he’s usually spared. But the men like the idea that each challenge can be a fight to the death.”


  “Any objections against me, uh, hitting him with my fist if I get a chance?” Brand asked.


  Lugus looked at him curiously. “No holds barred; if you think you can take on a swordsman barehanded, go to it. But don’t expect him to drop his sword just because you do.”


  Brand turned to Scot. “I think I can do it, sword or not, if I can get close enough. You have to swing those things; I reckon he can’t hurt me too bad, if I’m right next to him.”


  Surprisingly, Lugus nodded. “These challenge swords are handmade; we’ve got our own blacksmith. They aren’t all that sharp; a man has to take a full swing before he’s going to cut much. That’s why officers carry guns. This may turn out to be more interesting than I thought.”


  Lugus led them to the challenge ring, a circle of stones marking out a plot of bare ground perhaps 20 meters in diameter. Warning them not to stray too far from it, he hurried off to locate the king’s champion.


  Apparently word had spread, for men and women gradually began to congregate around the circle, most of them examining Scot’s group curiously. The king’s man arrived in less than an hour. He was a huge man, bigger than Brand. Despite the winter air, he stripped to the waist, displaying arms and shoulders corded with muscle. Lugus came hurrying up, carrying two swords. They were nearly identical, with broad straight blades about two feet long, a crude iron bar for a handguard, and wooden hilts. With a ceremonial gesture, he dropped one sword, point first, into the dirt just inside the circle of stones and repeated the action with the other sword on the opposite side of the ring.


  Then after a long pause, Lugus came over to them. “Can’t begin until the king gets here,” he explained. “Challenge was issued to him, so he must watch his champion perform. You’ll be amazed at the amount of ritual we go through. Any primitive tribe does; I researched it. Gives the people well-defined roles and makes the priests indispensible—since they have to keep track of all of it.” He grinned at them, and then a swelling murmur from the crowd announced the arrival of the king.


  The king gave a lengthy oration, detailing the reason for the challenge, the names of the combatants and the rules of the fight. The latter would have to be ritual, Scot thought; if they used the same rules every time, then everyone here should already know them. After that, he waved the combatants into the ring and dropped his arm to signal the beginning of combat.


  Brand wrenched his sword out of the ground and ran to his opponent. In the first clash of swords, Brand’s awkwardness became apparent. He swung lustily but futilely. The other man, as King’s Champion, was probably the best fighter of the tribe, and he manipulated his rather ill-made weapon skillfully. He had obviously taken Brand’s measure at the beginning of the fight and determined to amuse himself before the finish. Time and again, he turned his blade at the last moment, so that Brand was struck by the flat instead of the edge. The assembled tribesmen were laughing at the spectacle.


  Then Brand swung, his opponent flicked his wrist and Brand’s sword was twisted from his hand, arched and fell several feet away. The tribesman swung his sword broadside toward Brand almost leisurely—and Brand leaped forward, clamped both hands on the sword arm, pivoted to put his body next to and slightly below his opponent’s, and heaved. The tribesman came up and over his shoulder and thudded to the earth. There was a gasp from the audience; then a ragged cheer. Brand followed up immediately with an armlock on the tribesman’s sword arm, putting pressure on the elbow until the man yelled and dropped his weapon.


  Scot sighed in relief. Brand had done it. A professional wrestler might be able to break that hold, but the tribesman would get his arm broken if he tried it. Brand said something to the man, who pounded his free hand on the ground—in submission or agony?


  Submission, apparently, since Brand let go and stepped away, turning to look at the king. The tribesman sat up, rubbing his arm; then abruptly snatched up his fallen sword and launched himself at Brand. Caught by surprise, Brand was bowled over, and the tribesman put the point of his sword at Brand’s throat.


  “He yields,” Lugus said.


  “So much for that,” the king grunted. “Take ‘em away.”


  “Wait a minute!” Scot shouted, stepping into the ring. “You can’t do that—your champion had already yielded!”


  “The hell I did!” the champion said, backhanding Scot across the side of the face and sending him sprawling to the ground.


  There was a sudden clamor among the spectators. Not surprisingly, most of them agreed with their champion, but there were a few voices raised to support Scot and Brand. One of them, a large, muscular young woman, ran up to the champion. “You did so yield!” she flared at him. “Admit it!”


  To Scot’s surprise, the man looked shamefaced. “Aw, Bitsy,” he said, “I didn’t neither. I wouldn’t lie about a thing like that.”


  “Well, somehow you made him think you yielded!” she said. “He let you go; I saw it. You couldn’t have got out of that hold by yourself.” She caught Brand’s arm. “You had him beat; what did he tell you?”


  “Well, I thought…” Brand began, but was overridden by the champion saying, “It’s all right to use tricks in combat; the king says so.”


  Scot lost the drift of this three-sided argument as Lugus helped him up. The Druid stared at Scot’s chest for so long that Scot looked down to see what had caught his attention. It was a cross that Brother Paul had given him. On the possibility that they might visit the Order, Scot had hunted it out and put it on a chain around his neck. The fall had jarred it into view.


  “Is that from the Holy Order of Vision?” Lugus asked.


  “Yes,” Scot replied shortly.


  Lugus caught his arm and hustled him forward to where a group of arm-waving tribesmen surrounded the king. “Your Majesty!” he shouted.


  Lugus had a remarkably penetrating voice when he wanted to raise it; after a few shouts, the crowd subsided. Lugus pointed to Scot’s cross. “This man is under the protection of the Holy Order,” Lugus said. “You can’t make him a slave.”


  “I can if he agrees to it,” the King said. “He made the bet.”


  “I don’t agree to the results!” Scot said. “It wasn’t a fair fight.” Several voices, including that of the young woman who had berated the champion, rose in agreement. The king winced.


  “All right, all right!” he said. “We’ll settle this, once and for all, with no hard feelings. Since the outcome of the fight is in… uh…”


  “Dispute,” the Druid supplied.


  “Yeah, dispute. Since the outcome is in dispute, we just won’t count the fight at all, either way. We’ll start all over again; that satisfy everybody?”


  The crowd, pleased at the prospect of two combats for the price of one, agreed heartily.


  “If you start fresh, you gotta have two new fighters,” the young woman insisted. “Challenge fights have to be made while the fighters are fresh; it’s in the rules.”


  “That puts it up to you,” Lugus said, turning to Scot. “The king can find another champion, but you’re the only other man of your party.”


  Scot turned cold. Go out there, unarmed—or the same as unarmed, since he’d never handled a sword in his life—against an expert swordsman? The idea terrified him. Still, what was the alternative?


  He found his voice. “I’m willing to fight, if you pick a different champion,” he said.


  “But you still won’t know which of these fighters won,” Lucy said. “Why can’t they both rest and then fight again tomorrow?”


  “We can’t have challenges every day; we got work to do,” the king protested, but the crowd drowned him out. A fight delayed until tomorrow would give them a chance to discuss the outcome of this one, size up the opponents and lay bets. Grumbling, the king agreed to a postponement.


  “I thought you said he was an absolute monarch?” Scot commented to Lugus.


  The Druid smiled. “Ultimately, every monarch governs with the tacit or overt consent of the governed. We’re a little more overt than most about our consent; that’s the only difference. Anyway, he could have overridden the wishes of the people, if he’d wanted to. He figured it wasn’t important enough; good will means more than efficiency. He’s really quite a good practical politician; that’s why he’s a king and I’m a priest.”


  “Where do we stay overnight?” Scot asked.


  “With us.” Scot turned to see the young woman who had taken their side. She gestured at the king’s champion, who was standing slightly behind her, next to Brand. “Fred and me will put you up. Come on; we got a place out near the wall.”


  As they followed her, she kept up a running stream of commentary on the camp, the countryside and individual members of the tribe they passed. She confided that she and Fred were brother and sister, that Fred had designs on another maiden of the tribe, but that she hadn’t decided on a man as yet.


  “God help the one she decides on,” Fred muttered.


  “Oh, I dunno,” Brand protested. “She looks okay to me.”


  Bitsy cooked what Scot realized must be a lavish spread by tribal standards. It was mostly fried or boiled and, to his taste, overly greasy, but he ate enough to be polite. Brand ate more than Scot and Lucy combined and was effusive in his compliments. Bitsy glowed with pleasure, and Scot looked at her more closely. Was her friendliness due to the fact that she had, finally, decided on a man? She’d be a good match for Brand; she could keep house, her cooking was evidently the sort he liked, and she was even rather handsome if one liked Junoesque types. She evidently bossed her brother unmercifully, but Brand wouldn’t object to being managed; it would save him the problem of deciding things for himself.


  The meal was barely over when there was a knock on the door, and Lugus entered. The Druid nodded to everyone, but spoke to Scot.


  “Would you consider a compromise in our disagreement?” he asked.


  “What sort of compromise?”


  “Swear fealty to the king. In return, he would allow you to return unmolested to your farm. You would go on as before, except that you would be required to furnish an annual tribute of food. You’ve already said you’d be willing to share your surplus with us; this merely puts things on a formal basis and allows the king to achieve the semblance of conquest. He really can’t afford to start leaving independent areas in the middle of his domains; bad for discipline and morale.”


  “We said we’d trade our surplus,” Scot said. “Not quite the same thing.”


  “Would we have any protection beyond the king’s word?” Lucy asked. “What about some raider who hasn’t heard of that?”


  “No one has any protection beyond the king’s word, these days,” Lugus replied, “and most people have less. As for raiders, there could be accidents. But if you don’t swear fealty, you don’t have any protection at all.”


  “How come the king is so willing to compromise?” Scot asked. “He didn’t sound that way, earlier.”


  “Partly because you wear a cross of the Holy Order. That’s a powerful group in this area. Not physically; they wouldn’t fight us on that level. But they have influence. I told you that most people are happy under Saxon domination, but the Holy Order could turn the entire countryside against us if it wanted to. Again, it’s a matter of possibilities and priorities. The addition of three slaves isn’t worth the threat of a possible break with the Order.



  “Another small reason,” the Druid continued, “is that we now officially exert Saxon domination. The King likes the name, and since I gave proper credit to its origin, he’s disposed to grant a small favor.”


  “Then the Holy Order is backing the Saxons?” Scot said in disbelief. He couldn’t imagine Brother Paul supporting murder and slavery.


  “Say, rather, the Holy Order countenances us. It also has two reasons; as long as it retains the option to withdraw its approval, the king is willing to make compromises with it. And then, as he told you, the choice really is between what you call two evils; us or the Horde. And we really do have more regard for life and liberty than they do. Three evils, actually; there’s a group called the Sharks on the east coast who may be expanding in this direction. By all accounts, they’re as vicious as the Horde, though smaller. The Holy Order is not composed of fanatics; they’re willing to work with the world as it exists while making their attempt to better it.”


  Scot tried to think. The knowledge that the Holy Order was willing to support the Saxons as the best that mankind could do in the circumstances had shaken him. He’d talked with several members in addition to Brother Paul, and they weren’t men to give their approval lightly.


  “I’ll have to think it over,” he said finally. “And discuss it with Brand and Lucy; unlike the king, I can’t just make a decision on my own.”


  “You have until the combat tomorrow,” Lugus said, and withdrew.


  After the Druid left, there was a general discussion of the compromise, but no decision. Fred couldn’t see the problem; he enjoyed the Saxon life and saw no reason why anyone else shouldn’t enjoy it.


  “Besides,” he said finally, “if we fight again tomorrow, I’ll win.”


  “If we fight tomorrow,” Brand said, “I’ll know enough not to let you go until everyone is satisfied that you’ve given up.”


  Fred laughed. “Tomorrow, you won’t get close enough to grab me in the first place. You don’t know anything about swords; as long as I keep out of your reach, I can cut you to pieces.”


  “Fred!” his sister said, reproachfully.


  “It ain’t that I want to hurt him, Bitsy,” Fred explained. “I think he’s a pretty good guy. But it’s my job to win; if I have to cut him up to do it, then I will.”


  That gave Scot something else to consider. He’d simply assumed, since Brand had won the first encounter, that he would win the second one. But Fred was right: as long as he kept Brand beyond arm’s length, Brand had no chance. And Fred was thoroughly warned, now.


  Brand and Bitsy had been talking, and now they rose. “You decide what you want,” Brand said. “If you think we should fight, I’ll try to take him.” He eyed Fred thoughtfully. “I learned a few things, too, in that first round; I still think I can do it, if I have to. But right now, Bitsy wants to show me around the camp. We’ll be back later.”


  They left, along with Fred, who said he had some unfinished chores to do, which would take a few minutes. Scot looked at Lucy.


  “You decide what you think is right,” she said.


  Scot laughed and, when Lucy looked questioningly at him, explained. “I just told the Druid that I couldn’t make an agreement binding all of us without discussing it, and it seems I’m going to do it, anyway.”


  “Not the same,” Lucy said. “You did discuss it; we said we’d rely on your judgment.”


  Scot felt less confident about his own judgment than she did. Neither Brand nor Fred wanted to fight the other; they seemed to like each other. But if Scot continued his demand for independence, they’d have to. On the other hand, trusting their future to the word of the Saxon king seemed tremendously risky. The man was, as the Druid had said, a practical politician, and Scot’s experiences with politicians had not led him to place much trust in their word. The king seemed to be a bluff, honest sort, and if he gave his word he would probably mean to keep it—at least, at the time. But he’d be quick enough to take it back if circumstances changed. In this world circumstances changed frequently and always for the worse.


  If only the regression of Earth civilizations would stop, so that life could settle down and eventually resume its forward progress. But as long as MT continued to depopulate the planet, that could never be. Even the breakdown of transportation hadn’t seemed to stop MT from emptying Earth.


  A bad pun, Scot thought, and Earth was dying in that sad mirth. So many idealistic colonists, like his brother Tully, setting out for brave new lives on brave new planets, while all the time the mother planet needed their energies most. The same enthusiasm and techniques used to tame wilderness spheres could restore this planet, too, if ever applied. There was wilderness enough right here! The fittest planet to colonize was Earth itself. But people were blinded by the promises of MT.


  Scot shook his head; he was avoiding the problem. However evil the consequences of MT, berating the corporation wasn’t going to help him decide whether to remain independent or swear a token fealty to the Saxons.


  But by the time Fred, Bitsy and Brand returned and gone to bed, he still hadn’t decided. He lay awake, listening to Brand snore and trying to reach a decision. Lugus had suggested that swearing fealty to the king would simply be a formality, implying that it need not interfere with his practical independence. But Scot couldn’t bring himself to see it that way; if he gave his word, he would have to keep it, and that meant giving total loyalty to a man whom he felt had no right to it. Still undecided, he eventually fell asleep.


  In the morning, Scot left the house early and walked toward the king’s residence, still with no clear idea of what he was going to say. Just before he arrived, Lugus appeared and fell into step beside him.


  “What’s your decision?” the Druid asked.


  Scot shrugged. “To be honest, I don’t know. I don’t want Fred and Brand to fight again; one of them could get hurt or killed. But I can’t bring myself to swear loyalty to a barbarian who has enslaved my neighbors.”


  Lugus nodded. “Point of honor. How they do interfere with practical decisions! But look at it this way. Your neighbors were the Browns, I gather?” He paused for a moment, and Scot nodded.


  “I’ve checked into the case,” said Lugus. “When our party came to the Browns’ home and demanded tribute, Brown refused. Eventually, he fought—again on a point of honor, since he had no chance to defeat six well-armed men and knew it. He was killed; regrettable, but a fact. Which left what choice? His wife and his children were incapable of operating the farm by themselves. Slavery has bad connotations, but our slaves are well-enough treated. If they have ability, they can become citizens; we haven’t settled into an unalterable caste system yet, and with luck we may never do so. With us, the family has food, companionship, and the protection of our laws and customs. What would they have if they had been allowed to remain on their farm?”


  “They could have asked for help from others in the community,” Scot argued.


  “What community? You didn’t have a community; you had three or four families who sometimes helped one another and sometimes didn’t. You were sliding downhill to total anarchy and savagery; the two go together. We Saxons may have an unpleasant side, but we’re on our way back to civilization in the only way possible: as a group of humans working together.”


  Scot shook his head. “There must be a better way.”


  “There’s always a better way,” Lugus said, “but will humans follow it? With MT draining our sources of power, the people who elect to stay on Earth have to be organized in order to accomplish anything. We can’t afford the wastefulness of duplicated effort and working at cross-purposes any more.”


  “MT!” Scot spoke with loathing. “There’s our real enemy. We shouldn’t be quarreling with one another; we should be fighting MT!”


  “It’s a little late for that, isn’t it?” Lugus asked. By now, they had reached the door of the king’s residence, and the Druid opened it and motioned for Scot to precede him inside.


  The king looked up from his desk, and Scot had a brief feeling of déjà vu; everything in the room was the same as it had been yesterday.


  “Lugus!” the king roared. “I was about to send for you. We have a problem.”


  The Druid looked at Scot, raised an eyebrow and shrugged. “What is it?” he asked.


  “A post rider just came in from Cedar Rapids, MT heard about our foray into Oklahoma, and they want us to provide them with a pipeline into the oil fields. One’s already been laid, but it’s been cut; they want us to restore it. In effect, MT is asking us for tribute!” He sounded outraged.


  “A soft answer turneth away wrath,” Lugus replied. “This all could be a misunderstanding; perhaps they wish to trade for our oil. We could suggest that their message has been garbled in translation and that if they meant to inquire about trade, we’re willing to negotiate. With communications the way they are, that ought to buy us enough time to make our moves.”


  The king nodded. “First move being to put a permanent garrison into the oil fields so we have something to trade. If anything’s left of the oil by now; I wasn’t on that raid.”


  “There’s a report in your files,” the Druid said. “I seem to recall a few wells that could be worked if there was a market.”


  The king snorted “Not that MT is going to trade if they can help it. They’ve been top dog too long. What wouldn’t I give to see that transmitter of theirs put out of action!”


  Then the king noticed Scot standing in the background. “All right,” he said. “You at least I can take care of. What’s your decision?”


  Listening to the king, a glimmer of an idea had occurred to Scot; an idea to help not just himself, but Earth as a whole. It seemed mad, and he certainly didn’t want to mention it to anyone else until he’d considered it much more carefully. But if it was to succeed, the first step was obvious.


  “If you agree to what Lugus told us last night—to let us return to the farm and live our own lives in return for a token tribute of food—then I’m willing to swear fealty,” he announced.


  



  CHAPTER 12


  Life at the farm returned to normal. Brand was more often absent; he had taken to visiting the Saxon encampment. On his return, he relayed the news of the area; the Saxons had withdrawn their raiding parties, but they still sent out scouts. According to them, the city was functioning on stored food and promises; they had no doubt about their ability to conquer it in the spring. Already there was a steady trickle of city refugees to their camp. Why the Saxons wanted to conquer the city was something else again; it seemed to be a symbol to them, but Scot wished he’d asked Lugus about it. In the circles Brand frequented, the promise of loot was enough.


  Early in the spring, Brand returned with Bitsy. It wasn’t unexpected; Brand and Scot had discussed what should be done. Brand and Bitsy moved into an abandoned house a short distance down the road; the two households were far enough apart to assure each couple privacy and close enough so they could help one another.


  It wasn’t really good farmland; Scot realized intellectually that they would probably be better off if they joined one of the big communes farther from the city. The land would be better, and the communes had enough diversity of skills to be self-sufficient, which a single family could never be. Even the pioneer settlers, Scot recalled, grew a few surplus crops to trade for things they couldn’t provide for themselves. But he felt an emotional attachment to the land; this farm was his. No other place could be as satisfying. This affinity for the land had kept him on Earth, even after his delay period had run out and he could have reapplied for emigration.


  Still, he felt a nagging worry about his right to security and satisfaction while others were suffering. If he wanted to put mankind on the road back to civilization, he couldn’t do it by going off with his own family and ignoring the plight of everyone else: that was the path to anarchy.


  Lucy didn’t feel his urge to right wrongs, but refused to oppose him. Although he never sought out adventures for himself, Brand was willing to follow any course that promised action, Scot considered the problem for a long time; then one day he made the trip with Brand to the Saxon camp to talk to the Druid.


  Lugus was interested. “My boy, I do believe you have an idea there. Never expected it of you, to be truthful. This is what you were thinking of when you agreed to swear fealty to the king? It’s audacious enough to work; it also has numerous flaws, but then most plans do. I’d enjoy going with you; always adored adventures. But duty calls; I must minister to my flock. An eclipse is due next month, and I must be ready with appropriate mumbo jumbo. Besides,” he rubbed his stomach, which was beginning to develop a definite paunch, “adventurers never seem to eat very well. But my best wishes go with you; definitely my best wishes.”


  So it was decided. Scot would undertake his mission to save Earth.


  The king agreed to let Fred stay with Bitsy and tend both farms while they were gone; Brand and Lucy would accompany Scot.


  At one time the location of the MT transmitter had been a closely guarded secret, but like other things, this had changed, MT had no opposition on Earth, and vandals could no longer call on humanity’s technological resources to aid them in destruction. In fact, vandalism, the product of idleness, was becoming virtually unknown. People were too busy trying to stay alive. The MT transmitter complex had become a sort of Holy City, aspired to by pilgrims and revered even by the barbarians surrounding it.


  In the tradition of pilgrims Scot and his party walked. They carried few supplies. Nights were spent with hospitable farm families, in Saxon camps or, when necessary, in the open. Previously, Scot had known little of the land outside the city; he had seen it only when passing through on a rare vacation. The changes were startling: there were ruins everywhere. They passed through what had been a suburban fringe of the city; fire and looters had gutted it. It was a barren wilderness; not an animal moved, except themselves. If life existed here, it was microscopic or nocturnal.


  Away from the city, there was life, even in the ruins. Wild dogs skulked in the undergrowth, as well as wild cats, though the latter were seldom seen. Birds were prolific; far more varieties abounded than Scot had ever seen before. Evidently their farm was too close to the surviving city to attract many birds. For two days, Scot saw no one but his companions. The only remaining evidence of Mankind was partially demolished houses and ruined billboards. Here, the animals and birds were less wary. They saw numerous small animals along the edge of the road, and once a pair of deer bolted for cover in a patch of woods.


  After this, the approach to the MT complex was discouraging. Farms reappeared, but the farmers were grim individuals with little interest—or food—to spare for pilgrims. The road was in even worse condition, because it was more heavily used. Wildlife vanished. And the foul odor of factory chimneys and burning garbage permeated the air; it had begun as a faint scent at rare intervals, but grew stronger as they proceeded.


  That night, a glow was visible on the horizon. “That’s it,” Scot said. “Civilization. They still have enough electricity in this city to operate their lights.”


  “I could have told you we weren’t far from it,” Brand said. “You don’t need to see civilization; you can smell it.”


  Scot nodded. “If we get the tide of regression reversed and humanity begins to climb—is it all going to turn into this again? If it does, our efforts aren’t worth the trouble.”


  Lucy turned to him. “It’s not been that long; I remember what it was like. And so do those Saxons back there. We’ll keep it from happening again.”


  “I wonder,” murmured Scot. But he pushed forward. He had to rectify the mistakes of this generation before worrying about future ones.


  “Anyway,” Lucy said, “there isn’t enough power left on earth to fuel this sort of technology again. People will either have to avoid waste or settle for a more primitive culture.”


  By the next day, they were in the “Holy” city, now simply known as Center. It seemed fitting; for now the MT complex was the center of Earth’s technological civilization. To eyes accustomed to rural life it was a strange place. The streets were filled with wagons and carts, pulled by horses, cattle, dogs and occasionally by people. A few automobiles were operating, but they didn’t sound like the old ones. Scot finally realized they must be electric. The atomic plants could produce electric power for lights and even battery-operated cars, but they didn’t turn out gasoline as a byproduct. So everything was either electric or animal-powered. Like the farmers, the people on the streets were a grim, humorless lot. Scot and Lucy were ignored, even when they tried to ask questions. Finally Scot obtained directions to the MT complex from a policeman on traffic duty.


  They tried to spend the night in a building titled “Pilgrim’s Rest,” but were turned away; they had brought no money. Scot wondered briefly what had become of his trust fund; had it collapsed with the rest of civilization, or were trustees in his home city still reaping paper profits from paper investments? The entire idea of money seemed unreal. In the end, they slept in an alley. In several alleys, actually; as police routed them from one, they moved on. The police evidently had orders not to arrest possible emigrants, merely to keep them moving.


  They reached the actual MT complex the following day. It was a huge compound, surrounded by a chain-link fence topped with barbed wire. Scot wondered about that; was it merely an anachronism, a holdover from an earlier time of fear and violence? Or were there still guards and barricades around MT? The main gate was open, so Scot, Brand and Lucy headed for it. A pair of armed guards stopped them at the gate, but the little party was allowed to pass after only a cursory examination. Anachronism, Scot decided, MT was still going through the motions of security, though the need for it had vanished.


  Or at least, he thought grimly, the ostensible need for it had vanished. The saboteurs were now inside the gates.


  The guards had directed them to the office complex, which handled applications for emigration. The reception room was empty when they entered, but as they stood uncertainly just inside the door, a young woman appeared through a doorway at the back.


  “Applicants for emigration?” she asked.


  Scot nodded.


  “Very well. Step up here.” Briskly, she took their names, ages, such medical history as they knew, and perfunctorily asked about a whole host of hereditary physical ailments, checking off the “No” side of the form even before they answered.


  “If you’ll just have seats over there,” she said, gesturing at a lounge in the corner of the room, “Mr. Blount will be with you in a minute.”


  Scot halted her as she headed for the doorway with their forms. “If we’re accepted for emigration,” he asked, “how long do we have to wait before we leave?”


  “That depends on the number of applicants,” the woman said. “It’s inefficient to operate the transmitter for just two or three people, you see. Lately, we’ve had just one transmission per day, but that varies. Sometimes we have two; once in a while, none at all.”


  Scot nodded; she gave him a meaningless smile and disappeared through the door. The three of them sat down on the lounge.


  “That’s the way I hoped it would be,” Scot said. “The transmission is probably in the afternoon; that ought to give us enough time.”


  Sitting there, waiting for his interview, Scot thought of Fanny. He no longer felt any longing for her; though Lucy had cost him Fanny, he had long since realized that he had profited in that exchange. Fanny was simply an old acquaintance; one who had, at one time, probably sat on this very lounge. He wondered idly what she had done in the intervening years, and if she had achieved the happiness she had so urgently striven for. He hoped so; he had realized his happiness here on Earth with Lucy.


  There was a parallel; his conviction that Earth was ultimately better than any colony derived from his certainty that Lucy was superior to Fanny. He wondered how many other sweeping convictions had been based on similarly personal reasons.


  The young woman returned. “Mr. Blount will see you now,” she announced. “Through that door; first office on the left.”


  They followed her pointing finger to a hallway and into an office. Mr. Blount was startlingly familiar; in his business suit, conservative tie and carefully brushed hair, he could have been the same man who handled Scot’s first application.


  “You’re here early in the day,” he commented. “I’m glad to see people so eager to better themselves. You realize there may be a wait before actual transmission?”


  Scot nodded. “I asked the receptionist.” He was rather proud of being able to recall the term, after years of never thinking of offices or receptionists.


  More idle preliminaries followed, presumably intended to relax the applicants. Such a waste of time irritated Scot.


  “Now then,” Blount said. “A few formalities. First, have any of you ever applied to MT before this?”


  Lucy and Brand shook their heads. Scot had debated his answer long before reaching the office. They probably wouldn’t even check; but if they did, a lie would make matters worse.


  “I applied,” he said. “I was rejected.”


  Blount nodded, asked for the date of application and pushed a button on his desk. In a moment, the receptionist appeared, and Blount handed her a piece of paper. “Mr. Krebs has applied previously,” he said. “If you could get me a printout of his records?”


  The woman nodded and hurried off.


  “The reason I was rejected…” Scot paused, thinking how he should word this. “There was a police report on me for attempted assault. The case was never tried; in fact, it never happened. My wife here was the woman supposedly assaulted, and she can back me up. But,” he added with a bitterness that surprised himself, “it was enough to deny my application.”


  “Well, we shall see when the records arrive,” Mr. Blount said. He obviously wasn’t interested in Scot’s version of the case. “In any event, we are no longer interested in petty crimes.” He smiled mechanically. “We’ve had too many of them in the past few years.”


  There was more idle conversation while they waited. Mr. Blount inquired about conditions in their part of the country, but paid little attention to the answers. He displayed a mild interest in the Saxons, but seemed to feel that such details as Saxons and subsistence farming were irrelevant to an official of MT. By the time the woman returned with his records, Scot was beginning to thoroughly dislike the man.


  Mr. Blount briefly scanned the records, then reread them, more slowly. At last he looked up. “Did MT tell you that it was the police report that barred you from emigration?”


  Scot shook his head. “I could figure a few things out for myself; all they gave me was the usual bureaucratic doubletalk.”


  Blount gave him a superior smile. “You couldn’t figure as well as you thought you could, evidently. There isn’t any police report here. You were rejected because you failed your psychological profile. Here it is…” He began reading excerpts from one page of the report. “Idealistic… um hmm… malcontent, convinced of academic superiority…no skills… no interest in acquiring skills, totally unsuited to survival under primitive conditions.” He looked up to meet Scot’s open-mouthed stare.


  “That’s it. Whatever your police report was, MT didn’t even know about it. Let’s see… unsuited to survival. Yes. I believe the fact that you are here, three years after the decline of all civilization in your area, belies that conclusion. You obviously have been surviving under primitive conditions. Now if you’re ready, the next step is a physical examination for all three of you. It won’t be as thorough as the one you had before, Mr. Krebs, but we can’t be exporting communicable diseases, now can we? This way, please.”


  Scot stumbled after him, his mind whirling. It had all been a mistake! MT had thought he was too idealistic to earn a living with his hands on a new planet! Which meant that any time after his initial delay period was completed, he could have gone to an MT office, presented his credentials as a working farmer and been accepted for emigration!


  It was utterly ironic that he had been denied emigration when he had sought it, and now it was granted to him when he didn’t want it.


  The physical was brief but reasonably thorough, and they all passed. As the doctor in charge grimly mentioned, it was inevitable that they should pass, unless they had recently contracted a serious disease. Under medical conditions in rural areas, any disease barring them from MT would also kill them in a very short time.


  They returned to Mr. Blount’s office. After reading their medical reports, he nodded to them. “You’ve passed the medical and are therefore accepted for emigration. Transmission time is currently set for 16:00. Until then, you may wander around, relax, do whatever you wish. Please do not leave the compound; if you mingle with the city population, you won’t be allowed to emigrate until you’ve had another physical check. The guards are instructed to prevent people from leaving, unless they have a pass signed by the director.”


  “What if the transmission is postponed?” Scot asked.


  “Then you’ll get a pass tonight and another physical tomorrow. But don’t worry about that. It’s early yet; we’ll have more applicants before the day is over.”


  “Can we look at the transmission room?” Lucy asked, with naive excitement.


  Blount consulted his watch. “Umm… yes, someone should be on duty there by now. If there isn’t, the door will be locked and you’ll have to wait until someone comes. You may look, but please don’t bother the staff. They don’t mind a few questions, but they do have work to do, and any mistakes are costly; they have the authority to eject anyone whose presence is deleterious to the performance of their duties.”


  “Do you have any maps or guides to the place?” Lucy asked. “We aren’t used to such complex buildings any more.”


  Blount fished around in a desk drawer and came up with a sheet of paper. “Anyone can guide you, but here’s a general map. You’re in the main office building, here. The transmitter is here,” his finger stabbed at a rectangle on the map. “It’s that big black building you saw when you came in. Anything else you need?”


  Scot shook his head. “This is fine. Thank you, sir.” They left the building, whose confines had become stifling even in the short time they had been inside it, and perused the map in the open air.


  They hadn’t even been searched. There seemed to be no security at all. Their only difficulty might come in trying to leave, afterward. And that could be overcome; the fence didn’t appear to be guarded. The guards were there to turn back people who had a mild urge to leave; no one seemed to anticipate that any emigrant who had come this far could have any great desire to throw away what he had just gained.


  “It can’t really be this easy,” Scot murmured. “Someone would have done it long ago.”


  “Maybe it wasn’t this simple long ago,” Lucy said. “Who has weapons these days that can inflict any damage on MT?”


  “More people than you might think,” Brand said. “The Saxons have got explosives and firearms; some, anyway. But they wouldn’t think of bothering MT.”


  “Who would?” Lucy asked. “Except us. So they aren’t worried.”


  Yet, when they entered the transmitter building, they realized it wasn’t going to be that easy. Entering the building presented no problem, but firm technicians barred them from nearing any of the machinery. They explained, politely if superficially, that they allowed the would-be emigrants to watch their activities from a distance, but any attempt to get close was thwarted. Eventually, the three conspirators retired to the open air.


  “Now what?” Brand said.


  “Let’s see,” Scot mused. “The scanning room is the spot we want: the place where the calibrators are used. Somehow we have to substitute our defective calibrator for the real one and do it early enough so we have several hours headstart before transmission. When the capsule from Harmony arrives in the wrong place, we want to be well away from here.”


  “I never thought!” Lucy gasped suddenly. “What about the real emigrants? Will they be—blown up?”


  Scot shook his head. “Double transmission, remember? By the time the alien capsule arrives here, the capsule from here will be arriving at Harmony. They won’t even know anything happened, until the next transmission doesn’t arrive.”


  “Be hard on the techs in the building, though,” Brand said. “And what about the Center?”


  “I know. If we left a note saying there was a bomb in the building, they just wouldn’t transmit at all, and if they locate the defective calibrator, they can replace it with no harm done. We’re going to be murdering some people, and our only defense is that their actions have caused the deaths of thousands of people here on Earth in the past few years. If there was any choice, I wouldn’t do it, but this isn’t a case where you can argue people into seeing your side of things.”


  “Supposing we can do it at all,” Brand said.


  “Yes. Okay, we concentrate on that one room. Anything that goes on in the actual transmission chamber doesn’t concern us, even though that’s where the explosion will come.”


  “Built like a fort, isn’t it?” Brand said.


  “Yes; built better than any fort I ever heard of. That one technician said it was designed to channel an explosion upward instead of outward. Remember that long tunnel we went through to reach the capsule? That was all solid wall there, with just one tunnel winding through it. I hope they knew what they were doing when they built it; I don’t want to flatten the Center as well as the transmitter.”


  “If we can flatten either one,” Lucy said. “Listen; they aren’t expecting any trouble, right? So what if we….”



  



  A few minutes later, Brand moved along one of the corridors in the transmitter building, pushing a hand truck loaded with a large packing crate. He whistled happily as he worked, and when he came to the door labeled “Scanning Section” he opened it and pushed his burden inside.


  “Where you want this stuff?” he asked.


  One of the techs approached. “What stuff?”


  “This right here.” Brand pointed at the crate. “I don’t know what’s in it; I just deliver things.”


  “Can’t be ours,” the tech said. “We didn’t requisition anything.”


  “This is the Scanning Section, isn’t it? Mr. Blount said this belonged in here.”


  “Blount?” The tech was irate. “What does that pencil pusher know about what belongs where? Get that junk out of here!”


  “Can’t,” Brand replied calmly. “I got my orders.”


  “Where’d you go, Charlie?” came a voice from the back of the room. “I need you over here.”


  “All right, leave it, then,” the tech said. “I’ve got work to do; I suppose I’ll have to straighten out the mess later.” He strode off, still fuming.


  Brand nodded, turned and left the room. Inside the crate, Scot waited, hoping that nobody would discover a brand new generator sitting uncrated in the warehouse and wonder what had been done with its crate. Now all he had to do was wait until Brand and Lucy created a diversion outside to draw all the techs out of the room long enough for him to switch calibrators.


  “Lunch break,” came a voice inside the room and Scot was suddenly alert. Maybe the diversion wouldn’t be needed. There was the sound of footsteps passing the crate, followed by a voice coming from somewhere near the door.


  “Come on, Charlie; lunchtime.”


  “Go ahead,” Charlie replied from the back of the room. “I’m getting a funny signal here; I want to check it out.”


  “Know what, Charlie? You’re a perfectionist. You got time, and they don’t pay you for working on your lunch period.”


  “I’m not very hungry, anyway.”


  “Look, transmission isn’t until 16:00, even assuming they find enough applicants to transmit today. All I’ve seen are those three peasants. That means they won’t complete the setup until 15:00 and won’t clear the building until 15:30. If you can’t locate the problem in three hours, what good is an extra half hour going to be? Anyway, you can always postpone transmission until you get it right. It’s not like the old days, when people rioted if we didn’t send everyone off on schedule.”


  There was more argument, but eventually Charlie left his post and joined his companion. The door closed, and Scot was alone in the room—he hoped. And he had learned one thing; transmission was evidently set up ahead of time and done automatically.


  Swiftly, Scot forced up the loose boards in the crate. The room was empty. Going over to the door, he tried the handle. It didn’t budge; apparently the lock was designed to be opened only by a key, even from the inside. Well, he could worry about escaping later. He walked to the big scanning console. A technician had obligingly showed him the calibrator, explaining that each transmission had to be calibrated because of as yet unknown fluctuations in subspace, or perhaps hyper-space; scientists were still arguing over terminology and meaning. However, for some time Scot couldn’t figure out how to get the console open. The technician had simply flipped a switch, but the same switch didn’t work for Scot. After a frustrating few minutes when it seemed that his mission would be balked by his mechanical ineptitude, he realized that one of the power switches was in the “Off” position. He moved it to “On,” and the console opened.


  Moving carefully, to avoid disturbing anything, Scot worked the Harmony calibrator loose and tried to install his defective one. It didn’t fit.


  The location was awkward; Scot had to reach around wires and transistors. He didn’t know what would happen if he jarred one loose; quite possibly it would fail to function and a repair crew would spot his substitution along with the damage. With mounting annoyance he worked, twisting and turning the recalcitrant calibrator. Soon the techs would be coming back from lunch; he’d be caught and the entire scheme discovered.


  Suddenly, the calibrator slipped down into the socket with a click. Scot hoped it meant that everything was properly placed. Slipping the proper Harmony calibrator into his pocket, he closed the console door, flipped the power switch back to “Off,” and returned to his crate, pulling the boards back in place as best he could.


  He was barely finished when a key clinked in the door, and the techs began returning.


  Now his problem was to get away. When the techs spoke of clearing the building before the transmission, he’d thought he could wait until they left. But his experience with the door had changed that; if he waited, he’d be trapped in here. He wondered where Brand and Lucy were. He had very little chance to escape without someone seeing him. Could he leap out and make a getaway before he was recognized? If the techs were busy enough… but that didn’t seem likely. He should have planned better.


  Then there were more footsteps, and a whisper. “Scot! Did you get it done?” It was Brand.


  “Yes!” he whispered back.


  “Hey!” Brand shouted to the techs. “Mr. Blount said he made a mistake. This goes in the Computer Section.”


  “Wait until I talk to that idiot psychologist!” one of the techs answered. “I knew this wasn’t…” He paused. “Say, aren’t you one of the applicants for emigration? What are you doing, moving crates around?”


  There was a long pause, and then Brand laughed. It sounded phony to Scot, but then he knew how nervous Brand was likely to be.


  “Naw, that’s my cousin,” Brand said. “Folks do say we look alike, though.”


  “You sure do,” the tech agreed, sounding suspicious. “You even dress alike.”


  “Not too much variety in clothes for people our size,” Brand said. “Look, I gotta get this crate moved.” Swiftly, he wheeled out the hand truck. Scot remained quiet until Brand stopped and said softly, “We’re back in the warehouse.”


  Scot climbed out to gret Brand and Lucy. “That was close,” he said.


  “It was Lucy’s idea for me to go after you,” Brand said. “She figured if you hadn’t planted the calibrator while the techs were at lunch, you weren’t going to make it at all. She hung around and found out they all locked the place up and went to lunch, too.”


  “But you managed that tech’s questions pretty well, too.”


  Brand reddened in pleasure. “I was scared he was going to ask something I couldn’t think up an answer to. That’s why I left so quick; I hope he don’t get suspicious and check things.”


  “Too late to worry about that,” Scot said. “Now we have to get out of here. Even if the main force of the explosion is channelled upward, the devastation might be enormous. We’ve got to try to warn people outside.”


  They checked the fence; but old and neglected as it was, it was still sturdy, and they had no cutting tools.


  “Probably some cutters back in the warehouse,” Brand said.


  “Yes, but that fence could be wired to an alarm, too. Let’s see how determined the guards are to keep us inside,” Scot replied.


  They approached the guards, who turned to look at them.


  “Can’t leave without a pass,” one of them said.


  “I just got word,” Lucy said. “My mother had an accident. I want to see her, before we go.”


  The guard looked skeptical. “Said your goodbyes before you came in here, didn’t you? And since when do fond relatives send accident reports up to MT? Sounds like a case of cold feet, to me.”


  “But I have a pass,” Lucy insisted. “Right here.” She fumbled in her pack, and both guards approached for a look. They were careful to stay out of the way of the men—but Brand surprised them with a sudden leap that brought him within reach. His arms shot out and the guards’ heads cracked together.


  “Let’s go,” yelled Scot. They ran for the sheltering alleyways of Center. After a hasty conference under a rusted fire escape the three pointed to the town clock and split up; they began to work their way through the streets. Evey few meters Scot or Lucy or Brand would bend over a seated form or touch a shoulder and whisper an urgent, hasty message. A buzz of activity rose as people ran in and out of shops and houses, dragging a few possessions and complaining children. The message passed from lip to lip more quickly now.


  A little later, their mission completed, Lucy, Scot and Brand met in the town square.


  “When is the transmission?” Brand asked.


  Scot looked at the sun. “Blount said 16:00. That’s two hours from now. Assuming they transmit at all. Did they have any applicants besides us?”


  Lucy nodded. “I saw two other families go into the office. That ought to be enough, even without us.”


  “Well all we can do now is get out with all the rest of these people and then wait. If this doesn’t do it, MT will, continue until the final power fails, or until the Saxons or some other group destroy it. By then, it may be too late to save Earth.”


  As they joined the ever-widening flood of people leaving the town, Scot wondered at his involvement. He was an unlikely candidate for the position of savior of Earth. He recalled the psych profile compiled when he first applied for emigration. It wasn’t, he had to admit, inaccurate, and the psychologist had probably been right in saying he hadn’t been a prime candidate for survival. Being forced to survive on Earth had changed him. He had survived—largely by accepting the help of other people. But then, that was what society was all about: accepting help, and giving it. If fewer people had been so intent on their own concerns, civilization would never have regressed this rapidly.


  By now the flood of people was outside the town moving down the main road toward the open countryside. A few children whimpered, but for the most part, an unearthly silence enveloped the people. Were they relieved now that it was finally over, Scot wondered. He grasped Lucy’s hand and turned to look at the trail of refugees.


  Thousands formed the exodus—men, women and children hurrying away from the center of the impending holocaust, their faces mirroring the pathos and grim strength that has sustained every group of refugees. Scot wondered if the two hours they had were enough to insure that all would make it in time. What about the stragglers? Especially the old, the lame?”


  Scot dismissed these thoughts from his mind. The chance had to be taken. The rape of Planet Earth had to be stopped, and the time for halfway measures had long since gone.


  As they trudged on, his mind kept returning to the plight of the victims of the Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings many years ago. He had seen photos of those doomed by the A-bombs.


  His anxiety was interrupted by an intolerably bright flash from behind the hill. Lucy gasped and closed her eyes. Facing away from the light, Scot had a brief glimpse of the surrealistic landscape, with every leaf and blade of grass outlined in fire. Then the light died and the explosion came. The crowd had stopped as one and stood staring at the ruins of Center and the MT complex.


  Someone tugged at Scot’s sleeve. A little boy.


  “My Momma,” he pleaded. “She’s… she’s gone. Please, please help me find her.”


  Scot wanted to ignore the child, wanted to walk away from him and pretend that he wasn’t there.


  But the little boy persisted.


  Lucy noticed Scot’s indecision, picked up the child and hugged him.


  “I’ll help you find her,” she said.


  Scot protested. “Not back there.”


  Lucy’s look silenced him.


  Everything seemed to be falling to pieces—his resolve about the plan, his conviction that it was the only solution, and now Lucy!


  Brand put a hand on his shoulder and said, “Don’t worry yourself like that, my friend. A man does what he thinks is right. What you call it—hindsight, I guess—don’t do anybody no good in the long run.”


  As though to emphasize the big man’s words, Lucy came running back, smiling. She had found the little boy’s mother.


  Some of the evacuees had horses, others rode bicycles. But most were on foot. Somehow they had all survived.


  Scot heard a young couple near him whisper a prayer, and he smiled. Hugging Brand and Lucy to him, he laughed and said, “Let’s go back to the farm.”
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