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INTRODUCTION

Early in these pages, when young Maximdips his hand into a river on
the alien planet on which he has just been marooned, and wthdraws it
hastily because the water is radioactive, the know edgeabl e science fiction
reader is likely to say, "Cone on, now, fellows -- how could he know? O, if
it were so devastatingly, dangerously radioactive that he could determne it
W thout instrunments, how could he notnot know before he stuck iris silly
hand in it?" But one forgives, proceeds in a snug and self-satisfied way,
because Maxinls adventures are adventurous I ndeed, hi s encounters
bel i evabl e, suspenseful, unexpected, and quite beyond anticipation, the
Strugat skys being the plot-nmasters that they are.

Then, some hundred-or-so pages in, the reader realizes that Mxim
bei ng what he is, could nost certainly performthat small feat at the river,
and woul d; further, the reader realizes that this discovery was nade sone
time back, indirectly, in the gradual unfolding of Maxims character.

This knack -- the conscious commssion of apparent illogic, quietly
rectified in later narration -- is typical Strugatsky. It is the gleeful and
deli berate provocation of «criticism 1in the sure knowl edge that the
criticism is made on the basis of insufficient data, and that the critic
wll be showmn to be, in the true sense of the word, prejudiced --
pre-judging. After this has happened to the reader a nunber of tines (and it
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does) the reader has no recourse but to trust the authors -- and no author
could ask for nore than that. Few, however, can command your trust so
deftly.

There is a great deal nore in the Strugatsky bag of tricks. They wll,
for exanple, build up a vertiginous altitude of suspense (as in the scene
where Maximis sent to execute prisoners, one of thema wonan) ending with a
shocking twi st -- and then proceed with sonething el se, happening to soneone
el se days later, joyfully refusing for the longest tinme to tell you just
what has happened to Maxim And when they do, what has happened to him is
all over, part of his past, and we find himengaged in sonething quite new
Yet the tapestry is ultimately done and hung, the authors having conpl eted
certain panels while you weren't | ooking.

Then there's the mnmatter of the shifting point-of-view. Any good
creative witing professor (though there are those who maintain there is no
such thing) will tell you that only one character permts the reader inside
his head, so that you know what he is thinking and feeling. Al the other
characters act outact out what they are thinking and feeling. "Joe felt a
surge of anger and thought what a great joy it would be to snmash that
smling face," while "Samturned white wth rage and nenacingly raised his
enbroi dery-hoop." Well, apparently the Strugatskys don't give a damm what
Teacher said. W repeatedly get inside the heads of many different people,
not all of protagonist stature; but, as in the authors' use of their other
tricks, we never enter through clunsi ness, never by accident, never w thout
a solid reason

So nmuch for technique; any Strugatsky opus (I think particularly of
Hard to Be a GodHard to Be a God and Roadsi de PicnicRoadside Picnic) shows
themto be potent and resourceful tellers of tales. But fiction is conposed
not only of manner, but of matter, and it is this that is nost conpelling,
nost provocative about their work.

First of all, there is the matter of character devel opnent. Here the
Strugat skys obey one of the prine rules of lasting and inportant fiction:
the central character 1iIs changedchanged by the events of the narrative.
There are no exceptions to this in great literature; your protagoni st grows,
gains, loses, perhaps dies, but he is not the sane at the end as he was in
the beginning, and never can be again. Q is this which doons series
television to the mnor niches of Iliterature, no matter how beautifully
witten; the central character nust be the sane next week as he is tonight,
no matter how drastic the action.) Maxim is w thout doubt a species of
superman, and in | esser hands he would sweep aside all obstacles and energe
predictably triunphant. And Maxi m indeed, does perform nmany a superhuman
feat. Along with these, however, he commts sone horrible blunders, and nore
than a few |aughable ones. H's na(vet( is established early, as is his
humanity. He | oses the forner the hard way, wherever his innocence is shown
to be, in the matrix of action, just ignorance. The latter, his humanity, he

never loses at all, whether it is shown as falling face-first into a nud
puddle or grieving at the inexcusable death of a friend. H's whole being,
however, is work-hardened as the story progresses; placing hinself so often
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bet ween the hammer and the anvil of events toughens and sharpens him yet
never even threatens that deep conpassion which nmakes of himsuch an
engagi ng person. There are nany facets to his personality, but cynicismis
not one of them Not even when he confronts the bureaucrats.

And here we conme to the nost delightful, the nost penetrating aspect of
the Strugatsky corpus. The brothers have obviously declared war on the

bureaucrats -- on their self-perpetuation, their greed, their ponposity,
their prostration before the great god Protocol, their dedication to
clinmbing the official |adder, and their willingness, in that clinb, to forgo

decency, honor, personal |oyalty, honesty, even logic and consistency when
expedient. Faced wth a bureaucrat, civilian or mlitary, the Strugatskys
resist the tenptation to explicate evil, to pile horror upon horror,
vi | eness upon vileness, in an effort to turn our faces and our stomachs; for
in that G and Guignol Gand Guignol approach there is a quantum of awe. The
brothers resort rather to ridicule. By deft touches of slight exaggeration,
by swift indications of bad digestion, bad manners, and bad (or atrophied)
consci ences, they succeed in nmaking the bureaucrats ridicule thensel ves.

But it doesn't stop there; for when the self-serving, self-seeking
officials becone responsible for the <cruel enslavenent of the entire
popul ace, and instigate a war in which real people by the thousands die
terrible and agonizing deaths, the clown has set fire to the circus tent,
and nothing he and his kind are or do fromthen on can be the |least bit
funny. There is a battle scene in this book which brings this out
unforgettably; | find nyself enriched and grateful for it, and for another
beauti ful Strugatsky novel

Theodor e St urgeon
San Diego, California, 1977

PART ONE: ROBINSON CRUSOE

Maxi m opened the hatch, |eaned out, and cautiously scanned the sky.
Lowlying and solid-looking, it lacked that airy transparency suggestive of
infinite space and a nultitude of inhabited worlds; it was a real biblica
firmanent, snooth and dense. Undoubtedly this firmanment rested on the
power f ul shoul ders of a |ocal Atlas. It gl owed with a steady
phosphorescence. Maxi m | ooked for the hole that his ship had pierced, but it
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was gone; only two |large dark blots floated at the zenith |i ke dead bodi es
in water. Flinging the hatch w de open, he junped into the tall dry grass.

The dense hot air snelled of dust, rusted iron, tranpled vegetation,
life. And of death, |ong past and inconprehensible. The grass was
wai st - hi gh. Near by, dense bushes |ooned darkly, and dreary gnarled trees
occasional ly broke the | andscape. It was alnbst as bright as a clear noonlit
night on Earth, but wthout Earth's noon shadows and hazy nocturnal
bl ueness. Everything was gray, dusty, and flat. The ship rested on the
bottom of an enornmous hollow wth sloping sides. The surrounding terrain
rose sharply toward a washed-out horizon; the | andscape seened strange
because nearby a broad, serene river flowed westward and apparently upward
al ong one sl ope.

Maxi m wal ked in a circle around the ship, running his palm along its
cold danp side. Traces of the inpact were where he had expected to find
them There was a deep ugly dent under the sensory ring, sustained when the
ship was jolted suddenly and pitched to one side; the cyberpilot had felt
insulted and sulked, and Maxi mhad had to grab the controls quickly. The
j agged hole next to the right porthole was nade ten seconds |ater when the
ship pitched forward. Maxi m|ooked at the zenith again. The dark blots were
scarcely visible now A neteorite attack in the stratosphere? Probability --
zero point zero zero. But in space anything theoretically possible would
happen sooner or |ater.

Maxim returned to the cabin and switched on the automatic repair
controls and activated the field |aboratory. Then he headed toward the
river. An adventure of sorts, but still routine. Mnotonously routine. The
unexpected to be expected in the Independent Reconnaissance Unit. Landing
accidents, neteorite and radiation attacks -- adventures of the body, nerely
physi cal stuff.

The tall brittle grass rustled and crackled beneath his feet and
prickly seeds stuck to his shorts. A swarm of m dges buzzed in front of his
face, but then, as if on signal, retreated.

The TRU didn't attract solid establishnent types. They were w apped up
in their owm serious affairs and knew that the exploration of alien worlds
was just a nonotonous and exhausting gane. Yes, nonotonously exhausting and
exhaustingly nonot onous.

O course, if you are twenty years old, can't do anything well, haven't
t he wvaguest notion of what you really want to do, haven't vyet learned the
val ue of tine, that nost precious of all things, haven't any special talents

and don't foresee acquiring any -- if at age twenty you still haven't
outgrown the | ad stage where your hands and feet are nore inportant than
your head; if you are still naive enough to inmagi ne yourself making fabul ous
di scoveries in unexplored space... if, if, if... You pick up the catal og,

open it to any page, take a random stab to choose your unexplored world, and
take off into the wild blue yonder. Discover a planet, nanme it after
yourself, determine its physical characteristics, do battle wth any
nmonsters you m ght encounter, and establish contact with intelligent beings,
if there are any. If not, becone a Robi nson Crusoe.
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What for? Well, you'd be thanked and told vyou' ve nmade an enornous
contribution, and sone promnent expert wuld sumon you for |engthy
di scussions. The school kids, especially the |little ones, would gaze at you
in awe. But vyour old teacher would ask only: "Are you still with the | RU?"
Then he'd change the subject and |ook distressed and guilty because he felt
responsi ble for your inability to outgrowthe IRU And vyour father would
say: "Hmit and hesitatingly offer you a position as a lab assistant. And
your nother would say: "Maxie, when vyou were little you drew rather well."
And Pete would say: "How | ong can this go on? Haven't you di sgraced yourself
| ong enough?" And everybody would be right except you. So what do you do?
You return to I RU headquarters, pick up the catalog, open it at random and
stab blindly.

Bef ore descending the high, steep bank to the river, WMxim | ooked
around. Gnarled trees were silhouetted against the sky, and a small circle
of Iight cane fromthe open hatch. Everything appeared normal. "Well, OK"
he munbled to hinself. "Take it as it conmes. It would be great if I could
find a civilizations powerful, ancient, wise culture. And human." He went
down to the river.

The river was very broad and sluggish; it appeared to flow downhil
from the east and wuphill to the west. The refraction here was incredible.
The opposite bank was sl oped and choked with bul rushes; a half-mle upstream
some sort of colums and tw sted beans -- buckled trusswork overgrown wth
vines -- protruded from the water. "Cvilization," thought Maxim not
particularly enthusiastic. He sensed the presence of a great deal of iron.
And sonething el se, too, sonething unpleasant and stifling. Scooping up a
handful of water, he realized quickly that it was dangerously radioactive.
The river was carrying radi oactive substances fromthe east. This certainly
wasn't the kind of civilization he had in mnd. Rather than establishing
contact, it would be wiser to take sanples and performthe usual analyses,
orbit the planet's equator several tinmes, and head for home. Once on Earth
he would turn the nmaterial over to the experts on the Glactic Security
Council and quickly put the entire episode out of his m nd.

He shook his fingers squeam shly, dried themin the sand, and squatted
on his haunches. He tried to picture the inhabitants of this planet, hardly
a happy place. Sonmewhere beyond the forest lay a city of dirty factories;
decrepit reactors enptying radioactive wastes into the river; ugly houses
beneath netal roofs, with endless walls and few w ndows; and buildings
separated by litter-strewn alleys. And the people? Probably dressed heavily,
encased in thick, coarse material, with high white wunconfortable collars
cutting into their necks.

Suddenly he noticed footprints in the sand. They had been made by bare
feet. Someone had scranbled down the bank to the river, someone, he
imagined, wth Jlarge feet, heavy, pigeon-toed, and clunmsy. Undoubtedly
humanoi d, but with six toes on each foot. He had scranbled down the bank,
hobbl ed al ong the sand, plunged into the radioactive waters, and swmto the
opposite shore, into the bul rushes.
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Like a bolt of |lightning, a brilliant blue flash 1lit up everything
around him Above the riverbank there was a thunderous crash followed by
sizzling and crackling. Maxi mjunped up. Dry earth rai ned down and sonet hi ng
sped through the sky with a nmenacing whine and dropped into the river,
raising a spray mxed with white steam He realized what had happened, but
not why, and he was not surprised to see a swirling colum of scorching
snmoke rising like a giant corkscrew into the phosphorescent firmanent from
the spot where his ship had been standing. The ship had exploded: its
ceramc shell glowed violet, flanmes danced through the grass around it,
bushes flared up, and the gnarled trees were enveloped in snoky fire.
| ntense heat struck him and Maxim shielded his face with his palmas he
backed away.

“"Ch, God, no! No! Wiwy?" He tried to reconstruct what had happened.
“"Sonme big ape cane along, got inside, lifted up the deck, found the
batteries, picked up one of the strange-|ooking boul ders, and banmbam Wat a
boul der -- three tons! And with one swing. A powerful animal, all right. It
wounded ny ship with its pebbles twice in the stratosphere and finished it
off down here. Incredible! Bet it never happened before. Now what? I'I| be
m ssed soon, of course, but nobody will think that the ship could vanish and
its pilot survive. Damm it!"

He turned from the fire and wal ked away rapidly along the river. The
entire area glowed red. H s shadow on the grass, shortening and | engt heni ng,
rushed ahead of him Sparse and nusty woods began on his right, and the
grass becane soft and noist. It occurred to himthat the fire could overtake
him and he would be forced to nmke his escape by swming -- a nost
unpl easant prospect. But as the red glow grew dimand died out, he realized
that the ship's fire-fighting system unlike hinself, had understood the
problem and done its job well. He vividly pictured its sooty tanks
protrudi ng absurdly fromthe hot fragnents, emtting dense pyrophage cl ouds.
They nmust be very pleased with their perfornmance.

"Easy now," he thought. "Don't panic. Take your tinme. You' ve plenty of

it. They can |l ook for nme forever. There's no ship, and it will be inpossible
to find me. Until they are absolutely convinced of ny death, nother won't be
told anything. And I'Il figure sonething out."

He passed a small cool bog, forced his way through sone bushes, and
energed on a cracked concrete road |eading into the woods. Stepping al ong
the concrete slabs, he walked to the edge of the river. There he saw rusty
girders overgrown wth vegetation, the remains of sonme huge latticed
construction lying half-subnerged in the water. On the other side the road
continued, barely visible beneath the |um nous sky. Apparently, |ong ago a
bri dge had spanned the river, but it probably had interfered wth soneone's
pl ans and had been knocked over into the water, creating an ugly nmess. Maxim
sat down and contenpl ated his predi canent.

"OK, you have a road. That's the min thing. It's a |ousy road, very
old, but it's still a road. And, on all inhabited planets, roads lead to
their builders. What do | need now? Not food. | wouldn't mnd a snack, but |
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had better keep ny appetite in check. | can manage w thout water for another
day. There's enough air, although |I'd be happier with a little |ess carbon
di oxi de and radioactivity. So far. I'min fair shape. What | do need is a
small primtive coil transmtter with a spiral pitch.” In his mnd s eye he

saw clearly the circuit for a positron sender. |If only he had the parts, he
could put one together at once, blindfolded. He assenbled it nentally
several tines.

"Robi nson Crusoe. That's ne, all right." He was sonewhat taken by the
i dea. "Maxim Crusoe. | don't have a dammed thing except a pair of shorts
wi t hout pockets and ny sneakers. On the other hand, ny island is inhabited.
And if it's inhabited, there's always hope of Ilocating a primtive coil
transmitter." He tried hard to visualize a coil transmtter but had no | uck
this tine. Instead he kept seeing his nother and the expression on her face
when she was told her son had di sappeared without a trace. His father would
nib his cheeks and |ook around absentm ndedly. "Cut it out,” he said to
himsel f. "Stop thinking about them Anything, but not about them O herw se
you're sunk. Cut it out and get hold of yourself." He rose and started al ong
t he road.

The forest, timd and sparse at first, gradually becane bol der and
edged up closer to the road. Several inpudent young trees had burst through
the concrete and were growing right through the highway. Ooviously the road
was at least twenty or thirty years old. Along its sides the woods were
taller, denser, and wilder; here and there branches interlaced overhead. It
grew dark and |l oud guttural cries canme fromthe depths of the forest.

Sonet hi ng noved, rustled, thudded. Then, about twenty paces in front of
him a dark squat shape darted across the road. Mosquitoes whined. It
suddenly dawned on Maxim that this region was too desolate and wild for
human habitation and that it would take several days to reach an inhabited
area. Again his hunger surfaced, but Maxi m sensed that flesh on the hoof was
plentiful here. He wouldn't starve to death. Although the neat woul dn't be
particularly appetizing, the hunt itself would be interesting. Deer? Mybe,
maybe not. But the |local gane was undoubtedly edible. Stop noving, and the
m dges woul d begin to feed on you savagely. And as everyone knows, what's
edi ble on an alien planet doesn't die of hunger. It wouldn't be so awful to
get lost here and spend a year or so roamng the forest. He would find
hi msel f a buddy -- sonme kind of wolf or bear. They'd go hunting together. He
supposed he'd eventually tire of it. Besides, the prospect of tranping
t hrough this forest wasn't particularly appealing, with all that iron junk
around and the polluted air. Anyway, the main thing was to put together a
coil transmtter.

He stopped and |istened carefully. From sonmewhere in the depths of the
forest came a nonotonous, nmuffled runbling. Maximrealized that he had been
hearing it for sone tine before it broke through to his consciousness. It
was not an animal or waterfall, but a nmechanical device, sonme sort of
bar barous nmachine. It wheezed, nmade grinding noises, and gave off a rusty
odor. And it was draw ng cl oser.
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Hunchi ng over and edging closer to the shoul der, Maxi mran noisel essly
toward the nachine and then stopped just before reaching an intersection.
The road here was nuddy, with deep ugly ruts and sl abs of concrete jutting
up. It snelled foul and was very radioactive. Maxi msquatted and | ooked to
his left, toward the approaching runbling and grinding.

A mnute later it appeared. A hot stinking mammoth of riveted netal,
runbling along the road with enornmous nud-cl ogged caterpillar treads. It
pl odded al ong, hunpbacked and shabby, clanging through the iron litter in
the forest. It was stuffed with a m xture of raw plutonium and | ant hani des.
Driverless and hel pless, yet nenacing, it swng over the intersection and
pl odded on, dangling a tail of scorching heat. It disappeared into the
forest, growing, tossing and turning, roaring, its fury gradually
subsi di ng.

Maxi m caught his breath and brushed away the m dges. He was stunned: in
his whole Iife he had never seen anything so absurd and pitiful. "Well," he
t hought, "I won't find any positron senders around here.” He watched the
nmonster until it disappeared and he suddenly noticed that the crossroad was
just a narrow corridor through the forest. Maybe he ought to overtake it.
Stop it and turn off its reactor. He Ilistened carefully. Crackling and
crashing filled the forest. The nonster was noving deeper into the forest
like a hippo into a bog. Then the runble of the engine drew closer again.
Canging and roaring, it plodded once nore over the intersection and
returned to the area it had just left. "Boy, oh boy," thought Maxim "I'd
better keep clear. Vicious beasts and uncivilized robots are not for ne." He
paused, broke fromthe bushes, and, with one bound, |eaped over the poll uted
i ntersection,

After wal king very rapidly for sone tine, inhaling deeply to clear his
| ungs of the iron mammot h' s exhaust funes, he sl owed down. He thought about
what he had encountered in his first tw hours on his inhabited island and
tried to construct a logical picture fromhis bizarre experiences. It was
too difficult; the pieces were incredible, unreal. The forest itself was
straight out of a fairy tale: alnobst human voices of fantastic creatures
echoed through it. As in a fairy tale, an old deserted road led to an
enchanted castle, and invisible, evil sorcerers placed obstacles in the way
of those who chanced to pass by. Fromafar, they had showered his ship with
nmeteorites and, failing to turn him back, had then burned his ship, caught
himin a trap, and dispatched an iron dragon after him The dragon was old
and stupid, but they had surely realized their m stake and were preparing
sonet hi ng nore up-to-date.

"Listen here,"” said Maximto them "I've no intention of breaking the
spell over your castles and waking your sleeping beauties. Al | want is to
neet one of you, one of your nore intelligent people, who can help ne with a
positron sender."

But the w cked sorcerers persisted. First they dropped a gigantic
rotted tree across the road, destroyed its concrete surface, dug a |large
hole in the ground, and filled it with putrid radioactive liquid. Wen that
failed to stop him when the mdges tired of biting and retreated in
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di sappointnment, toward norning they released a cold, nalevolent fog. Maxim
jogged to warm hinself. The fog was sticky and oily, and snelted of decay.
Soon the snmell of snmoke was added, and Maximtried to |ocate the fire.

Dawn was breaki ng when Maxi m spotted it at the side of the road, near a
| ow noss-covered stone structure with a caved-in roof and dark enpty
wi ndows. Al though there was no one in sight, he sensed that people had been
there recently and mght return soon. He turned off the road, |eaped over a
drai nage ditch, and sinking ankle-deep in rotting | eaves, approached the
fire. The fire welconmed himwith its primtive warnth. Everything was very
sinple here. Wthout the formality of greetings, one could squat, warmone's
hands by the fire, and wait in silence until the host, just as silently,
served hot food and drink. True, the host wasn't around, but a blackened
kettle with a strong-snelling broth hung above the fire.

Maxi m sat down by the fire and warmed hinself, then rose reluctantly
and entered the house. House? Only a stone shell remained of the original
structure. The norning sky shone through the broken beans overhead, the
rotten floorboards were treacherous, and clusters of crinson nushroons grew
in the corners -- poisonous when raw, but edible if roasted sufficiently.

But Maxi m suddenly |l ost his appetite. In the sem darkness by the wall,
mngled with faded rags, there was a skeleton! Revolted, he turned,
descended the broken steps, and cupping his palns around his nouth, shouted
at the top of his lungs: "Hey, six-toes!"

Hi s shout was snothered al nost instantly by the fog-bound trees. There
was no answer except for the angry chattering of birds overhead.

Maxim returned to the fire, tossed on sone branches, and peered into
the kettle. The broth was boiling. He found a spoon of sorts, sniffed it,
dried it with grass and sniffed it again. Then he carefully skimed off a
grayi sh scumand flicked it over the rim He stirred the broth, scooped sone
fromthe edge, blew on it, and pursing his lips, tasted it. Not bad.
Sonmething like broth nade froma takhorg Iliver. Only stronger. Setting the
spoon aside, he took down the kettle carefully with both hands and pl aced it
on the grass. Then he | ooked around again and called out: "Breakfast! Cone
and get it!"

He still sensed that the owner of the dwelling was sonewhere near by,
but all he saw were notionless bushes, wet fromthe fog, and dark gnarled
tree trunks. There were no sounds except the crackling of the fire and the
restless cross-chatter of the birds.

"Well, OK, " he said aloud. "Do as you please, but I'm breaking the
icel"

He devel oped a taste for the broth very quickly. Before he knewit, a
third of the soup had vani shed fromthe kettle. Regretfully, he noved away,
rested for a while, and dried the spoon. But he couldn't control hinself: he
scooped up fromthe very bottom nore of those delicious brown chunks of neat
that nelted in his nouth. Then he noved away, dried the spoon again, and
placed it across the top of the kettle. Now the tine had come to express his
appreciation to his invisible host.
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He junped up, selected several thin branches, and entered the house.
Treading cautiously on the rotten floorboards and trying to avoid | ooki ng at
the remains in the shadows, he picked sone nushroons, selecting the firnest,
and threaded their crinmson caps onto a branch. "You could use sone salt and

alittle pepper, but never mnd. Youll do for an introduction. W'll hang
you over the fire, steam out every bit of your poison, and you'll be
delicious. You'll be my first contribution to the culture of this inhabited
i sland.”

The house darkened al nost inperceptibly and he felt sonmeone's eyes on
him Suppressing the desire to turn sharply, he counted to ten, rose slowy,
and with an anticipatory smle turned his head.

A long dark face wth |arge doleful eyes and lips drooping at the
corners | ooked at himblankly through the wi ndow. They stared at each ot her
for several seconds, and it seened to Maximthat the gloom emanating from
the face was fl ooding the house, sweeping over the forest, and engulfing the
entire world. Everything around himturned gray, gloony, and nournful. Then
t he house becane still darker. Maximturned toward the door.

A stocky man, topped by a shaggy nop of red hair and wearing an ugly
junp suit, straddled the threshold wth his short sturdy |egs and bl ocked
the entrance with his broad shoul ders. Maxim was pierced by a pair of blue
eyes, very steady and hostile, yet alnost cheerful -- perhaps in contrast to
the all-pervasive gloom spreading from the wi ndow. Obviously this was not
the first tinme this rough-looking native had encountered a visitor from
another world. But it was also obvious that he was used to dealing wth
annoying visitors pronptly and harshly, dispensing with such anenities as
comruni cati on and ot her unnecessary conplications. An om nous-| ooking thick
net al pi pe suspended froma |eather belt around his neck was ained directly
at Muxims abdonmen. It was clear that he hadn't the slightest notion of the
val ue of human life, of the Declaration of the R ghts of Man, of humanism s
| ofty ideals, even of humanismitself.

Having no choice in the matter, Maxi m extended the branch of skewered
mushroons, smled nore broadly, and spoke in carefully articulated words.
"Peace! Everything is OK. Everything is fine!" The gloony face behind the
w ndow responded to this greeting with a lengthy but unintelligible sentence
that succeeded in clearing the air. Judging fromthe sounds outside, dry
twgs were being tossed into the fire. Behind the unkenpt red beard, the
bl ue-eyed figure produced clanging sounds that rem nded Maximof the iron
dragon at the crossing.

“Yes!" Maxi m nodded vigorously. "Earth! Space!" He pointed the branch
toward the zenith and Redbeard obediently | ooked up at the broken ceiling.
“Maxim" continued Maxim poking hinmself in the chest. "Maxim M nanme is
Maxim Maxim"™ "Mac Siml" bell owed Redbeard. He had a strange intonation.
Hs eyes glued on Mxim he shot a series of runbling sounds over his
shoulder. "Mac Simt was repeated several tinmes. The doleful character
replied with sone eerie, nelancholy syllables. Redbeard's blue eyes and
yel | owt oot hed j aws opened wi de and he began to guffaw. Evidently there was
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sonething funny here that Maxim failed to grasp. Finished with his fun,
Redbeard dried his eyes wth his free hand, lowered his death-dealing
weapon, and signaled Maximto cone out.

Maxi m was delighted to obey. On the porch, he again held out skewered
mushroons to Redbeard. Redbeard seized the branch, inspected it carefully,
sniffed it, and tossed it aside. "No!" Maximprotested. "This stuff is
good. " Maxi m bent down and retrieved the branch. Redbeard did not object but
sl apped Maximon the back several tinmes and shoved himtoward the fire,
forcing himto sit dowm. He attenpted to comruni cate sonething, but Maxim
was busy studying the gloony one sitting on the other side of the fire and
drying out a dirty rag. One foot was bare, and he kept wiggling his toes.
Five, not six.

2.

GQuy sat on the edge of the bench by the window and polished the
insignia on his beret with his cuff while Corporal Varibobu prepared his
travel orders. The corporal's head was tilled to one side, eyes opened w de.
Wth his left hand he held a red-bordered formwhile he slowy traced out a

fine cal | i graphic script. "What handwiting,"” t hought Quy sonewhat
enviously. "Ink-stained old fogey: twenty years in the Legion and still a
neasly clerk. Just |look at those eyes goggle -- the pride of the brigade.
Watch that tongue cone out. Yup, there it is. Full of ink, too. So |ong,
Vari bobu, you ol d paper pusher. | won't be seeing you again. | feel sorry to
| eave -- good nen they've got here, and the officers, too. And the job we do

is useful and inportant.” Quy sniffed and | ooked out the w ndow.

Qutside the wind was blowi ng white dust along the broad sidewal kl ess
street paved with hexagonal slabs. The long walls of identical buildings
housi ng adm ni strati ve and engi neering personnel gleaned white. Ms. Idoya,
a stout inmposing woman, wal ked past the w ndow, shielding herself fromthe
dust and hol ding down her skirt. She was a courageous wonan, not afraid to
gather up her brood and follow her brigadier husband to these dangerous
parts. The sentry in front of the COs headquarters, a recent recruit
wearing an unwinkled trench coat and a beret pulled down over his ears,
presented arnms. Then two truckl oads of trainees passed -- probably going for
their shots. "That's right, sergeant, give it to 'em Don't stick your head
out. There's nothing to see here,"” Quy thought. "Were do you think you are
-- on sone nmain drag?"

"How do you spell it?" asked Varibobu. "Ga-1?"

“"No. My last nane is Gaal -- Ga-a-I."
"Too bad," said Varibobu, sucking his pen. "Gal would fit on one line."
“Cone on, wite," thought Guy. "It won't do you any good to save |lines.

This jerk is a corporal? Can't even polish his buttons. Sonme corporal. Two
stripes, but you can't shoot worth a damm, and everybody knows it."
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The door flew open and Captain Tolot, wearing the gold arm band of duty
officer, strode into the room Quy junped to his feet and clicked his heels.
The corporal rose slightly but continued witing.

“"Aha." The captain tore off his dust mask in disgust. "Private Gaal.
Yes, | know, you're |eaving us. Too bad. But I'mglad for you. | hope you'll
serve as conscientiously in the capital."

"Yes, sir, captain!" said Guy. He was very fond of Captain Tolot, an

educated officer and former high school teacher. The captain had singled him
out .
"You may sit down, private." The captain went behind the counter to his
desk. Still standing, he scanned sone papers and picked up the phone. CGuy
turned toward the wi ndow tactfully. Nothing had changed outside. Hi s buddies
were marching information to dinner. Guy watched themsadly. Any mninute
they'd be entering the ness hall, and Corporal Serenbesh would order themto
renmove their berets for "grace." Thirty throats would bell ow while the steam
was rising fromthe pots, the bowws were glistening on the counter, and old
man Doga was getting ready tore | ease one of his prize jokes about a sol dier
and a cook. Too bad he had to |leave. True, it was dangerous here and the
climate was unhealthy and the rations were nonotonous -- canned stuff --
but. Here, at |east, you knew you were needed, that they couldn't manage
W t hout you; here you took the om nous pressure of the forest on your own
shoul ders, and you felt it. Lord, how nmany of his buddies were buried here.
Beyond the settlenent stood a whole grove of poles topped wth rusted
hel net s.

On the other hand -- the capital. Not just anyone was sent there. And
once you got there, vyou were constantly on the nove. They said all the
capital's parade grounds were visible fromthe Creators' headquarters, so
that every formation was observed by one of the Creators. Not every
formation, really. But they did spot-check. Suddenly inmagining hinself being
summoned froma formation, Guy was thrown into a panic. He takes two steps
and slips and falls on his face at the conmander's feet as his subnachi ne
gun clatters on the pavenent. Damm, what a clunmsy ox. And his beret flies
off to God knows where. Phew Quy took a deep breath and || ooked around
furtively. God forbid. Yes, that was the capital for you. Everything was
under watchful eyes. Oh well, never mnd -- others were serving there.
Besi des, his sister Rada lived there. And silly old Unc with his prehistoric
bones and antediluvian tortoises. Damm it, how he m ssed both of them

When he gl anced out the wi ndow again, his nouth dropped open. Two nen
were walking along the street toward the COs office. One he knew --
red- bearded Zef, sergeant nmmjor of thelld4th Sappers' Detachnment, a condemed
man who earned the right to remain alive by clearing roads through the
forest. But the other was weird-looking. At first Guy took himfor a degen,
but then reasoned that Zef would hardly bother dragging in a degen to
headquarters. He was a healthy young nman, alnost naked, deeply tanned,
strong as a bull, and wore only a pair of odd-I|ooking pants made of shiny
cloth and cut well above the knee. Zef had his gun with him but he didn't
appear to be escorting this fellow under guard. They were walking side by
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side, and the queer-|ooking stranger Kkept waving his arns absurdly. He was
attenpting to communi cate sonething to Zef, who was panting fromtheir rapid
pace and looking totally lost. "Some kind of savage," thought Guy. "But
where did he cone fronf? The road through the forest? Maybe he was rai sed by
animals. It's happened before. Dam, what nuscles!"

He watched the pair approach the sentry. Zef wped his face as he
attenpted to explain sonething, but the sentry, the recent re-emt, didn't
know Zef and thrust a gun into his ribs, ordering himto wthdraw to the
di stance specified by regulations. The naked fellow entered the conversation
with his arns still flying. The strange expression on his face was as
el usive as quicksilver, and his eyes were expressive and dark. "Ch, now the
sentry's lost his cool. Going to raise a ruckus." Quy turned around.

“"Captain, permssion to speak? The sergeant major of the 114th has
brought sonmeone in. Wuld you m nd taking a | ook?"

The captain went to the window H's eyebrows went up. Opening the
wi ndow, he stuck out his head.

""Sentry, let them pass!"

@Quy was cl osing the wi ndow when he heard tranping in the corridor. Zef
and Ms savage conpanion entered the office. Cose on their heels and
crowmding them the chief sentry officer and two other nen on sentry duty
burst in. Standing at attention, Zef coughed and fixed his inpudent blue
eyes on the captain.

"Sergeant Major Zef, One hundred and fourteenth Sappers' Detachnent,
reporting, sir. This fellow was arrested on the road. Captain, from al
outward signs, he's insane. He eats poisonous mushroons, doesn't understand
a word, speaks unintelligibly, and, as you see, wal ks around nearly naked."

Wiile Zef was delivering his report, the prisoner scanned his
surroundi ngs and presented a strange smle to everyone present. Hs teeth
were even and as white as sugar. Folding his hands be-hind his back, the
captain went up closer and inspected himfrom head to foot.

“Who are you?" he asked.

The prisoner smled even nore strangely, slapped his palm against his
chest, and pronounced sonething that sounded |ike "Mac Sim" The chief
sentry guffawed, the sentries sniggered, and the captain smled. At first
Guy saw not hing hunorous in his response; then he realized that "mac sint in
t hi eves' slang neant "I ate the knife."

"He's probably one of yours," said the captain to Zef.

Zef shook his head, throw ng out a cloud of dust from hjs beard.

"Definitely not. Mac Simis what he calls hinself, but he doesn't
under stand Moves' | anguage. So he's not one of us."

“Probably a degen," suggested the chief sentry officer. (They gave him
an icy look.) "Naked," explained the sentry officer as he retreated toward
the door. "May | go now, captain?"

“You may. Send for our staff physician. Dr. Zogu. Were did you catch
hi n?" he asked Zef.

Zef explained that his detachnment had been clearing quadrant23/07

file:///D]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...0Strugatsky%20-%20Prisoners%200f%20Power.htm (13 of 205) [2/24/2004 10:35:38 PM]



Arcady and Boris Strugatsky. Prisoners of Power

during the night, had destroyed four self-propelled ballistic mssiles and
one device of unknown function, and had lost two nmen in an explosion;
everything was in order. Around seven in the norning this stranger cane off
the road from the forest to their canpfire. They spotted him from a
di stance, followed hi munnoticed by taking cover in the bushes, and captured
him at an opportune nonent. At first Zef had assunmed he was a fugitive, then
deci ded he was a degen and was about to shoot him but changed his mnd
because this fellow .. Zef, enbarrassed, ran his fingers through his beard
and concl uded: "Because | realized he wasn't a degen."

"How did you reach that conclusion?" asked the captain. The prisoner
stood quietly, arns folded across his powerful chest, glancing alternately
at himand Zef.

Zef said it would be rather difficult to explain.

“In the first place this guy wasn't afraid of anything. Further-nore,
he took the broth fromthe fire and ate exactly one-third, as if he was
entitled to it, as a good friend. But before eating, he shouted into the
woods, probably because he felt we were near-by. Next point: he wanted to
treat us to nushroons. The nush-roons were poi sonous, and we woul dn't eat
themor I|et him either. But he tried to treat us -- 1 suppose to show his
gratitude. And last: as everyone knows, no degen is better endowed
physically than a normal weakling. On the way here he kept up a wild pace,
wal ked over fallen trees as if he were on | evel ground, and ski pped across
ditches and waited for nme on the other side. And for sone reason or other --
maybe to show off -- he actually picked ne up and ran two hundred steps.”

The captain listened to Zef attentively. But scarcely had Zef finished
his story when the captain turned sharply to the prisoner, stared at him
hard, and barked in Khonti: "Your name? Rank? Assi gnnent ?"

GQuy admired the captain's clever approach, but it was obvious that the
prisoner did not understand Khonti. Again he revealed his beautiful teeth
and thunped hinself on the chest, saying "Mac Sim" He jabbed his finger
into his captor's ribs, saying "Zef," and then began to speak slowy, with
| ong pauses, pointing alternately at the ceiling and the floor, and waving
his arns, Quy thought he caught some famliar words in this speech, but the
words had no bearing on the mtter at hand. When the prisoner stopped
tal ki ng. Corporal Varibobu spoke up.

“In ny opinion this man is a clever spy and we should report this to
the brigadier.”

The captain ignored him

"You may go now, Zef," he said. "You' ve done a good job and it wll be
taken into account.”

“I"'mvery grateful to you, captain!" Zef was about to |eave when the
prisoner uttered a low cry, |eaned over the counter, and grabbed a pile of
bl ank fornms |ying on the desk.

Frightened out of his wits, Varibobu recoiled and flung his pen at the
savage. The savage snatched it out of the air and, perching hinself on the
counter, began to sketch on the paper. @iy and Zef grabbed him by the
shoul der, but he shrugged them of f.
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"Leave himalone!" ordered the captain, and GQuy obeyed with a sense of
relief. Restraining this brown beast would be as difficult as stopping a
tank by grabbing its treads.

The captain and Zef flanked the prisoner and studied his scribbling.

“I think it's a map of the world," said Zef uncertainly.

"Hm" responded the captain.

“"Well, of course! Here in the center he has the Wrld Light. Around it
is the Wrld. And here is where he thinks we are.”

Quy finally managed to squeeze between the prisoner's firm shoul der and
Zefs <coarse, sweaty jacket. The sketch anmused him That was how a
si x-year-old would portray the Wrld: a small <circle representing the Wrld
Light, and around it a large circle representing the Wrld Sphere. And on
the circle a duck dot, to which need only be added little hands and feet --
and then vyou have it: "lIbis is the Wrld and this is ne." The poor |lunatic
couldn't even draw the circle properly, making sone sort of oval shape. It
was obvious that he was abnormal. On top of that, he drew a dotted |ine
goi ng beneath the World to another point, as if he were trying to explain
how he got where he now was.

Meanwhil e the prisoner took a second formand rapidly sketched two
small World Spheres in opposite coners, joined themwith a dotted line, and
added sone flourishes. Zef let out a whistle: it was a hopel ess case. There
was no point in staying any | onger.

“"May | | eave, sir?"

The captain shook his head.

"Uh, Zef, you were working in the Zone?"

"Yes, sir."
The captain paced up and down.
“"Perhaps you could -- howshall | put it -- give ne your opinion of

this man? From let's say, a professional point of view"

“I npossible, sir,"” replied Zef. "You know |I've lost the right to speak
in a professional capacity."”

"I understand. That's all very true. And | nust conplinment you for your
honesty. But..."

Zef stood at attention. The captain was clearly enbarrassed, and CQuy

understood his predicanent well. This was a serious case. (Suppose the
savage is a spy?) Dr. Zogu was certainly a great officer, a brilliant
| egionnaire, but still he was only an arny doctor. Zef, on the other hand,

had really known his stuff before he was arrested.

“"Well now," said the captain, "there's nothing we can do about that.
But between you and ne... "He halted in front of Zef. "You understand what |
nmean? Sinply between you and ne, do you really think this fellowis insane?"

Zef paused before replying.

"Just between you and ne?" he repeated. "Well, of course, as a | ayman,
and laymen do mneke mstakes. |I'm inclined to believe that this is a
clear-cut case of a split personality, where the real ego is ejected and
repl aced by an i nagi ned ego. Purely as a layman, mnd you, | would reconmend
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el ectric shock therapy and tranquilizers."

Mac Sim began to speak again, addressing the captain and Zef
alternately. The poor fellowwas trying to say sonething -- sone-thing was
bot hering him But just then the door opened and the doctor, obviously out
of sorts because his dinner had been interrupted, entered the room

"Hell o, Tolot," he said cantankerously. "Wat's the matter? I'mquite
relieved to find you alive and well. Wo the hell is this?"
"The rehabs caught himin the forest. | suspect he's insane.”

"He's not insane. He's a malingerer,"” grow ed the doctor, pouring water
for hinself froma pitcher. "Send himback to the forest. Let himwork."

"He's not ours,"” protested the captain. "And we don't know where he
came from | think he may have been captured by degens, gone off his head,
and escaped to us."

"Right," grunbled the doctor. "You'd have to go off your rocker to cone
running to us." He went over to the prisoner and reached out to examne his
face. The prisoner grinned and gently pushed hi maway. "No, no!" said the
doctor. "Stand still!"

The prisoner submtted. The doctor exam ned his eyes, thunped him felt
his neck and throat, flexed his hand, tapped his knees, and then returned to
the pitcher and poured hinself another glass of water.

"Heartburn," he expl ai ned.

@Quy | ooked at Zef, who was standing off to one side and staring at the
wall with studied indifference. The doctor quenched his thirst and returned
to the exam nation. He pal pated the prisoner, |ooked at his teeth, punched
him in the abdonen tw ce; then he took a flat box from his pocket, plugged
it into a socket, and applied the box to various parts of the savage's body.

“Not hi ng special,"” he said. "Is he a nute, too?"

“"No," replied the captain. "He can talk, but he speaks in sone savage
| anguage. He doesn't understand us. Here are his draw ngs."

The doctor studied them

“Well, well, very anusing." He grabbed the corporal's pen and rapidly
sketched a cat as a child mght, using stick lines and snmall circles. "Wat
do you say to that, friend?" he asked, handing the drawing to the lunatic.

Wthout a nonent's hesitation, Mac Simtook the pen and began to draw.
Besi de the doctor's cat he sketched a strange animl covered wth a great
deal of hair and wearing a hostile expression. Although this aninmal was
unfam liar to GQuy, he realized it was not a child' s drawning. It was a fine

drawing -- in fact, remarkably good. Even a little frightening to |ook at.
The doctor reached for the pen, but the lunatic drew back his hand and
sketched still another animal -- with enornous ears, winkled skin, and, in
pl ace of a nose, sonething resenbling a very long tail.

“"Beautiful!" shouted the doctor, slapping his sides.

The lunatic didn't stop there. Now, instead of animls, he sketched
sone sort of apparatus that resenbled a | arge transparent |and m ne. Then he
very skillfully drewa little man sitting inside. He tapped the tiny figure
with his finger and then tapped hinself on the chest, saying: "Mac Sim"

"He could have seen this thing by the river," said Zef softly as he
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noved closer. "W burned a simlar object last night. Areal nonster." He
shook hi s head.
The doctor appeared to notice Zef for the first tinme.

“"Ah, ny dear professor!" he shouted wth exaggerated pleasure.
"Something stinks in this room M dear coll eague, be so kind as to deliver
your profound judgnents fromthe other side of the room | shall be greatly

i ndebted to you."

Vari bobu snickered and the captain said sternly: "Zef, stand by the
door, and don't forget yourself."

"Well, that's better,"” said the doctor. "Tolot, what do you think we
shoul d do wi th hinP"

"That depends on your diagnosis. If he's a malingerer, |'Il hand him
over to the state prosecutor's office. They'll look into it. If he's
i nsane. . ."

"Tolot, he's not a nmalingerer!” The doctor was adamant. "The office of
the state prosecutor is not the place for him But I do know a pl ace that
will be very interested in him Were's the brigadier?"

"He's on patrol in the forest."”

“"Well, no matter. You're the duty officer today, aren't you? Send this

young stranger to this address." The doctor wote sonething on the back of
the | ast sketch.

"What ' s that?" asked the captain.

"Oh, it's a place that w Il be very grateful to us for this lunatic. |
can prom se you that."

The captain tw sted the paper in his fingers hesitantly, then went to
the far corner of the roomand beckoned to the doctor. They whispered for

sone tinme and only an occasional remark of Zogu's was audible. "The
Propaganda Departnent... Send himwth an escort. It's not that nmuch of a
secret! | guarantee you... Oder him to forget the whole thing. Dam it --

the kid won't understand a thing anyway!"

"Good," the captain finally agreed. "Corporal Varibobu! Wite up escort
papers!"”

The corporal rose slightly.

“"Are Private Gaal's travel orders ready?"

"Yes, sir."

“Insert Mac Sims nane in the orders as being under escort. Private
Gaal !'"

Quy clicked his heels and snapped to attention.

"Yes, sir."

"I want you to deliver the prisoner to the address on this paper before
you proceed to your new post. After you have carried out these orders, you
nmust present this paper to the duty officer at your new station. Forget the
address. This is your |ast assignnment, Gaal, and | know you will execute it
as befits a good legionnaire.™

“I't wll be done, sir," shouted Cuy, flattered by the captain's
confi dence.
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Suddenly a hot wave of indescribable ecstasy swept over himand bore
himaloft. "Oh, the sweet nonents of joy, those unforgettable nonments when
one is on wngs, those nonents of sweet contenpt for everything crude,
material, and physical. Mnents when you long to hear the command that wl |
join you to fire, fling you into its flanes against thousands of enem es,
into the very thick of wild hordes, to face a hail of bullets. Fire! Fl ane!
Fury! And now he is rising, this strapping, handsone fellow, the pride of
t he brigade, our own Corporal Varibobu. Like a fiery torch, |like a statue of
glory and fidelity. And he |eads the singing, and we all join in as one!

Forward, |egionnaires, nen of iron!

Forward, sweeping away fortresses with fire in our eyes!
We shall smash the foe with an iron boot!

Let drops of fresh bl ood sparkle on our swords...

“"And everyone is singing with ne, including the brilliant Captain
Tol ot, nodel |egionnaire, creamof the Legion, for whom | would gladly give
ny life, ny soul, ny everything, this very instant. And Dr. Zogu is singing,
too -- a nodel brother of nercy, rough and tough as a real soldier, but
tender as a nother, too. And our Corporal Varibobu, ours to the core, an old
warrior, a veteran grown gray in skirmshes wth the eneny. Oh, how his
buttons sparkle and his stripes shine on his worn, well-earned uniform For
himthere is nothing but to serve, to serve!

Qur iron fist sweeps away all obstacl es.
The Al -Powerful Creators are pl eased!
How t he eneny weeps! Show him no nercy!
Onwar d, | egionnaires, brave warriors!

"But what's this? He'sHe's not singing. He's | eaning on the counter and
rolling his idiotic browmm head. H s eyes keeping roving and he doesn't stop
grinning. Who are you grinning at, you scun? OCh, howl'd like to snmash ny
iron first into that toothy grin. But no, | nust not: such behavior is ill
befitting a legionnaire. After all, he's a lunatic, a pitiful cripple. He
can never know real happiness. He's blind, worthless, half-human. And that
red-haired bandit is squirmng in the corner in unbearable pain. You |ousy
crimnal, here's a kick in the ass for you. Up on your feet, scum Stand at
attention when a legionnaire sings his marching song. Here's sonething for
your enpty head and your filthy face, and your insolent eyes. Take that, and
that!"

@Quy flung Zef back against the wall and, clicking his heels, turned to
the captain. As wusual after such fits of ecstasy, his ears rang and the
worl d fl oated and swayed pl easantly before his eyes.

Cor poral Varibobu, blue-gray from the strain, coughed, holding his
chest. The doctor, sweaty and flushed, drank water greedily straight from
the pitcher and pulled a handkerchief fromhis pocket. The captain frowned
vacantly as if trying to renenber sonething. Red-haired Zef, |ooking |ike a
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pile of dirty rags, withed in pain. Hs face had been battered to a bl oody
pul p and he was noani ng weakly. And Mac Sim had stopped smling. H's face
had stiffened: his |ips were parted as he stared at GQuy, w de-eyed.

“"Private @Gal," said the captain. "Sonething | wanted to tell you --
hold it, Zogu, |eave ne at |east one swall ow of water."

3.

Maxi m woke up with a heavy head. It was stuffy in the room the w ndow
had been closed all night again. Wth the city so near him it was sensel ess
to open the wi ndow. A grayish-brown cap of noxious funmes was visible over
the city. The wnd carried them here, and neither distance, nor his
fifth-fl oor room hi gh above the street, nor the park below offered relief.
"God, howl'd love to take an ion shower now and |eap stark naked into our
gar- den -- not into this foul, rotting garden with its stinking funmes, but
into ours, near d adbach, on the shore of the Nirs. I'd race ten mles
around the | ake at top speed, swimacross it, then walk along its bottom for
about twenty mnutes to exercise ny lungs. Then clinb up the slippery
boul ders. " He junped up, opened the w ndow, stuck out his head into the
drizzle, inhaled the danp air, and coughed -- the air was full of industrial
wastes, and the rain- drops left a netallic taste on his tongue. Cars
whi zzed by along the nearby superhighway. Below, beneath the w ndow, wet
foliage gl eaned yell ow, and sonething glistened on the high stone wall. At
the city's edge, as wusual, thick columms of poisonous snoke curled lazily
fromtwo high stacks and drooped toward the ground.

A suffocating world. A mserable, sick world. So bleak and sad. Like
that governnent office where people, suddenly, wthout rhyne or reason,
how ed and sang t hensel ves hoarse. And Guy, such a fine, handsone young man,
conpl etely unexpectedly had beaten Redbeard Zef to a pulp. And the victim
hadn't even resist- ed. An unhappy world. A radioactive river, a ridiculous
iron drag- on, polluted air. And that clunsy two-tiered netal box noving
al ong on wheels, spewing pollution. And its slovenly passengers. And that
barbaric incident in the nmetal box on wheels, when rude people reduced an
elderly woman to tears with their boisterous |aughter and gestures and no
one interceded. The box was jamred, but everyone turned away. Only CGuy
junped up, white wth anger (maybe it had been fear) and shouted at them
and they cleared out. But even Guy, who seened to be a decent sort would
suddenly be sei zed by unexpl ai nabl e rages, would quarrel violently wth the
passengers in his conpartnent, stare at themand then Just as suddenly
becone totally prostrated.

Yet the others behaved no better. They would sit peacefully for hours,
resting, chatting softly, even | aughing; and suddenly soneone would begin to
grow at his neighbor. The nei ghbor would respond with a nervous snarl. And
t he other passengers did nothing to break it up. Instead of cal mng down the
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quarreling pair, they Joined in. And the row would grow until everyone was
yelling, threatening, shoving. Even the children would howl at the top of
their lungs until their ears were boxed. Then everything would gradually
subsi de; people would get sul ky and avoid conversation. And sonetines the
row would turn into a really disgusting affair. Eyes would practically pop
out of their sockets faces would flush with red bl otches, voices would rise
to bl ood-curdling shrieks, and sonmeone woul d | augh hysterically. Sone woul d
pray, others sing. A madhouse.

Maximleft the wi ndow and paused briefly in the center of his cranped
room feeling weak, apathetic, and exhausted. Forcing hinself to take
positive action to overconme his deteriorating physical and nental state, he
began to exercise, using a bul ky wooden chair as barbells. "You can sure go
to pot this way " he thought. "I suppose | can take it for another day or
so. Then 1'é have to get out of here. Maybe roamthe forest awhile. Mybe it
woul dn't be a bad idea to run off to the nountains. Nice there And wld.

Pretty far -- you couldn't make it in one night. Wat did Guy call then?
Zartak. | wonder if that's the nane of those nountains or their word for
mount ai ns? Well, whatever they are 1'd better forget about themfor now.

|"ve been here ten days and haven't nade any progress yet."

He squeezed into the stall shower and for several mnutes rubbed
himself down in the dense artificial rain, as disgusting as their real ram
True, it was slightly colder, but hard and caustic. He dried hinself with a
sterile towel.

Annoyed with everything -- the bleary norning, this suffocating world,
his idiotic situation, the |ousy, greasy breakfast he would eat shortly --
he returned to his room to make his bed. Breakfast was waiting for him
fum ng and stinking on the table. Fishfacewas closing the w ndow.

"falli," said Maximin the |ocal |anguage. "Wndow. Mistnot."
"Hello," she replied as she turned the wndow s many bolts. "Mist.
Rain. Bad."

"Fishface," said Maxim in Lingcos. Her real nane was Nolu, but Maxim
had instantly renaned her. Fishface she would al ways be, for her expression
and her inperturbability.

She turned and | ooked at him wth unblinking eyes. For the nth tineg,
she touched her finger to the tip of her nose and said "wonan,"” then pointed
at Maximand said "man," then pointed to the baggy junp suit hanging on the
back of a chair. "Clothes. Must." Shorts weren't enough. For her, a man had
to be covered fromthe neck down.

Wiile he dressed, she nade his bed, although Maxi m al ways insisted he
could do it hinself. She pushed the chair to the mddle of the room (Maxim
had noved it against the wall) and resolutely opened the radiator val ve that
Maxi m al ways turned off. Hs persistent use of "nust not" shattered her no
| ess than his persistent "nust."

After buttoning his junp suit at the neck, Maximwent to the table and
picked at his breakfast with a two-pronged fork. The wusual exchange
fol | owed.
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“"Don't want. Must not."

“Must. Food. Breakfast."

“"Don't want breakfast. Tastes bad."

"Must eat breakfast. Good."

“Fi shface,"” Maxi m exploded in Lingcos, "you are a very cruel woman. |f
you were to cone to Earth, | would run nyself ragged trying to find food you
liked."

“I don't understand,"” she said blankly. "What is 'fishface' ?"

VWi | e disgustedly chewing a greasy chunk of food, Maxi mtook a piece of
paper and sketched a sunfish full face. She studied it carefully and put it
in the pocket of her snock. She appropriated all of Maxims drawi ngs and
took them sonewhere. Maxim drew a great deal and enjoyed it. During free
nmonments and at night when he could not sleep, there was absol utely nothing
else to do. So he drew animals and people, <charts and diagrans, and
anat om cal cross sections. He drew Professor Megu |like a hippopotanus, and
hi ppopot anmuses |i ke Professor Megu. He constructed an encycl opedic chart of
the Lingcos |anguage, schenmatics of nachines, and diagrans of historical
chronol ogy. The reans of paper he consunmed all disappeared into Fishface's
pocket w thout any visible evidence that he had succeeded in conmunicating
with his hosts. H ppo -- Professor Mqgu -- had his own approach to the
probl em and had no intention of changing it.

The encycl opedic chart of Lingcos, whose study would enable themto
initiate conmunication with Maxim held absolutely no interest for Hi ppo.
Fishface was the only person teaching the stranger the |ocal |anguage, and
then only the nost basic terns for communication -- "C ose the w ndow, " "Put
on your junpsuit,” and the like. Not a single comrunications specialist was
assigned to his case. Hi ppo, and only H ppo, was occupied with Maxi m

True, he had a rather powerful research tool at his command --
nment oscopi ¢ equi pnent -- and Maxi m spent fromfourteen to six-teen hours a
day in the testing chair. Moreover, H ppo's nento-scope was very sensitive.
It permitted rather deep nenory penetration and possessed an extrenely high
resolution capability. Wth such equipnent it was possible to manage w t hout
| anguage.

But Hippo wused the nentoscope in a rather peculiar nmanner. He
categorically refused to show his own nentograns to anyone and was even
sonewhat angered by suggestions that he do so. And his attitude toward
Maxi ml's nmentograns was strange. Maxi m had organized his recollections so
that the natives would receive a rather conprehensive picture of Earth's
social, economc, and cultural |I|ife. But these nentograns failed to arouse
an ent husi astic response from H ppo. He would nmake a wy face, nunble, walk
away, nmake phone <calls, or harass his assistant, frequently repeating a
succul ent - soundi ng word, "massaraksh.” Wen the screen showed Maxi m bl ow ng
up an icy crag that was bearing down on his ship, or tearing an arnored wolf
to pieces, or rescuing a field laboratory from a gigantic, stupid
pseudo- oct opus, nothing could drag hi maway from the nentoscope. He would
squeal softly, <clap his head in delight, and yell at his exhausted
assistant, who was nmaking recordings of the imges. The sight of a
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chronospheri c protuberance would send the professor into raptures, as if he
had never seen anything like it before. And he was very fond of |ove scenes,
extracted by Maxim from novies for the specific purpose of giving the
natives sone idea of Earthlings' enotional life.

The professor's absurd reaction to this material depressed Maxim He
wondered if H ppo was really a professor and not sinply a nentoscope
engi neer preparing material for the real conm ssion set up for comuni cation
wWth visitors fromouter space. Hi ppo seened a rather primtive individual,
like a kidinterested only in the battle scenes in War and PeaceWar and
Peace. It was humliating, Maximfelt, to have such a serious matter as his
presentations of Earth taken so lightly. He was entitled to expect a nore
serious partner in his attenpt to conmunicate.

O course, it was possible that this world was located at an
intersection of interstellar routes, so that visitors fromouter space were
comonpl ace -- in fact, so commonplace that special comm ssions were not
establ i shed for each new arrival. Oficials sinply l[imted thenselves to
eliciting the nost essential information from them In his case, for
exanpl e, the people with shiny but-tons, obviously not experts, had exam ned
his situation and, wthout further ado, sent him a new arrival, to the
desi gnated pl ace. But, he thought, perhaps sonme nonhumanoi ds had nmade such a
bad inpression that the natives reacted to all recent arrivals from other

pl anets with a decided but justifiable suspicion. Therefore, all Professor
H ppo's fussing with the nentoscope was nerely a delaying action, only a
senbl ance of communication, until sonme higher authority decided his fate.

“"One way or another," concluded Maxim gagging on the last piece of
food, "I'min a nmess. If 1'mgoing to get anywhere, | had better hurry up
and | earn their |anguage."

"Good," said Fishface, renoving his plate. "Let's go."

Maxi m si ghed and rose. They entered the corridor. It was long, dirty
blue, and lined wth doors, Ilike the one to Maximis room Maxi m never
encountered anyone here, but occasionally he heard excited voices com ng
from behind cl osed doors. Possibly other strangers were being kept here to
await decisions on their fate.

Fi shface wal ked in front of himwth a | ong masculine stride, straight
as a stick, and Maximfelt very sorry for her. Apparently this country was

still uninitiated in the cosnetic arts, and poor Fishface had been left to
her own devices. The professor's assistant treated her wth contenpt, and
Hi ppo took no notice of her at all. Rem nding hinself of his own inattentive

attitude, his con-science began to bother him He caught up with her, patted
her bony shoul der, and said: "Nolu, fine girl. Good girl."

She lifted a cold face to him pushed away his hand, frowned, and
decl ared sternly: "Maxi m bad. Man. Wnan. Must not."

Enbarrassed, Maxi m dropped back agai n.

When they reached the end of the corridor, Fishface pushed open a door
and they entered a large light room that Maxi mthought of as a reception
room Its windows were decorated tastelessly with rectangular gratings of
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thick iron rods. A high door wupholstered in l|eather led to Hippo's
| aboratory. For sone reason two huge natives were always stationed by the
door. Never responding to greetings, they sat al nbst notionless and appeared
to be in a constant trance.

As al ways, Fishface went straight into the [aboratory, |eaving Maximin
the reception room Maxim as usual, greeted the natives posted by the door
and, as usual, received no response. The door to the | aboratory was slightly
ajar and he could hear H ppo's loud, irritated voice and the clicking of the
ment oscope. Maxi mwent to the wi ndow, gazed briefly at the wet |andscape,
the wooded plain, and the superhighway, at the tall netal tower scarcely
visible in the fog, and quickly becane bored. He decided to enter the
| aboratory without waiting to be call ed.

It was filled, as wusual, wth the pleasant snell of ozone. Double
screens flickered. The bald, overworked assistant with an inpossible nane,
whom Maxi m had ni cknamed Fl oorl anp, pretended he was tuning the equi pnment as
he |istened to the argunment going on in the | aboratory.

In Hi ppo's chair, behind H ppo's desk, sat a stranger with a square,
peeling face and swollen, bloodshot eyes. H ppo stood in front of him
shrieking, legs thrust apart, hands against his sides, and |leaning over
slightly. Hs neck veins bulged, his bald spot had turned a fiery
sunset-purple, and spray flewin all directions fromhis nouth.

Trying not to attract attention, Maxim passed to his work station
quietly and greeted the assistant in a |ow voice. Floorlanp, his nerves worn
to a frazzle, recoiled in terror and slipped on at hick cable. Maxi mbarely

managed to grab him by the shoul ders. Floorlanp went |inp. What a strange
man. He was deathly afraid of Maxim Fishface appeared out of nowhere with a
small uncorked bottle that she stuck wunder Floorlanp's nose. Floorlanp

hi ccupped and revived. Before he could slip into unconsciousness again,
Maxi m | eaned hi m agai nst a steel cabinet and w th-drew quickly.

After he sat down in the testing chair he noticed that the stranger had
stopped Ilistening to H ppo and was observing him intently. Maximsmled
warmy. The stranger tipped his head slightly. At that instant. H ppo banged
his fist on the table and grabbed the telephone. Taking advantage of the
pause, the stranger wuttered a few words, but Maximcould distinguish only
"must"” and "nust not." Then the stranger picked up a sheet of thick bl uish
paper with a bright green border and waved it in front of H ppo' s face.
Annoyed, Hi ppo brushed it aside and imediately began to bark into the
phone. The words "nust," "nust not," and the puzzling "massaraksh" canme from
his |ips repeatedly, and Maxi m even caught the word "wi ndow " It ended with
Hi ppo slamm ng down the receiver angrily, bellowng at the stranger, and
after raining curses on him marching out and slamm ng the door.

Then the stranger rose fromhis seat, opened a long flat box |ly-ing on
t he wi ndow | edge, and took out a dark garnent.

"Conme here," he said to Maxim "Put this on."

Maxi m | ooked at Fi shf ace.

"Go on!" said Fishface. "Put it on. Mist."
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Maxi mreal i zed that soneone, sonewhere, had made the decision he had
been awaiting and that he was in for a change. He flung off the ugly junp
suit and, with the stranger's help, put on the new garnent. Mxi mthought it
was neither handsone nor confortable, but it was identical to the suit worn
by the stranger. Perhaps the stranger had given hima spare suit of his own,
for the |acket sleeves were too short and the trousers were baggy. But
everyone el se was pleased wth Maximls appearance. The stranger nunbled his
approval . Fishface's features softened as she snoothed the shoulders and
straightened the jacket. Even Floor-lanp smled wanly from behind the
control panel.

“"Let's go," said the stranger as he noved toward the door.

" Good-bye," said Maxim to Fishface. "And thank you,"”™ he added in
Li ngcos.

" Good- bye, " replied Fishface. "Mxi mgood. Strong. Mist go."

She seened upset. O, perhaps, concerned that the suit didn't fit too
wel | . Maxi mwaved to the pale Floorlanp and hurried after the stranger.

They passed through several roons cluttered wth bulky archaic
apparatus. They descended to the first floor in a rattling elevator and
entered the | owceilinged vestibule where GQuy had de-posited Maxi m days ago.
Now, as then, he had to wait wuntil sonme docunents were prepared, until a
funny little man in absurd head-gear scratched sonething on pink cards, and
the stranger scratched sonething on green ones, and a girl wearing optical
anplifiers punched notches in them Then everyone exchanged their cards and
everything got all mxed wup, and finally the little man in the absurd
headgear appropriated two green cards and a pink one. And the stranger
received two pink ones, a thick blue one, and a round netal tag with an
inscription onit. And a mnute |later he handed all this to a burly man with
shiny buttons who was standing by the exit. Wen they were al ready outsi de,
the burly fellow suddenly began shouting hoarsely, and the stranger
re-turned again; it seens he had forgotten to take the blue card with him

Maxi m was seated to the right of the stranger in a ridiculously Iong
autonobil e. The stranger was furious about sonething. Puffing and panting,
he kept repeating H ppo's favorite expletive: Mssaraksh."

The car growl ed, noved away gently fromthe curb, maneuvered through a
stationary herd of cars, rolled along the broad asphalt square in front of
the building, passed a large bed of wlted flowers, then a vyellow wall,
rolled on to the highway's entrance ranp, and braked sharply.

"Massar aksh! " hissed the stranger as he turned off the engine.

An endl ess columm of identical trucks stretched along the high-way. A
row of stationary circular objects of wet shiny netal protruded above the
side panels. The +trucks noved slowy, maintaining appropriate intervals,
their engines gurgling rhythmcally. They spread a terrible stench of
exhaust fumes everywhere.

Maxi m studied the little door next to him figured out how the w ndow
wor ked, and raised it. Wthout turning toward him the stranger uttered a
| engt hy and conpl etely i nconprehensi bl e sent ence.

"I don't understand," said Maxi m
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The stranger turned to him with a surprised expression and, judging
fromhis intonation, asked a question. Maxi mshook his j head.

The stranger seened even nore surprised. He dug into his pocket, pulled
out a small flat box with little white sticks, stuck one in his nouth, and
offered the rest to Maxim Qut of courtesy, Maximaccepted the little box
and began to examne it. It was nade of cardboard and snelled strongly of
sone kind of dried |eaves. Maximtook out one of the little sticks, bit off
a piece, and chewed it. He rolled down the wi ndow quickly, put his head out,
and spat. It was not food.

"Must not," he said, returning the box. "Taste bad."

The stranger stared at himand his nouth dropped open. The white stick
hung fromhis |ip. Maxim conformng with what appeared to be the | ocal
custom touched a stick to the end of his nose and introduced hinself:
"Maxi m "

The stranger nunbl ed sonething. A spark suddenly appeared in his hand;
he touched the tip of the white stick to it and instantly the car was filled
wi t h nauseati ng snoke.

"Massar aksh!" shouted Maximangrily and he flung open the door. "Mist
not!"

Now he realized what these sticks were: when he was traveling with Quy,
al nrost all the nen had poisoned the air with the very sane kind of snoke,
but instead of white sticks they inserted in their nouths short and |ong
wooden objects which | ooked Iike the little wooden whistles children used in
ancient times. Apparently they inhaled sone kind of narcotic -- undoubtedly
a very harnful custom Maximrecalled howrelieved he was to | earn that Guy
was al so opposed to this custom

The stranger quickly tossed the narcotic stick out the w ndow and waved
his palmin front of his face. To be on the safe side, Maxi mwaved his hand,
too, and then introduced hinself again. He |earned that the stranger's nane
was Fank, and wth that the conversation ended. They sat and waited for
about five mnutes, exchanged friendly glances, and pointing out to each
other the endless colum of trucks, kept repeating: "Massaraksh!" Finally
t he endl ess col um ended and Fank turned onto the highway.

He seened to be in a great hurry. At any rate, he accelerated the
engine into a velvety roar; then he swtched on sone evil-sounding device
and, ignoring all safety rules, started to pass the colum of trucks,
narrowmy mssing the cars speeding toward him

They passed the colum of trucks. Nearly flying onto the shoul der, they
swerved around a red vehicle with a lone driver; |eaped past a wooden cart
wi th enornmous wobbly wheels drawn by an ancient tailless beast; forced a
group of pedestrians wearing canvas capes into a ditch; sailed beneath a

canopy of wet trees planted in even rows along both sides of the road -- and
Fank kept accelerating. Realizing that the car had not been designed for
such speeds -- it was nuch too unstable -- Maximfelt uneasy.

Soon the road was lined with buildings. The car had burst into the

city, and Fank had to reduce his speed sharply.
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The streets were disproportionately narrow and janmed with vehicles.
Hemmed in on all sides by vehicles of every conceivabl e description, Fank's
car hardly noved. A van ahead of them its rear covered with flashy signs
and gaudy i mages of people and animals, al nost bl ocked out the sky. On their
left crawed two identical cars, crowded with gesticulating nen and wonen.
Beauti ful wonen, colorful, unlike Fishface. Further to the left rolled sone
sort of gyromat packed with passengers. On the right was a stationary strip
of asphalt closed to transport. People dressed in strange violet and bl ack
cl ot hi ng bunped, passed, and dodge done another as they shoul dered their way
t hrough the crowds.

There were many pale, drawn faces, very simlar to Fishface's. Al nost
everyone was ugly, painfully thin, too pale, awkward, and angular. Yet they
appeared to be content: they |aughed often and seened rel axed, their eyes
sparkled, and animted voices filled the air. "Perhaps,” thought Mxim
“"this is a well-organi zed society after all." The houses seened cheerful --
lights were shining in alnpbst all the w ndows, which nmeant there was no
shortage of electric power. Many-colored I|ights above rooftops blinked
gaily. Streets were washed clean. Al nost everyone was neatly dressed. But
al t hough this world appeared prosperous on the surface, sonething was w ong:
there were too many haggard faces.

Suddenly there was an abrupt change of nood. Excited cries rang through
the air. A man clinbed onto a glass kiosk and began to shout, waving a free
hand as he hung on with the other. Singing broke out on the sidewalk.
Pedestrians halted in their tracks, tossed their hats in the air, and sang
and shouted thensel ves hoarse, lifting their drawn faces to enornous col ored
signs flashing across the street.

“Massar aksh!" hi ssed Fank, and the car swerved sharply. Maxi m| ooked at
him Fank's face was deathly white and contorted. He pulled his hands back
fromthe wheel with difficulty and stared at his watch.

"“Massar aksh!" he groaned. He uttered several other words, but Maxim
caught only "I don't understand.”

Fank gl anced over his shoulder, and his face grew even nore contorted.
Mac | ooked back, too, but saw nothing unusual. Only a bright vyellow

box- shaped aut onobil e.

By now the shouting and shrieking on the street had reached fever
pitch, but Maximhad no time to think about it. Fank had | ost consci ousness
and the car was still noving. The wvan in front of them slamed on its
brakes, and a massive gaudy wall cane at Maxi m head-on. Then, a dull thud, a
si ckeni ng crunch, and the hood of their car sprang up.

"Fank!" shouted Maxi m "Fank! Mist not!"

Fank lay there noaning, his body slunped over the wheel, Brakes
squeal ed, traffic stopped, and sirens how ed. Mxim shook Fank by the
shoul der and then opened the w ndow, shouting, "Hurry! Hurt!"

The singing, yelling nob converged on the car. Maxim was to-tally
bew | dered. Either these people were outraged by the accident, or they were
i nsanely overjoyed about something, or they were threatening soneone. It
woul d be pointless to shout for help; he couldn't even hear hinself. So he
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returned to Fank. Now Fank's head was thrown back agai nst the seat; and with
all his strength he was kneading his tenples and cheeks. Saliva oozed from
the corners of his nmouth. Realizing that Fank was in terrible pain, Maxim
grasped himfirmy by the elbows and braced hinmself quickly, preparing to
transfer the painto his own body. He wasn't sure it would work with a
non- Earthling, and he searched in vain for a point where he could establish
nerve contact. To nmake nmatters worse, Fank pulled his hands fromhis tenples
and with all his remining strength tried to push Maxi maway, mnunbling
desperately and tearfully. Mxi munderstood only "Go, go!" He was sure that
Fank was out of his m nd.

The door next to Fank opened wide. Two faces beneath black berets
forced their way into the car. Rows of netal buttons glittered, Maxinm s door
was opened, and strong hands gripped his shoulders, side, and neck. They
pul l ed himaway from Fank and dragged himfromthe car. He did not resist.
As he was pushed into the noisy nob, he saw two nmen in berets dragging the
withing Fank to the yellow car, while three others in berets cleared a path
t hrough the armwaving crowmd. Then, with a roar, the crowd closed in on the
wr ecked car; the car lurched clunsily, rose in the air, and turned onto its

side. The crowd descended on it, still shouting and singing. Everyone had
been seized by a frantic ecstasy.
Maxi mwas driven back to the wall of a building and pressed against a

wet shop w ndow. Craning his neck, he spotted the yellow car. It set off
wth a brassy wailing noise. Forcing its way through the nob, it disappeared
from si ght.

4.

By late evening Maximhad had it wwth the city. He was ravenous. He had
been on his feet all day, seen a great deal but under-stood al nbst nothing.
He did pick up several new words by eavesdroppi ng on conversations and could
now identify sone of the letters on signs and posters, but that was it. The
accident with Fank had disturbed him yet he was relieved to be on his own
again. | ndependence was very inportant to him it was sonething he had
| acked during his confinement in Hippo's fifth-floor termte's nest with its
m serable ventilation. Reviewng the entire situation, he decided not to
return to Hppo for the tinme being but to lose hinself for a while. Sure,
courtesy to your hosts was inportant, but the chance to gather information
was sonething to be considered as well. Yes, it was dammed inportant to
establish conmunication wth these people, but a better opportunity to
gather information on his own would probably never turn up again. So
comruni cati on woul d have to wait.

The city amazed him It bugged the earth. Al novenent took place
either along the ground or beneath it. The vast areas between buil dings and
t he sky above themwere filled only with snoke, rain, and fog. The city was
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gray, snoky, and drab. There was a saneness everywhere. Not in its buildings

-- sone were rather beautiful -- nor in the nonotonous swarm ng of crowds on
its streets; not inits eternal danpness, nor in the striking |ifelessness
of its solid nmass of stone and asphalt -- its saneness resided in sonething

al |l -enbracing, sonething very basic. It resenbled the gigantic nmechani sm of
a clock in which every part is different, yet everything noves, rotates,
meshes, and unneshes in a single, endless rhythm where a change in rhythm
means only one thing -- faulty nmechanism Dbreakdown, stoppage. A strange
worl d, so unlike anything he had ever seen! It was probably a very conplex
soci ety governed by many |laws. But there was one that Maxim had already
di scovered for hinself: conform do as everyone else does in the sane way as
everyone else. And this was precisely what he was doing. Melting into the
crowd, he entered gigantic stores under dirty glass roofs; together with the
crowds he left them descended into the earth, squeezed into jamed el ectric
trains, and sped off sonewhere am d incredible thundering; then, swept al ong
by the crowd, he ascended to the surface again to streets identical to the
ones he had just left.

Evening had fallen, and the feeble streetlights suspended high above
t he ground had gone on. The main streets were now congested. Retreating from
the crowds, Maximfound hinself 1in a half-deserted, poorly lit Ilane. He
deci ded that he'd had enough of the city for the day and halted.

He noticed three lum nous gold spheres, a blinking blue sign nade of
fluorescent glass tubes, and a door |leading to a cellar cafe. He had al ready
| earned that the three spheres neant a place where food was avail able.

Descending sonme chipped steps, he saw a small |lowceilinged roomwith a
dozen tables, a floor thickly coated wth clean sawdust, and gl ass shel ves
crammed wth bottles of iridescent liquids. The cafe was al nost enpty.

Behind a counter in front of the shelves a flabby elderly woman noved
sluggi shly; a short distance away, a short but strong-looking fellowwith a
t hi ck bl ack nustache sat casually at a snmall table.

Maxi m entered, chose a table in a recess away fromthe counter, and sat
down. The old wonman glanced in his direction and said sonething in a hoarse
but | oud voice. The man | ooked at himvacantly, turned away, picked up a
tall glass of transparent liquid, and took a sip. A door opened, and an
attractive young girl wearing a white |ace apron entered the room Noticing
Maxi m she went to his table, but instead of neeting his eyes, she stared
over his head. She had clear delicate skin, |light down on her up-per |ip,
and beautiful gray eyes. Maxi mbrought his finger to the tip of his nose
gallantly and introduced hinself: "Maxim"

The girl | ooked down at himin amazenent as if seeing him now for the
first time. She was so lovely that Maximcouldn't restrain a broad smle.
Then she sm | ed and pointed to her nose: "Rada."

"Good," said Maxi m " Supper."

She nodded and asked a question. To be on the safe side, Maxi m nodded
and smled. He watched her as she wal ked away. Her slim graceful figure
rem nded himthat this world, too, had its beautiful people.

The old woman uttered a Ilengthy comment and vanished be-hind the
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counter. Maxim noticed that the man was staring at him Rather hostilely,
too. Oh, well, forget it. He probably didn't appear particularly friendly
hi nsel f.

Rada reappeared and served Maxi ma bow of steam ng porridge wth neat
and vegetables and a thick glass nug filled wth a foam ng |iquid.

"Good," said Maxim He notioned to her to join him

If only she would sit with himand talk to himwhile he ate. Wat a
pl easure it would be to hear her voice. He was anxious for her to know that
he |i ked her and woul d enj oy her conpany.

But Rada nerely smled and shook her head. She said sone-thing -- Maxim
caught the words "to sit," and she returned to the counter. Too bad, thought
Maxi m He picked up the two-pronged fork and began to eat, trying to conpose
a sentence from the thirty words he knew, a sentence that woul d express
friendship and his need to comruni cate.

As she |leaned against the counter wth her arns fol ded across her
chest, Rada glanced at himfromtinme to time. Each tine their eyes net, they
smled at each other, and Maxi m was sonmewhat surprised when Rada's smles
grew progressively weaker and nore hesitant. He had very mi xed feelings. He
enjoyed |ooking at Rada, although his pleasure was marred by a grow ng
uneasi ness. And he was pleased that the neal had turned out to be
surprisingly tasty and nourishing, but at the sane tine he felt the man's
oppressive sidelong glances and the disapproval in the eyes of the old
wonman. He took a sip fromthe nmug. Yes, it was beer -- cold and fresh, but,
he thought, too strong.

The man said sonething, and Rada went over to his table. Justas a
snot hered conversation began, a fly attacked Maximand he had to struggle
with it. Powerful, blue, and inpudent, it seened to junp in all directions
at once; it buzzed and whined, as if declaring its love for Mxim It
insisted on staying wwth himand his plate. It walked on it, licked it. It
was stubborn and verbose. The escapade ended with the fly falling into his
beer when Maxi m swung at the wrong nonent. He set the nug down squeam shly
on another table and continued eating. Rada returned, this time unsmling;
she | ooked away and asked hi m sonet hi ng.

“"Yes," replied Maxim playing it safe again. "Rada good."

She gazed at himin undisguised fright, noved off to the counter, and
returned carrying a small glass of brown liquid on a saucer.

"Tasty," said Maxim |looking at the girl wth warnth and concern. "Wat
is bad? Rada, sit here. Tal k. Mist tal k. Miust not go."

To Maxims surprise, his carefully prepared speech nade a poor
i npressi on on Rada. He thought she was about to cry. She whi spered sonet hing
and ran from the room The old woman be-hind the counter uttered several
angry words. "l'm doi ng sonme-thing wong," thought Maxim upset. "But what?"
Qovi ously the man and the woman did not care to have Rada sit and talk with
him But since they clearly were neither governnment officials nor guardians
of the Ilaw, and since he apparently had not violated any |aws, the best
thing would be to ignore their hostile stares.
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The man drained his glass, took a thick black polished cane from under
the table, and wal ked slowy toward Maxim He sat down opposite him placed
the cane across the table, and wthout |ooking at Maxim but obviously
addressing him spoke slowy and | aboriously, repeating frequently
"Massaraksh." The hostility and enmty in Ms speech were strangely diluted
by the indifference in his intonation and facial expression and by the
enpti ness of his colorless glassy eyes.

“I don't understand,” said Maxi mangrily.

The man slowWy turned a blank face to him and seenmed to | ook right
through him Slowy and distinctly he asked Maxi ma question, then suddenly
whi pped a long shiny knife out of his cane. Maxim was bew | dered. Not
knowi ng what to say or howto react, he picked up a fork and twirled it in
his fingers. The effect was startling. The man junped back, knocking over
his chair. Holding his knife in front of him he crouched down absurdly. The
old woman let out a piercing shriek. Taken by surprise, Maximjunped up.
Suddenly the man was beside him At that instant Rada appeared, planted
hersel f between them and shouted, first at the man, then at Maxim At this
point Maximwas totally con-fused. The man picked up his cane, returned the
knife to its hiding place, and walked toward the exit quietly. He turned
around in the doorway, nuttered sonething, and vani shed.

Rada, pale and trenbling, picked up the overturned chair, w ped up the
brown puddle on the table, and cleared away the dirty dishes. She returned
and said sonmething to Maxim to which he replied, as wusual, "Yes." It was
hopel ess. Rada repeated the same words, but this tinme she sounded angry,
although Maximfelt that she was nore frightened than angry. "No," he
replied, and instantly the woman behind the counter began to vyell so hard
her cheeks shook. Finally Maximadmtted, "I don't under-stand."

The woman sprang out from behind the counter, flew over to Maxim and
pl anted herself in front of him She grabbed himby his shirt and rumaged
t hrough his pockets. Maximwas so stunned that he didn't resist, but only
repeated "Must not" and | ooked plaintively at Rada. The ol d wonan, behavi ng
as though she had suddenly cone to a fateful decision, rushed back behind
t he counter and grabbed the tel ephone.

"Fank!" said Maximw th enotion. "Fank hurt! Go. Bad."

The tension broke suddenly. Rada said sonething to the old woman t hat
convinced her to put down the phone. She sputtered a bit nore, then cal ned
down. Rada sat Maxi m down again, served hima fresh nug of beer, and to his
delight and relief joined him For a while everything went snoothly. Rada
asked questions, and Maxim beaming wth pleasure, answered themwth "I
don't understand.” Maxim |laboriously constructed another sentence and
declared: "Rain, nassaraksh, bad, fog." Rada broke out |aughing. Then
another girl arrived and greeted them Rada and she left the room and after
a while Rada re-turned, but w thout her apron. She was wearing a bright red
cape and carrying a |arge handbag.

“"Let's go," she said, and Maxi mjunped up.

They were unable to |leave inmediately. The old wonan began to shout
agai n. She was angry about sonething, demanding sone-thing. She waved a pen
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and sheet of paper inthe air. Rada argued with her for a while, but the
other girl came over and took the wonan's side. Rada finally relented. Then
the three of them con-fronted Maxim At first they repeated the sane
gquestion, singly and then in chorus, which Mxim of course, didn't
understand. At | ast Rada ordered everyone to keep quiet; she clapped Maxi m
lightly on the chest.

"Mac Si nmP"

"Maxim" he corrected her.

"Max? | nP"

"Maxim Max -- nust not. Im-- rmust not. Maxim'

Rada brought her finger to the tip of her nose and said, "Rada Gaal.
Maxi m "

"Gaal ?" he said. "@Quy Gaal ?"

Dead sil ence. They were stunned.

"Quy Gaal," repeated Maxim overjoyed. "GQuy good man."

Suddenly there was a commotion as the wonen all began to talk at once.
Rada tugged at Maxim and asked sonething. OGbviously she was terribly
interested in learning how he knew Guy. "Quy, Quy, Guy" bobbed up in a
stream of i nconprehensi bl e words.

"Massar aksh!" said the old woman as she burst into |laughter. And the
girls joined in. Rada took Maxim by the arm and they went out into the
rain.

They walked to the end of a poorly Iit side street and turned into an
even di mrer |lane where rickety wooden houses |ined a nuddy road paved with
uneven cobbl estones. Then they nmde two nore turns. The narrow crooked
streets were deserted. Not a single pedestrian was out.

At first Rada chattered animtedly, repeating Guy's nane frequently.
Maxi minterjected occasionally that QGuy was a fine per-son, but added in
Li ngcos that one should not beat people in the face, that this was a strange
custom and that he, Maxim could not understand it. As the streets they
passed t hrough grew narrower, darker, and nuddier, Rada's chatter broke off
nore frequently. Sonetines she stopped and peered into the darkness. At
first Maxim thought she was trying to find a drier path, but it was
sonet hing el se she was searching for, because she wal ked straight through
t he puddl es. Maximhad to guide her away fromthemgently and | ead her onto
drier ground. Were there wasn't any, he |lifted her under the arns and
carried her, which appeared to please her. But each tine her delight would
qui ckly be snothered by fear.

The farther they wal ked fromthe cafe, the nore fearful she be-cane. At
first Maximtried to establish nerve contact with her, but, as with Fank, he
was unsuccessful. They left the slunms and cane out on a nuddy unpaved road.
An endl ess fence, topped wth rusty barbed wire, extended along the right
side, and on the left was a pitch-dark, putrid wasteland. Here Rada becane
conpl etely unnerved and al nost burst into tears. To boost her spirits, Maxim
sang the nost cheerful songs he knew, at the top of his lungs. For a short
time it helped -- until they reached the end of the fence. Here were nore
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houses, long, Ilow, wth dark windows. The few street lights burned dimy,
and in the distance, beneath a solitary archway, stood a group of
rai n-drenched, bunched-over, shivering figures. Rada halted.

Grasping his arm she began to speak in a faltering whisper. She pulled
hi m back and he obeyed, thinking it would nake her feel Dbetter. Then,
realizing that she had acted inpulsively, out of desperation, he refused to
budge.

“"Let's go," he said to her gently. "Let's go, Rada. Not bad. Good."

Like a child, she obeyed. Although he didn't know the way, he |ed her
and suddenly realized that she was afraid of the wet figures. He was very
surprised because they didn't appear dangerous; they were ordinary natives,
hunched over in the rain and shivering fromthe danpness. At first there
were two of them then a third and a fourth appeared with those gl ow ng
narcotic sticks hanging fromtheir |ips.

Maxi m wal ked al ong the deserted street between the rows of vyellow
houses, directly toward them and Rada kept pressing closer to him He
pl aced his arm around her shoulder. It suddenly occurred to himthat he was
m st aken, that Rada nust be shaking fromthe cold and not fromfear. There
was certainly nothing dangerous about those rain-soaked figures. He wal ked
past them Hands thrust deep inside their pockets and stanping to warm
t hensel ves, those pitiful souls, poisoned by narcotics, didn't appear to
notice Rada or him didn't even raise their eyes, although he passed cl ose
enough to hear their sick, irregular breathing. Now, he thought, Rada could
rel ax. But as they passed the arch-way another group of four, as wet and
pitiful as the first, sprang out in front of themand bl ocked their path.
Their | eader held along thick cane. Maxi mrecogni zed both himand the cane.
The stranger in the cafe.

Fromthe top of the peeling archway a bare bulb dangled in the draft.
The walls were covered wth nold, and below his feet lay cracked concrete
mar ked by the nuddy tracks of many feet. Sounds of shuffling feet canme from
the rear. Maxi mturned around. The first four were catching up, gasping for
breath and tossing away those repulsive narcotic sticks. Rada let out a
muffled cry and let go of his hand. Suddenly he was henmed in, pressed
against the wall. He could see two of them hol ding Rada by the arns. The one
with the cane went up to her, shifted the cane to his left hand, and raising
his right wwth a deliberate notion, struck her on the cheek.

Maxi m |l ost all sense of reality. Sonmething clicked in his brain and the
peopl e vanished. Only he and Rada were there. No one else. Near them
dangerous aninmals stanmped clunsily through the nud. Cty, archway, naked
bulb -- all were gone. For himthere were only the inpassable nountains in
the Land of Oz-on-Pandora. And a cave, a trap set by naked apes. And a pale,
yel | ow, apathetic noon |ooking into the cave. He had to fight for his life.
And now he began to fight as he had fought then on Pandor a.

Ti me sl owed down obediently. Seconds becanme hours, and during the span
of a single second he could performnmany nmaneuvers, deliver many bl ows, and
see all his adversaries simultaneously. The animals were not very agile.
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They were used to tangling with another kind of beast. They didn't have tine
to realize that they had chosen the wong victimand that it would have been
w ser to run away. They tried to fight. Maxi mseized one of the aninmals by
the jaw, yanked up its pliant head, and chopped its pale pul sating neck with
the edge of his hand. Instantly he turned to the next one and grabbed,
jerked, and chopped, in a cloud of stinking, predatory breathing, in the
cave's echoing silence, in the yellow, dripping sem darkness. Dirty crooked
claws tore at his neck and slid off; yellow fangs sank deep into his
shoul der and slid off.

Now he was al one. Their | eader was rushing toward the cave's exit with

his club because he, like all |eaders, possessed the sharpest reflexes and
was the first to realize what was happening. For an instant, Maximfelt
sorry for him how slowy he seened to react -- the seconds stretched out,

and their fleet |eader had scarcely noved his legs when Maxim sli pping
bet ween t he seconds, caught up wth him Maxi mhacked him on the run and
hal t ed.

Time resuned its normal flow again: the cave was now an archway; the
nmoon, a bare bulb; and the Land of Oz-on-Pandora, an enigmatic city on an
enigmatic planet. Even nore enigmatic than Pandora.

Maxi m stood there, resting. The | eader craw ed about painfully on the
ground. Blood trickled from Maxi mi s wounded shoul der. Sobbi ng, Rada took his
hand and ran his pal macross her wet face. He | ooked around; bodies lay |like
sacks on the dirty concrete. Mechanically, he counted them Six, including
the | eader; two, he thought, had managed to escape. Rada's touch felt
i ndescri bably pl easant, and he knew that he had taken the proper course; he
had done what had to be done. No nore, no less. He didn't bother to pursue
t hose who had escaped, although he could have overtaken themeasily. Even
now he could hear their heels clicking at the end of the street.

The ones who had failed to escape lay on the ground; sone would die,
and sone were already dead. These, he realized, were people, too, not apes
or arnored wol ves, although their breath was foul, their touch dirty, and
their thoughts repulsive and predatory .He felt a certain regret, sensed
that he had | ost sonmething, sonething fine and pure, a part of his soul, and
he realized that the old Maxi m had di sappeared forever. |In spite of this
| oss, he felt a kind of strange pride stirring within him

“Let's go, Maxim" Rada said quietly.

He foll owed her subm ssively.

“I'n short, you let himslip through your fingers."

"What could | do, Stranni k? You know how it is."

“"Damm it, Fank'. You didn't have to do a dammed thing. Al you had to
do was take a driver with you."

"All right, it was ny fault. But who coul d have expected... ?"

"OK. Enough. Wat neasures have you taken?"

"As soon as | was released, | phoned Megu. Megu didn't know anything
about it. If he returns, Megu will let nme know imrediately. Next, | put al
i nsane asylunms under surveillance. He can't go far. He sticks out like a

file:///D]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...0Strugatsky%20-%20Prisoners%200f%20Power.htm (33 of 205) [2/24/2004 10:35:38 PM]



Arcady and Boris Strugatsky. Prisoners of Power

sore thunb. "

" And?"

“I alerted our people in the police departnent. | ordered them to
follow up every case, even petty traffic violations. He doesn't have
docunents. 1'Il be informed if anyone arrested doesn't have identification

papers. He can't hide, even if he wants to. It's just a nmatter of two or
three days. A sinple matter."

“"Sinple, you say? What could be sinpler than getting into a car,
driving to the telecenter, and transporting a nman here? But you coul dn't
even handle that."

"OK, it's ny fault. But such a coincidence --

“Enough about coincidences. Do you really think he's crazy?"

“It's hard to say. He's nore like a savage. Like a well-washed,
wel | - groonmed savage fromthe nountains. But | can easily imgine a situation
in which he'd act |I|ike a lunatic. Then there's that idiotic smle, the
i mbecilic speech. And he's a conplete fool."

"Of course. You've taken the proper steps. But there's sonething else,
Fank. Contact the underground.™

"What ?"

“I'f you don't find himin the next few days, he'll undoubtedly turn up
in the underground.”

"I do not understand what a savage woul d be doing in the underground.”

"There's lots of themin the underground. Don't ask stupid questions --
just do what | tell you. If you |lose himagain, you're fired."

“I't won't happen again."

"Good. What el se do you have for ne?"

PART TWO: LEGIONNAIRE

5.

Captain Chachu conpleted the briefing and barked: "Corporal Gal,
remain. The rest are dism ssed."

After the other platoon |eaders had filed out, the captain, swveling
in his chair and whistling the old soldier's song "Cool It, Mama," studied
GQuy for sonme tine. Captain Chachu bore no resenblance to Captain Tolot. He
was stocky and swarthy, with a |large bald spot, nuch older than Tolot and,
not |ong ago, had fought in eight coastal actions. He had received the Fiery
Cross and three other nedals for bravery wunder fire. People still talked
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about his fantastic duel with a white submarine: his tank had received a
direct hit and caught fire, but he <continued firing wuntil he | ost
consci ousness from severe buns. It was said that his entire body was covered
by skin transplants. Three fingers were mssing fromhis left hand. He was
blunt and coarse, a real fighter. Unlike the reserved Captain Tolot, he
never thought it necessary to conceal his enotions fromhis subordinates or
superiors. Wien he was in a good nood, the entire brigade knew it, but when
he was out of sorts and whistled "Cool It, Mama," well, watch out.

Looking himstraight in the eye, GQuy was dismayed by the thought that
he had sonehow di sappointed and angered this remarkable man. He quickly
reviewed in his mind all his own mnor offenses and those of his platoon but
could recall nothing that hadn't been dism ssed with a carel ess wave of the
captain's crippled hand and a throaty, grunmpy response: "OK, that's what the
Legion's all about. The hell with it!"

The captain stopped sw veling and whistling.

“I don't like a lot of talk and scribbling,” he said. "Either you
recommend Candi date Simor you don't. Wiich is it?"

"Yes, sir, | recommend him" said Guy quickly. "But..."

“"No 'buts,' corporal! Do you or don't you?"

"I do, sir."

"Then what's the neaning of these two pieces of paper?”

The captain pulled sone papers fromhis pocket and unfol ded them on the
desk, holding themdown with his crippled hand. "Here it says: '| recommend
the aforenmentioned Mac Sim a |loyal and capable person' -- well, that's
clear -- 'for appointnent to the noble calling of candidate in the ranks of
the Fighting Legion.' And here's your second note: 'In connection with the
aforenentioned, | feel it is my duty to call the attention of the command to
the need for a thorough check of the designated candidate for the Fighting
Legion, Mac Sim' Massaraksh! What the hell do you really nean, corporal ?"

"Captain!" Quy was very agitated. "I really don't know what to say.
know Candidate Simis a loyal <citizen, devoted to the Legion's ideals. |I'm
sure that he will have nuch to contribute. But since only nen of inpeccable
integrity belong in the Legion, | thought --

“You thought!" the captain snapped. "Corporal, here's what vyou'll do.
You'll take one of these two notes right now and tear it up. You nust
understand that | cannot go to the brigadier with two statenents. [It's got

to be either yes or no. This is the Legion, corporal, not a philosophy
departnent! You have two mnutes to think it over."

The captain took a thick folder froma drawer and di sgustedly tossed it
on the desk. @y |ooked at his watch despondently. It was a difficult
decision to make. It was dishonest and unworthy of a legionnaire to conceal
from the authorities hi s i nconpl ete know edge of the man he was
recomrending, even if it was Mac. On the other hand, it was di shonest and
unworthy of a legionnaire to avoid responsibility by shifting the decision
onto the captain, who had seen Maximonly twice, and then only in fornation.
“Well, all right, I'Il go over it again. Points in favor: He has accepted
the Legion's ideals heart and soul; he passed the physical wthout a hitch;
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he was sent by Captain Tolot and Doctor Zogu to sone top-secret institution,
evidently for a thorough investigation, which he passed. True, |'mtaking
Maxims owmn word for this |ast statenent -- he clains he lost all his
docunents. And last, he's a brave, natural-born fighter. He nade short work
of Ratso's gang, single handed. He's open in his dealings wth others,
good- natured, and absolutely unselfish. And extraordinarily gifted. Points
agai nst: We've absolutely no idea who he is and where he cane from either
he renmenbers nothing of his past or he refuses to tell us. And he doesn't
have any docunents. But why should that bother us? After all, the governnent
now controls only the borders and the central region. Two-thirds of our
country is still torn by anarchy and plagued by starvation and epi dem cs.
People are fleeing those areas and none of them have docunents -- the
younger ones don't even know what docunents are. And how many of them have
| ost their nenory! And how many degens! But we know one thing for sure, the
nost inportant -- Maximis not a degen.™

“Well, corporal ?" asked the captain.

"Yes, sir!" said GQuy rather recklessly. "May | ?"

He picked up the note containing his suggestion that Maxi m be checked
and tore it up slowy.

"Cor-rect decision! Well done, |egionnaire! Notes, reports, checks --
rubbi sh! Conbat will be the proving ground! Wen we get into our tanks and
head for the atomc trap zone, we'll find out damm quick who is with us and
who isn't."

"Yes, sir," said GQuy without particular conviction. He understood the
old soldier, but he felt that the hero of the coastal actions was m staken.
Conbat, of course, was inportant, but one's integrity was sonething el se.
Anyway, the question had nothing to do wth Maxim s case. Maxi m was honest
to the core.

“Massar aksh!" barked the captain. "The Health Departnment certified him
and the rest is our business.” He |ooked at QGuy angrily and added: "A
| egi onnaire has conplete trust in his friend. If he doesn't, he's certainly
no friend and he ought to kick himout. |I'msurprised at you, corporal. OK
back to your platoon. There's very little tine left. 1'Il watch the
candi date nyself during the operation."”

@Quy clicked his heels and left. Safely outside, he smled. The old

sol di er had taken the responsibility on hinself after all. Now, with a clear
consci ence, he could consider Maxim his friend. Mac Sim H's real surnane
was a nouthful. Either he had inagined it in a delirious state or he

actually was related to those nountain people. Hm what was the nanme of
their ancient king. Zarem chakbeshnucaray. Guy wal ked over to the parade
ground and scanned it for his platoon. Tireless Pandi was driving the nen
t hrough the top-floor wndow of a dummy three-story building. They were
soaked from the effort, and with only an hour left before the operation,
that wasn't so good.

"As you were!" shouted Guy from af ar

“"As you were!" yelled Pandi. "Fall in!"
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The platoon fell into formation quickly.

“"Attention!" Pandi shouted. He marched up to GQuy smartly and reported:
“"Corporal, the platoon is learning to take a town by assault."

"Stand at attention," ordered CGuy, trying to express disapproval by his
tone of voice, as Corporal Serenbesh was so skilled at doing. He strode back
and forth in front of the formation, hands clasped behind his back, | ooking
into the famliar faces of his nen.

Bul gi ng eyes -- gray, brown, blue -- followed his every novenent, ready
to execute his orders. 1Ibis was his life, these twelve strong nen -- six
full privates of the Fighting Legion on the right flank and six candi dates
aspiring to be regular privates on the left flank; all wearing smart bl ack
junmp suits with shiny buttons, glistening conbat boots, and berets tipped
jauntily over their right eyebrows. And in the center of the formation, on
t he candi dates' right flank, |owered Maxim his favorite, even though it was
wong for a platoon |leader to single out one over the others. "Hey, what's
t hi s? Those strange brown eyes of his aren't rigid like the others. Wll,
all right, he'll learn that in tinme... And what's this?"

Quy went up to Maxi mand jabbed at his open top button. Then, standing
on tiptoe, he adjusted his beret. "Damm, there goes that stupid grin again.
Well, give himtime, he'll outgrowit. After all, he is the youngest recruit
in the platoon.™

To avoid any senblance of favoritism Quy straightened the buckle on
Maxi m s nei ghbor, although it was unnecessary. Then he stepped back three
paces and ordered the platoon to stand at ease.

“Men," said CQuy, "today we're going to take part in a regular operation
as part of the conpany. We're going to neutralize the agents of a potenti al
eneny. The operation will be conducted according to Plan Thirty-three. |
know t hat you regul ar privates renmenber your part, but | think it would help
to refresh the nenories of those candidates who neglect to fasten all their
buttons. Each platoon is assigned one entrance to the building. The platoon
divides into four teans: three teans of three for the inside job, and a
backup team outside. The inside teans of two privates and one candidate w ||
go through all the apartnments systematically, and renenber, w thout neking a
comotion. After a patrol has entered an apartnent, it wll do as follows:
the candidate will guard the front door; a private wll occupy the rear
entrance and not permt anything to divert him and the team/|eader w |
i nspect the apartnent. The outside backup team of three candi dates conmmanded
by the platoon leader -- in this case, nme -- wll remain below at the
building's entrance, prepared to render inmmedi ate assistance to any inside
teamrequiring it. You know the makeup of the inside teans and the backup
teans. Attention!™ He withdrew one step. "Fall into teans!”

After a brief shuffling, the platoon regrouped into teans. Each man
stood in his proper place. No one had funbled with his subnachine gun,
slipped, or lost his beret, as usually happened during exercises. Mxim
with a broad grin on his face again, |owered above the backup team s right
flank. An absurd thought suddenly occurred to Quy -- that Maximviewed the
entire operation as an anusing gane. Damm it, it couldn't be true! It was
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just that dam idiotic smle.

“Not bad,"” grunbled Guy, giving Pandi an approving |ook. The old man
had done a fine job -- really drilled the nen. "Attention! Platoon, fal
inl"

A brief shuffling again, neat and precise -- beautiful -- and the
pl atoon stood before himin a straight row Good! Sinply remarkable! A
shiver ran through him Hands cl asped behind his back, he strode up and down
in front of the platoon.

"Legionnaires!™ he said. "W are the strength and hope of the
Al -Powerful Creators. In fulfilling their great mssion they have only us
torely on." This was the truth, the real truth; and there was a certain
fascination init. It gave one a sense of superiority to the rest of
society. "The Fighting Legion is the iron fist of history. It has been
cal |l ed upon to sweep aside all obstacles on our proud path. The sword of the
Fighting Legion has been tenpered in fire; it burns in our hands, and only
streans of the eneny's blood can cool it. The eneny 1is cunning. He is
cowardly, but stubborn. The Al -Powerful Creators have commanded us to smash
this treacherous resistance, to tear out by the roots those forces that drag
us down into chaos and depraved anarchy. That is our duty and we are happy
to fulfill it. We make nmany sacrifices. W disturb the tranquillity of our
not hers, Dbrothers, and children W deprive the honest worker, the honest
civil servant, the honest tradesman and industrialist of nmuch deserved rest.
They know why we nust invade their honmes, and they welcone us as their best
friends, as their protectors. Renenber this, and do not |et anything divert
you fromyour mssion. A friend is a friend, but an eneny is an eneny. Are
t here any questions?”

“No!" bell owed the platoon.

“Attention! Thirty mnutes to rest and check your equipnent.
Di sm ssed!"

The pl atoon scattered and headed for the barracks in twos and threes.
Quy followed slowy, and Maxim smling, waited for hima short distance
away. "Q@uy, how about a fast round of the word?"

Quy groaned to hinself. He'd have to shut this kid up! Gag him GCod,
i magi ne a candidate bugging his corporal wth such idiotic nonsense a
hal f - hour before an operation.

“"This isn't the tinme for ganes," he said as coldly as possible.

“"Are you upset about sonething?" asked Maxi m synpat hetically.

@Quy shook his head in exasperation. What the hell could he do with hinf
It was utterly inpossible to silence such a good-natured giant, who was on
top of everything else his sister's savior and a man far superior to hinself
in everything but mlitary drill. Guy glanced around and then pleaded:
“Listen, Mac, you're putting nme in a dammed awkward position Wien we're in
the barracks, I'm your boss, | give the orders, and you obey. |I've been
poundi ng that into your dunb head."

"But | amready to obey you. Go ahead, give an order! | know what
discipline is."
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"I already have. Check your equiprent."”
"Excuse ne Guy. But that isn't the order you gave us. You ordered us to

check equi pnent and rest. Have you forgotten? Well |'ve checked ny equi pnent
and now |'mresting. So, how about the word gane? |'ve thought up a good
one."

“Mac, get this! A subordinate has the right to address his superior
officer only according to regulations. And only in regard to mlitary
matters."

"Yes, | renmenber. Paragraph Nine. But that's only when we're on duty.
At the nonment, we're resting.”

"How do you know I'mresting?" asked QGuy. They stood behind an
encl osure, where, thank God, they could not be seen. No one could see this
tower | eaning against the fence and tugging his corporal by the buttons.
"Look, Mac, | rest only at honme, but even there | would never pernt a
subordinate to... now | et goof ny buttons and button up your own."

Maxi m f ast ened hi s buttons.

"@Quy, | don't wunderstand you. On duty you behave one way at hone
anot her. Wy?"

“Let's not go into that again. |I'msick of telling you the sane thing
over and over. And that grin of yours -- when are you going to stop smling
in formation?"

“"There's nothing in the regulations that says you can't smle," replied
Mac slowy. "As far as repeating the sane thing over and over to ne, Qy,

there's sonething | want to tell you. Now, don't be offended at what |I'm
going to say. | know you're not a -- speecher -- a reciter..."

" A what ?"

"You're not a person who can speak beautifully."

"Orat or ?"

"Orator. Yes, that's the word. You're not an orator. But that doesn't
matter. Today you nmade a speech to us. You spoke the right words, good
words. But at home when you spoke about the Legion and the job it had to do
and about conditions in your country, it was very interesting. It cane from
you, it was really you speaking. But here you repeat the sane thing over and
over and it's not really you speaking. Everything you say here is true, but
it's always the sane. And very boring. You' re not offended, are you?"

No, of course GQuy wasn't offended, but a fine icy needle had just
pricked his ego: until now he had thought he had al ways presented things to
his men as snmoothly and convincingly as Corporal Serenbesh. And the captain,
too, had been repeating the very sane speech for three years. There was
not hing surprising or disgraceful about it. After all, nothing had really
changed in the country's donestic or foreign policy in the past three years.

“"And where does it say, Mac, that a subordinate should reprove his
superi or ?"

“"The regulations say just the opposite,” admtted Mxim "I think
that's wong. Look, vyou take ny advice when you're trying to solve
ballistics problens, and you accept ny suggestions when you make a m st ake
i n your calculations."
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“"But that's at hone! Anything goes at hone."

“Wel |, suppose you give us the wong sighting during gunnery practice?
Suppose you m scal culate the wind factor? Wat then?"

“Under no circunstances do you question a superior's orders."

“"Even in such a case?"

“"You fire as ordered," said Guy sternly. "Mac, you' ve said enough 1in
the past ten mnutes to put you in the stockade for two nonths. Do you
under st and?"

“"No, | don't. But, suppose, in conbat...?"

" Suppose what in conbat ?"

"You give a wong sighting? Wiat then?"

@Quy had never commanded a platoon in conbat. He suddenly recalled how
Corporal Bakhtu had read the map incorrectly during a reconnaissance in
force. The entire platoon was driven wthin firing range of an adjoining
conpany. He hinself had remai ned behind and sent half the platoon to their

death. They knew damm well that he was wong but no one dreaned of
correcting him
"Good Lord," thought Guy suddenly, "it never would have occurred to us

to correct him Maxim doesn't understand anything. Everything's sinple, but
he won't admt it. How many tinmes have we gone through this! He takes the
nost self-evident facts and turns them upside down, and it's inpossible to
convince himthat he's wong. Instead, just the opposite happens: you begin
to doubt yourself. Your head starts spinning and before you know it you're
conpl etely confused. Yet he's certainly not that stupid. He | earned to speak
our | anguage in one nonth and mastered reading and witing in two days. Then
read everything | owm in tw nore days. Knows nmathematics and nmechanics
better than our experts. O take, for exanple, his discussions wth Uncle
Kaan.

“Lately, all the old man's discussions at dinner have been directed at
Maxim And he keeps insisting to us that Maximis the only nan alive today
with such an unusual knowl edge of fossil animals and such an interest in
them He sketched sonme weird | ooking animals for Maxim and Maxi m sket ched
sone that were even weirder. And they argued about which was the nore
anci ent, which descended from which, and why. Unc even brought in scientific
books from his library, and still Mximbarely conceded a point to him One
m nute, Unc was shouting hinself hoarse -- the next, he was tearing the
sketches to bits and stanping on them He called Maxim an ignoranus, a
bi gger fool than Shapshu. Then he began to run his hands through the sparse
gray hair at the back of his head and nunble wth a nervous smle: 'Bold,
massar aksh, bold. Young man, you certainly have an inagi nation!'

"He knows mathematics and nmechanics; knows mlitary chemstry very
wel | ; and pal eontol ogy? Who in this day and age knows pal eontol ogy? Draws
like an artist, sings |like a professional. And he's so generous, al nost
unnatural ly generous. Drove off a gang of bandits, killed nost of them
si ngl e-handed, with his bare hands. Anyone el se caught in such a trap would
have taken off |ike a rocket. He didn't give a damm about them yet was
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upset, couldn't sleep, becane annoyed when he was praised and thanked, and
even bl ew up once. He turned white and shouted that it was wong to praise
soneone for nurder. And what a job it was to persuade him to join the
Legi on! He understood everything, agreed to everything, wanted to join, but,
he said, he'd be required to shoot. At people. So | told him not at people,
at degens, at rabble, worse than thieves. W agreed, thank God, that at the

begi nning, until he got wused to the idea, he would sinply disarm his
opponents. Anusing, yet sonehow frightening. No wonder he's always bl abbi ng
about com ng from another world. | know that world. Unc has a book about it:

The M sty Land of ZartakThe Msty Land of Zartak. It says that Zartak is
i nhabited by a happy people and lies in the Al ebastro Muntains. According
to the book, they're all Iike Maxim But if one of them |l eaves the vall ey,
he imediately forgets where he canme fromand everything about his past
life. He renmenbers only that he cane from another world. Unc says that no
such valley exists, that it's pure poppycock, that there is the Zartak
range, but the range was so thoroughly blasted by superbonbs during the war
that the nountain people suffer from permanent | oss of nenory."

"Way so silent, Quy? Are you thinking about nme?"
Quy | ooked away.

"Look here, Mac. | nust ask you to do one thing for nme. For the sake of
di sci pline never show that you know nore than | do. Watch how the others
behave, and behave exactly as they do."

“I'"ve been trying to," said Maxi msadly. He paused and added: "It's

difficult to get used to the idea. W don't do things that way."
"By the way, how s your wound?" Quy tried to change the subject.
“It's healing quickly," replied Maxim absentm ndedly. "Listen, Quy,

let's go straight hone after this operation. | mss Rada a lot. Don't you?
We'll drop the others off at the barracks and then head for hone in the
truck."

GQuy inhaled deeply. At that instant the |oudspeaker's silver box,
hangi ng al nost above their heads, roared out the duty officer's comuand:
"Si xth Conpany, fall out on the drill field! Attention, Sixth Conpany."

"Candidate Simi No nore talk!" Quy barked. "Get into formation!"™ Maxim
started to rush off, but Guy caught himwth the barrel of his gun. "Please,
Mac, renenber,” he said. "Like the | others! No different! The captain
hinself is going to observe you today."

Wthin three mnutes the conmpany was in formation. It had grown dark,

and searchlights played over the drill field.
Truck engi nes runbled softly at the formation's rear. The brigadier,
acconpani ed by Captain Chachu, reviewed the conmpany in silence, inspecting

every | egionnaire, a procedure followed before the start of every operation.
He was calm his eyes were narrowed, and his lips were turned up at the
corners in a rather kindly way. Then, without a word, he nodded to the
captain and left. Waddling and waving his crippled hand, the captain planted
hinself before the formation and turned his swarthy face toward the
| egi onnai res.
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“"Legionnaires!” he bellowed in a voice that sent shivers up and down
GQuy's spine. "You have a job to do. Do it well. Conpany, attention! To your
trucks! Corporal Gaal, front and center!”

When Guy reached the captain and snapped to attention, the captain said

softly: "Your platoon has a special assignnment. When you arrive at your
destination, remain in your vehicle. | nyself will take conmand of your
pl at oon. "

6.

The shock absorbers were in terrible shape, and the ride on the
m serabl e cobbl estone roads was particularly jolting. H's submachine gun
pressed between his |egs. Candidate Simheld Guy by his belt solicitously,
reasoning that it would be unbecom ng for the corporal, so concerned about
his imge, to go flying head over heels. Either Guy did not object or he
failed to notice his subordinate's precaution. After his conversation with
the captain, GQuy appeared to be very disturbed about sonething, so Maxi m was
happy that the orders required himto renmain at Quy's side and render
assi stance if necessary.

The trucks passed the Central Theater, rolled along the stinking
| nperial Canal, then turned down Boot Street, a |long thoroughfare deserted
at this hour, and began to zigzag through the w nding streets of sone suburb
that Maxi m had never seen before. Recently he had visited many sections and

had cone to know the city well. He had learned a great deal in those forty
or so days and finally understood the difficult position he was in. It
proved to be far |ess conforting and far nore incredible than he had
expect ed.

He had still been plodding through his ABC s when Guy had persisted in
asking himwhere he cane from It was useless to show himdraw ngs: CGuy
woul d accept them wth a strange snmle on his face and continue to repeat
t he same question: "Were are you fron?" Irritated, Maximfinally pointed to
the ceiling wwth his pencil and said: "Fromthe sky." To Maxims surprise,
Quy thought this a conpletely natural explanation and began to rattle off
words that Maximat first assunmed were the nanes of planets in their solar
system But Guy opened a map, and Maxi m saw that they were not the nanes of
pl anets but of antipodal countries. Maxi mshrugged his shoulders, used up
his entire stock of negative expressions, and began to study the map. The
conversation had ended there for the tine being.

One evening, several days later, Muxim and Rada had been watching
television. A very strange programwas being shown that resenbled a novie
wi t hout beginning or end. It had no plot, just an endless streamof actors,
rather weird individuals who, from the point of view of any humanoid,
behaved rather savagely. Rada watched wth interest, shrieked, grabbed
Maxi ms sl eeve, and twice burst into tears. Maxi mbecanme bored quickly and
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was about to doze off to some gloony nmusic when, suddenly, something
famliar flashed across the screen. He rubbed his eyes. There, on the
screen, was Pandora. A norose takhorg was dragging itself through the
jungle, crushing trees. Suddenly Peter appeared wth a decoy in his arns.
Very engrossed and serious, he backed away, tripped on a snag, and flew
backward into a swanp. Maximwas startled to recognize his own nentogram
Then cane another, and still another, wthout narration, and wth the
i denti cal musical background.

And Pandora di sappeared, yielding the screen to an enaciated blind man
who crawl ed along a ceiling covered by a dusty spider web. "What's that?"
asked Maxim pointing to the screen.

"A TV program " snapped Rada. "It's interesting. Watch it."

It made no sense to him It suddenly occurred to himthat these m ght
be the nentograns of other visitors from outer space. But he quickly
rejected this thought: the worlds portrayed on television were too terrible,
t oo nonotonous: stuffy |little roons; endless corridors cluttered wth
furniture that suddenly sprouted gigantic thorns; spiral staircases w nding
into the inpenetrable gloomof narrow stairwells; basenents, with barred

w ndows, jamed with crawling bodies, and inmmobile faces locked in pain
peering through the bars. These inages were closer to a grotesque delirium
than to real worlds. |In conparison, WMxims nentograns sparkled wth
realism

Simlar prograns were repeated alnost daily and were called WMagic
Jour neyMagi ¢ Journey. But Maxi m coul d never understand their point. In reply
to his questions, @Quy and Rada nerely shrugged their shoulders in
bew | dernent. "It's a TV program That's the way it's done to nake it
interesting. It's a nmagic journey. A fairy tale. Watch it! Sonetines it's
funny, sonetines it's frightening." Maxi mbegan to doubt very seriously that
t he purpose of Professor Hi ppo's research was to facilitate comrunication
bet ween his planet and visitors from outer space.

About ten days later this intuitive conclusion was confirnmed
indirectly. GQuy had passed the -entrance exans for the |Independent Study
Program of O ficer's Candidate School and was cranmmng for his mathematics
and nechanics courses. The diagrans and fornulas used in their elenentary
ballistics studies puzzled Maxim He nagged Guy. At first GQuy did not
understand what he was driving at. Then, grinning condescendingly, he
explained to Maxim the cosnography of his world. It turned out that the
i nhabited island was neither a sphere nor a geoid; in fact, it wasn't a
pl anet at all.

According to Guy, the inhabited island was the Wrld, the only world in
t he universe. Beneath the natives' feet lay the firmsurface of the Wrld
Sphere. Above themwas a gigantic gaseous sphere of finite volune and
unknown conposition, whose physi cal characteristics were still not
understood. There was a theory that the density of this gas increased
rapidly toward the center of the gaseous bubble and certain nysterious
processes produced periodic changes in the intensity of the Wrld Light,
thus giving day and night. Besides the short-termdaily changes in the Wrld
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Li ght, there were |ong-term changes that generated seasonal fluctuations in
tenperature and the seasons thenselves. Gavity acted away fromthe center
of the World Sphere, perpendicular to its surface. In short, the inhabited
i sland was | ocated on the inner surface of an enornous bubble in an infinite
firmament filling the rest of the universe.

Conpl etely stunned, Maxi m began to argue, but it soon becane quite
apparent that they did not speak the sane |anguage, that it was nore
difficult for themto understand each other's thinking than for a staunch
Copernican to understand a follower of Ptoleny. Maxim believed that the
unusual characteristics of this planet's atnosphere were the key to the
matter. In the first place, its unusually high index of refraction lifted up
the horizon and from tinme imrenorial had inspired the natives' peculiar
conception of their land as being neither flat nor convex but concave.
"Stand on the seashore," suggested school books, "and follow the path of a
ship leaving a pier. At first it will appear to be noving on a plane, but

the further it goes, the higher it will rise, until it vanishes in the
at nospheri c haze covering the rest of the Wrld." In the second place, the
at nosphere was very dense and phosphoresced day and night, so that no one
ever saw the stars. |Isolated instances of observation of the sun were

recorded in chronicles and served as the basis for countless attenpts to
create a World Light theory.

Maxi mrealized that he was caught in a gigantic trap, that contact with
Earth coul d not be established until he succeeded in turning inside out the
nat ural concepts that had developed over thousands of years. Evidently,
attenpts had been nade to do this, judging fromthe popul ar expletive
"massar aksh,” which neant, literally, "world inside out." Guy had told him
about an abstract nmathematical theory that analyzed the World differently.
The theory was fornulated in ancient tines, but its adherents had been
persecuted by the official religion, and it had its martyrs. Through the

efforts of certain brilliant mathematicians of the |last century, the theory
was expressed in exact mathematical form But it had remained a purely
abstract theory, although, finally, |like nost abstract theories, it found
practical application -- very recently, when super-long-distance nmlitary

weapons were devel oped.

After weighing all the information he now had about their planet, Maxim
realized two things: that all this tinme the natives nust have considered him
i nsane and therefore had deliberately selected his nentograns for the Magic
Jour neyMagi ¢ Journey; and that, for the tinme being, he had better keep his
mout h shut about comng from another planet -- unless he wanted to be
returned to H ppo. This neant that he could expect no help fromthe
i nhabited island, that he nust depend only on hinself, that the construction
of a coil transmtter nust be postponed indefinitely, and that he was
stranded for a long tine to cone, perhaps, nassaraksh, forever.

The hopel essness of his situation was denoralizing, but he got a grip
on hinself and forced hinself to think rationally. H's nother would face a
pai nful period. It would be terribly difficult for her, and this thought
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al one snot hered any desire to think rationally. "Dam this place, this dull
cl austrophobic world! OK now, Mic, vyou have a choice: dwell on the
i npossi ble and bite your nails, or pull yourself together and |ive. Live as
you' ve always wanted to live. Love your friends, work toward a goal, fight,
win, take it and dish it out. Anything, but stop noping around." He dropped
the conversation with Guy about the structure of the universe and took an
entirely new tack: he began to quiz Guy about the inhabited island' s history
and soci al system

Their discussion of history was not particularly productive. Quy's
know edge was scanty, and he didn't owm any serious books on the subject.
Nor did the city library. But Mximmnaged to extract a few facts. He
| earned that the country now sheltering himhad been significantly |arger at
one tinme and had possessed nunerous overseas colonies and that these
colonies had been the cause of a highly destructive war w th nei ghboring
st ates whose nanes were already forgotten. The war had envel oped the entire
Wrld; mllions upon mnillions had perished; thousands of cities had been
destroyed; dozens of large and small nations had been w ped off the face of
t he planet; and chaos had reigned throughout the Wrld. Fam ne and epi dem cs
foll owed. Popul ar uprisings were suppressed wth nuclear weapons. This
country -- along with the rest of the world -- had been headed for total
destruction until the All-Powerful Creators had cone to the rescue. The
facts suggested that an anonynous group of young staff officers with two
di visions at their command, unhappy about being sent to the slaughter in an
atom ¢ mncing machine, organized a coup and seized power. Since then the
situation had stabilized considerably, and the war seened to have petered
out, although a formal peace treaty had never been concl uded.

Maxi mreal i zed that the country's political systemwas far from ideal.
But it was clear that the Al-Powerful Creators were extrenely popular, and
anong all classes of society. Maximcould not wunderstand the economc
reasons for this popularity, but apparently it was related to their tactics:
the mlitary clique curbed the appetites of the industrialists, thereby
gaining favor with the workers. And by subjugating the workers, they gai ned
favor wwth the industrialists. But this was only guesswork on his part. Quy
was surprised when Maximpresented the problemfromthis point of view,
because the concept of class neant absolutely nothing to him nor could he
I magi ne contradictions between social groups.

The country's foreign relations were still extrenely tense. Two | arge
i ndependent nations, Khonti and Pandeya, were |located to the north. Although
no one knew anything about their donmestic affairs, it was common know edge
that these countries harbored the nost aggressive designs. They sent in
sabot eurs and spi es, provoked border incidents, and were preparing for war.
The purpose of such a war was not clear to GQuy. He had never really given it
any thought. For himthey were sinply enemes to the north. That was all he
needed to know.

To the south, beyond the borderland forests, lay a desert, |and that
had been totally defoliated by nuclear explosions. The desert covered the
territories of a whole group of countries that had once been the nbst active
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mlitarily. No one seened to know what was happening in those mllions of
square mles, nor were they interested in know ng. The southern borders were
subject to constant attack by hordes of half-savage degens who infested the
forest beyond the Blue Snake River. The problem of the southern border was
an extrenely critical one. It was so rough that the Fighting Legion's elite
forces were concentrated there. GGuy had served there for three years and
told many incredi ble stories about his experiences.

It was possible that other countries still existed further south of the
desert, at the other end of the planet's only continent, but they kept
t hensel ves well isolated. On the other hand, the Island Enpire, on three

m ghty archipelagos in the arctic zone, constantly mnmade its nenacing
presence known. A huge fleet of white submarines, equi pped with the | atest
technol ogy of destruction, plied the radioactive waters with their crews of
specially trained cutthroats. Like phantons, the submarines terrorized the
coastal regions with their wunprovoked shellings and raiding parties. The
Legion had also to turn back the White threat.

Maxi m was shaken by this picture of chaos and destruction. Here was a
planet with a glimrer of intelligent life, but life was on the point of
extinguishing itself once and for all.

Maxi m heard Rada's calmand terrible account of how her nother had
received the news of her father's death. Her father, an epidem ol ogi st, had
refused to | eave a pl ague-ridden region, and since the governnent in those
days had neither the tinme nor the neans to cope with an epidemc, a bonb was
sinmply dropped. After her nother's death, young Rada, to support little Guy
and hel pl ess Uncl e Kaan, worked ei ghteen hours a day as a dishwasher at a
deportation center, then as a chanbernmaid in a luxury hotel for specul ators.
Later she spent sone tinme in prison. After that she was unenpl oyed and had
to beg for several nonths.

Maxi m heard Uncle Kaan's story, too. Unc, once an eninent scientist,
told how t he Acadeny of Sciences had been abolished during the first year of
the war and the Battalion of H's Inperial Mjesty's Acadeny had been forned;
how, during the fam ne, the founder of evolutionary theory had gone insane
and hanged hinself; how they had made broth from grasshoppers and weeds; how
a starving crowd had attacked the zool ogi cal nmuseum and sei zed specinens
preserved in al cohol, for food.

Maxim |istened to Guy's ingenuous tales of the antiballistic mssile
towers; how cannibals stole up to the construction sites at night and
ki dnapped rehabs and Legion sentries; how ruthless vanpires -- part human,
part beast, part dog -- struck in the darkness like silent ghosts. He
listened to his ecstatic praise of the ABM network, built at great sacrifice
during the final years of the war. By defending the country fromthe air,
t he ABM network had hal ted eneny operations. Even today, the ABMs were their
only qguarantee agai nst aggression fromthe north. And those scoundrels were
now planning attacks on the ABMtowers; those nercenary nurderers of wonen
and children were being bought with Khonti's and Pandeya's filthy noney.
Quy's face twitched with hatred. "That's where our real job is."” He banged
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his fist on the table. "That's why | joined the Legion rather than go to
work in a factory or office. Yes, | joined the Legion, which is now fighting
to save everything we hold dear."

Maximlistened greedily, as if to a horror story. And it was all the
nore terrifying and fantastic because it had actually happened and was still
happeni ng; at any nonent the nost horrible atrocities could happen again.
H's owm problens were trivial beside this.

The trucks turned sharply into a narrow street wth tall brick
bui | di ngs. Pandi announced: "We're here, nen." Pedestrians turned away,
shielding their eyes fromthe dazzling headlights. One truck stopped, and a
| ong tel escopi c antenna shot up above the cab.

"All out!" barked the |leaders of the Second and Third Pl atoons. The
| egi onnai res hopped out.

"First Platoon, stay where you are!" ordered CQuy.

Pandi and Maxim about to junp out, sat down agai n.

"Fall into threes!" yelled the corporals on the sidewal k. "Second
Pl at oon, forward! Third Pl atoon, follow Forward, narch!"”

Hobnai |l ed boots thundered along the pavenent, and soneone shrieked
ecstatically: "Long live the Fighting Legion!"

"Hurrah!" shouted the pale-faced figures who had pressed against the

wall to clear the way for the nen. The pedestrians were wused to
| egi onnai res.
Candidate Zoiza, on Muxims right, was still a kid. The |anky

youngster, with yellow sh fuzz on his cheeks, poked Maximin the ribs wth
his sharp elbow and smled happily. Maximsm | ed back. The other platoons
had al ready vani shed through the entrances; only the corporals, standing
staunchly at the doors with inpassive faces, remained behind. The door of a
truck cab slammed and Captain Chachu barked: "First Platoon, out of the
trucks and fall in!"

Maxi m | eaped over the side. Wien the platoon was |ined up, the captain,
with a wave of his hand, stopped Guy, who was running over to report. Then
he planted hinself in front of the fornmation.

"Put on your helnets!"”

The regul ar privates had expected this command, but the candi dates were
slow to respond. The captain waited inpatiently for Zoiza to adjust his chin
strap. Then he shouted: "Right turn" and "Forward, on the double.” He ran in
front of them waving his crippled hand, |eading the platoon through a dark
archway and into a narrow courtyard. Then he turned under another archway,
just as gloony and foul, and halted before a chi pped door.

"Attention!" he barked. "The first teamand Candidate Sim wll follow
nme. The rest of vyou stay here. Corporal Gaal, when | whistle, send anot her
teamup to nme on the fourth floor. Don't |let anyone out. Take them alive.
Shoot only when absolutely necessary. First team and Candidate Sim foll ow
me! "

He pushed the door open and disappeared. Maxim passed Pandi and
foll owed the captain. Behind the door was a dimy lit, steep stone staircase
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with steel handrails. Taking three steps at a tinme, the captain dashed
upstairs. Maxi mcaught up with himand saw the pistol in his hand. On the
run, Maximslipped the gun fromaround his neck. For an instant he felt sick
at the thought of having to shoot people. Then, renenbering that these
weren't people, just animals, he felt relieved. The repulsive sline beneath
his feet, the bleary light, the spit-spattered walls, all served to confirm
hi s concl usi on.

Second floor. Kitchen odors. The terrified face of an ol d wonman showed
through the slit of a slightly opened door. A half-crazed cat |eaped from
under Maxims feet with a loud nmeow. Third floor. Sone bl ockhead had left a
bucket of slop in the mddle of the |anding. The captain knocked it over and
the slop flew into the stairwell. "Massaraksh!" roared Pandi from bel ow.
"Qut of the way. Downstairs!" barked the captain at a couple enbracing in a
dark corner. Fourth floor. An ugly brown door. A scratched tin plaque:
“Hobbi, Dentist. No appoi ntnent necessary."” A drawn-out cry behind the door.
The captain stopped and grunted: "Locked!" Sweat rolled down his dark face.
Maxi m didn't understand. Pandi ran up, pushed himaside, ained his gun at
t he door, below the doorknob, and released a burst of machine-gun fire.
Sparks and pieces of wood flew through the air. Instantly, shots rang out
from behind the door, through a prolonged scream Mre chips started flying.
Sonmet hing hot and solid whizzed over Maxim s head. The captain flung open
t he door.

The roomwas dark; yellow flashes illumnated puffs of snoke. "After
nme!" yelled the captain, and he dove headfirst toward the flashes. Maxi m and
Pandi tore after him A hall -- stuffy heat, powder snoke. Danger on the

left. Maximthrew out his hand, caught a hot nuzzle, jerked the weapon away.
Soneone' s di sl ocated joints crunched softly but distinctly, and a | arge soft
body stiffened as it fell. Ahead, in the snoke, the captain barked: "Don't
shoot. Take themalive!" Maxi mthrew down his gun and rushed into a |ighted
room It was filled with books and pictures, and there was no one to shoot.
Two nmen were withing on the floor. One was screaning. A woman |ay
unconsci ous in an easy chair, head flung back. Pale, alnost transparent. The
captain stood over the scream ng man, |ooked around, janmmed his pistol into
his hol ster. Pandi gave Maxim a powerful shove and burst into the room
Behind himwere |egionnaires, dragging the stocky body of the nman who had
been shooti ng.

Sweaty and excited. Candi date Zoi za handed Maxi m hi s abandoned gun. The
captain turned his frightening, dark face toward them "Were's the other
one?" he snarled, and instantly a blue curtain fell and a lanky man in a
stained white snock junped fromthe w ndow | edge and headed straight for the
captain. Slowy he raised two enornous pistols to eye level. H's eyes were
gl assy with pain. Zoiza screaned.

Maxi m was standi ng sideways and didn't have time to turn. He sprang as
hard as he could, but the man managed to pull the trigger once. Face singed,
choki ng from powder funes, Maxim grabbed his wists and the pistols clanked
to the floor. The man fell to his knees, and his neck went |inp. Wien Maxi m
rel eased him he coll apsed to the floor.
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“Well, well, well,” said the captain. "Set this one over here," he
ordered Pandi. "And you," he said to pale, perspiring Zoiza. "Run downstairs
and tell the platoon |eaders where | am Have themreport what they've
done." Zoi za clicked his heels and rushed toward the door. "And tell Gaal to
come up here... Stop yelling, you scum" he shouted at the nman groani ng on

the floor and kicked himlightly in the side with the toe of his boot.
"Usel ess. No-good trash. Search them " he ordered Pandi. "Line them up.
Ri ght here, on the floor. That wonan, too."

Maxi m went over to the woman, picked her up gently, and carried her to
t he bed. He was confused and di sturbed. This wasn't the sort of thing he had
expect ed.

“Candi date Sim" barked the captain. "I said on the flooron the floor!"
He | ooked at Maximwi th his unnaturally transparent eyes; his lips tw tched
al nost convul sively. Maxi mdecided that it was not for himto prescribe what

was right or wong. He was still a stranger in this country; he had yet to
| earn what they chose to love or hate. He |ifted the wonman and pl aced her on
the floor next to the stocky nan who had been firing in the hall. Pandi and

anot her | egionnaire turned the prisoners' pockets inside out. Al five were
unconsci ous.

The captain sat down in the easy chair, threw his cap on the table, lit
a cigarette, and beckoned to Maxim Maximclicked his heels smartly and went
over to him

"Why did you throw down your gun?" the captain asked in a | ow voice.

“You ordered us not to shoot."

“Sir."

"Yes, sir. You ordered us not to shoot, sir.”

The captain's eyes narrowed as he blew a streamof snoke toward the
cei ling.

“If | had ordered you to stop talking, | suppose you would have bitten
of f your tongue, eh?"

Maxi m remai ned silent. This exchange irritated him but he renenbered
Quy's instructions.

"What does your father do?"

"He is a scientist, sir."

"I's he alive?"

"Yes, sir."

The captain | ooked hard at Maxi m

"Where is he?"

Maxi mreal i zed what he had blurted out. Now he would have to extricate
hi nsel f.

“I don't know, sir. Rather, | don't renenber, sir."

“"But you renenbered that he was a scientist. Wuat else do you
remenber ?"

“I don't know, sir. | renenber many things, but Corporal Gaal believes
that nmy nmenory is deceptive."”

Hurri ed footsteps echoed through the stairway. Guy entered the room and
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snapped to attention.

"Get to work on this half-dead scum™" ordered the captain. "You have
enough handcuf f s?"

GQuy gl anced over his shoul der at the prisoners.

"Wth your permssion, sir, we'll have to borrow a pair from Second
Pl at oon. "
"CGet busy."

GQuy ran out. Mre boots echoed through the stairway as platoon | eaders
appeared to report that everything was proceeding according to plan. Two
suspi cious characters had been arrested. The tenants, as always, had
rendered active assistance. The captain ordered them to finish up quickly
and, when they had conpleted their assignnents, to radio the code word
"Tanba" to headquarters. Wien the platoon | eaders had gone, he lit another
cigarette and remained silent for sone tine. He watched the | egi onnaires
renmove books fromthe shelves, |eaf through them and fling themonto the
bed.

“"Pandi," he called in a low voice, "get busy with the pictures. But be
careful with this one. Don't spoil it. I'lIl take it for nyself." He turned
to Maxi magain. "Wiat do you think of it?"

Maxim | ooked at it. A seashore, a broad expanse of water without a
hori zon, dusk and a woman energing from the sea. It was windy, chilly. The
wonman | ooked col d.

“"Afine painting, sir," said Maxim

"Do you recogni ze the place?"

“Not at all, sir. |I've never seen that sea."

“Well, what sea have you seen?”

“"A conpletely different one, sir. But it's ny deceptive nenory again,
sir."

“"Nonsense. |It's the sane sea. Except that you weren't |looking at it
fromthe shore, but froma ship's bridge. And bel ow you was a white deck. At
the stemwas another bridge, sonewhat [ower. On the shore, instead of this
dane, there was a tank. And you were aimng for the turret. Massaraksh."

“I don't understand," said Maxim coldly. "I've never ained anything
anywhere."

"How can you be so sure of that? After all. Candidate Sim you don't
remenber anyt hing!"

“"But | do renenber that | never ainmed anything anywhere."

"Sir!"

"I do renmenber that | never ainmed anything anywhere, sir. And | don't
under st and what you're tal king about, sir."

Quy entered, acconpanied by two candi dates. They began to place heavy
handcuffs on the prisoners.

"These people are human, too," the captain said suddenly. "They have
wi ves, children. They | oved sonmeone, soneone |oved them™

The captain was obvi ously nocking him but Maxi msaid precisely what he
t hought: "Yes, sir. They appear to be hunman, too."

“"You didn't expect that?"
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“"No, sir. | expected sonmething quite different."

Through the corner of his eye he could see GQuy's frightened expression.
But he was sick and tired of lying, and he added: "I thought they would
really be degenerates, |ike naked... aninmals."

“"Naked idiot," snapped the captain. "You're not in the forest, you
know. Here they look |ike people. Good, kind people who get excruciating
headaches when they're under stress -- just |ike you do," he added

unexpect edl y.
"I never get any aches or pains, sir. Do you?"

n \N]at ?ll
"You sound so irritated that | thought..."
"Captain!" @iy shouted in a trenulous voice. "I beg to report, sir,

that the prisoners have regai ned consci ousness."
The captain | ooked at himand smled ironically.
“Don't worry, corporal. Your buddy proved hinself today to be a real

| egionnaire. If it weren't for him Captain Chachu would be stretched out
here with a bullet in his brain.” He | ooked up at the ceiling and bl ew out a
dense cloud of snoke. "You have a good nose, <corporal. |'d pronote this
rascal to regular private on the spot; massaraksh, |'d even nake him an
officer! He has the makings of a brigadier: he loves to ask officers
guestions. But, corporal, now | understand. You had good reasons for your
report. So we'll wait a while before pronoting him" The captain rose,
clunmped around the table, and halted before Maxim "W won't even nmake hima
regular private yet. He's a fine fighter, but still wet behind the ears.

W'l get himinto shape... Attention!" he shouted suddenly. "Corporal Gaal,
renove the prisoners! Private Pandi and Candidate Sim take ny painting and
all papers in this apartnent and bring themto nme in the truck."

He turned and left the room Guy | ooked at Maxi mreproachfully but said
not hi ng. The | egi onnaires ki cked and j abbed the prisoners to their feet and
led themto the door. They did not resist but swayed and buckl ed |i ke bl obs
of jelly. The stocky man who had been firing in the hall groaned |oudly and
swore under Ms breath. The woman's |ips noved soundl essly; her eyes were
gl azed.

"Hey, Mac," said Pandi. "Take the blanket fromthe bed and wap the
books init. Drag it downstairs -- |[|'Il take the picture. Yeah, and don't
forget your gun, you bl ockhead! You're wondering why the captain raked you
over the coals, eh? You threw away your gun. |nmagine, throw ng away your gun
during a battle! You nut!"”

“"Cut it, Pandi," said Guy angrily. "Take the picture and go."

In the doorway Pandi turned around to Maxim tapped hinself on the
forehead, and vanished. They could hear himsinging "Cool It, Mama" at the
top of his lungs as he wal ked down the stairs. Maximlaid his gun on the
tabl e and wal ked over to the pile of books that had been dunped on the bed
and floor. Never before on this planet had he seen so many books in one
pl ace, except perhaps in the city library. O course, the bookstores had
many nore books, but not nore titles.
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The pages were yellowed with age. Sone books were singed, and sone, to
Maximls surprise, were perceptibly radioactive. He didn't have tine to
exam ne them properly.

Maxi m packed up two bundles and paused to | ook around the room Enpty
tw sted shel ves, dark stains where pictures had been hanging -- the pictures
had been torn from their frames and tranpled. Not a trace of dental
equi pnrent. He picked up the bundles and started for the door, then
remenbered his gun and returned. On a desk, beneath plate glass, lay two
phot ogr aphs. One was of a pale woman dandling a boy of about four on her
knees. She was young, content, proud. The other showed a beautiful spot in
the nmountains, dark clunps of trees, and an old tunbled own tower. Maxim
slung the gun across his back and returned to the bundl es.

1.

Every norning after breakfast the brigade assenbled on the drill field
to hear the orders of the day before dispersing to their assignnents. For
Maximthis was the nost disturbing part of the day, with the exception of
evening roll call. The reading of orders always ended in a frenzied display
of loyalty and zeal. Maximforced hinself to suppress his revulsion at this
paroxysm of insanity that seized the entire brigade fromthe commander to
the lowiest candidate. He reproached hinself for harboring the skepticism
of an outsider, an alien; he tried to inspire hinself, to convince hinself
that he nust wunderstand their enthusiasmand steep hinself in it. But he
coul d not.

School ed since childhood to show self-restraint, to question, and to
di sli ke high-sounding phrases, he had to control his irritation with his
conrades during formation. Follow ng the reading of an order sentencing sone
candi date to three days in the stockade for arguing with a private, the nen
woul d suddenly | ose their good nature and sense of hunor. Their nouths would
fly open and they would begin to roar "Hoorah”™ wth wild enthusiasm Then,
wth tears in their eyes, they wuld sing "The Fighting Legion March,"
repeating it as many as four tines. Even the cooks ran out and joined in,
wavi ng pots and knives frenziedly. Reminding hinself that in this world he
must conform he forced hinself to join in the singing and to suppress his
sense of the ridiculous. But the contrived enthusiasm di sgusted him

Today a burst of enthusiasmfollowed Oder 127, pronoting Private
Dinbas to corporal; Oder 128, citing Candidate Simfor his courageous act
during an operation; and Order 129, placing Fourth Conpany's barracks under
repair. Scarcely had the brigade adjutant returned the orders to his |eather
map case than the brigadier tore off his cap, took a deep breath, and
shouted in a rasping falsetto: "Forward, Legionnaires! Men of Ilron!" And on
and on. Maximfelt especially wunconfortable today when he saw tears rolling
down Captain Chachu's dark cheeks. The | egionnaires bellowed |ike bulls,
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beating time with their gun butts on their massive belt buckles. To avoid
the sight and sound of this spectacle, Maxim squinted and roared |ike an
enraged takhorg, and his voice drowed out all the others -- at least it
seened that way to him "Forward, fearless nen!" he roared, now hearing only
his own voice. My God, what idiotic words. Probably conposed by sone
corporal. To go into conbat with such words you'd have to be awfully in | ove
wi th your work. He opened his eyes and saw a flock of black birds, startl ed,
fly silently over the drill field. "A dianond coat of mail will not save
you, oh, foe."

Everyt hi ng ended as abruptly as it had begun. The brigadier's glassy
eyes scanned the formation. Suddenly he renenbered where he was and order ed:
"OFficers, take your conpanies to their assignnments!" The nen, still dazed,
| ooked at each ot her dunmbfounded. Captain Chachu had to shout "Ri ght dress”
twice before the ranks cane to order. The conpany was marched off to the
barracks, and the captain ordered: "First Platoon is assigned to escort
duty. The other platoons will go to their regular duties, Fall out!”

They dispersed. GQuy drew up his platoon and distributed assignnents.
Maxi mand Private Pandi were assigned the interrogation room and Quy
hurriedly explained to Maximhis duties: stand to the prisoner's right; if
he makes the slightest attenpt to rise fromhis seat, use force; obey your
bri gade conmander; Private Pandi will be in charge. In short, watch Pandi
and do exactly what he does.

“If it were up to ne, | wouldn't have assigned you to this post, It's
never given to candi dates, but the captain ordered it. Keep a sharp | ockout,
Mac. | can't figure out the captain. Either he's trying to push you up
quickly -- he talked a |ot about you at yesterday's operation review with
pl at oon | eaders and cited you in an order -- or he's checking you out. Wy,
| don't know. Maybe it's ny fault -- the report | submtted. O maybe it's
your fault -- for blabbing so nuch." He inspected Maxi m anxiously. "d ean
your boots, tighten your belt, and put on dress gloves. Ch, you don't have
any -- candidates don't get them OK run over to the supply room Make it
snappy. W leave in thirty mnutes."

At the supply room Maxi m net Pandi, who was changing a cracked beret
I nsi gni a.

"Take a | ook at this guy, corporal!” said Pandi to the quarternaster,
clapping Maximon the shoulder. "Ever seen the |ikes of hinf Nine days in
the Legion and a citation already. They put himon duty with ne in the
interrogation room Probably ran down here for white gl oves. Corporal, give
hima real good pair. He's earned it. This guy is a hero!"

The corporal grunted, dug through the shelves piled wth supplies,
tossed several pairs of white cotton gloves on the counter in front of
Maxim and said contenptuously: "Here! You call yourselves heroes, wth
t hose lunatics you catch? Sure, when their guts are splitting with pain, al
you have to do is pick "emup and shove 'emin a sack. Even ny grandfather
could be a hero there. Wth his hands tied behind his back."

"Your grandfather would have hotfooted it out of there |ike crazy if
soneone junped himwth two pistols,” said Pandi. "I alnost thought the
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captain was done for."

“"Done for!"™ grunbled the quartermaster. "After six nonths on the
sout hern border, vyou'll really be done for. You'll have had it, boy. Then
we'll see who hotfoots it out |ike crazy."

When they were outside, Maxi masked in a nost respectful tone: "Private
Pandi, sir, why do the degens have such pains? And they all seemto get them
at the sane tine. How cone?"

“It's fear that does it. They're degens. Understand? Mac, you' ve got to
read nore. There's a panphlet -- The Degens: Their Habits and OiginsThe
Degens: Their Habits and Oigins. Be sure and read it or you'll never get
anywhere. Courage al one won't get you very far." He paused. "Look, we nornal
peopl e get excited, angry, or scared, and nothi ng happens. Maybe we sweat or
trenmble. But their bodies are abnormal. Degenerate. If they get angry at
soneone or get the jitters or anything like that, they suddenly get terrific
headaches and pains all over. Maddening pains. Get it? That's how we can
identify them And, of course, we arrest them Say, those gloves are K
Just ny size, too. What do you think?"

"Too tight for nme, sir," conplained Maxim "Let's trade."

The exchange pl eased both of them Suddenly Maxi mrenenbered how Fank
had withed in painin the car. And patrolling | egionnaires had arrested
him "Wat could have frightened hinf? O angered hin? He didn't seem
agitated, drove the car calnmy, even whistled. But he turned around and saw
a patrol car. O was that afterward? True, he was in a terrific hurry and a
van was bl ocking the way. Maybe he got angry? Good God, what am /| saying?
Anyone can have a fit of anger. And he was probably arrested because of the
accident. | wonder where he was taking ne and who he is? |I've got to find
Fank. "

He polished his boots, grooned hinself in front of a large mrror,
slung the gun around his neck, and reexam ned hinself in the mrror. At that
instant he heard QGuy's order to fall out. After an eagl e-eyed inspection of
his men and a check of their knowl edge of their assignnents, Guy ran to the
conpany office to report. Soon Captain Chachu energed with Guy. He, too,
i nspected each man carefully. "Take your platoon, corporal.” The platoon
mar ched toward headquarters.

At headquarters the captain ordered Private Pandi and Candidate Simto
follow him and Guy Iled away the rest of the platoon. Pandi and WMaxim
entered a small roomw th heavily curtained windows. It snelled strongly of
cigarette snoke. At the far end stood a large enpty table surrounded by
t hree-1 egged chairs. An old painting depicting an ancient battle hung on the
wal | . Ten steps fromthe table and to the right of the door. Maxim saw a
nmetal seat. Its single leg was bolted solidly to the floor

“"To your stations!" ordered the captain. He wal ked ahead and sat down.

Pandi carefully placed Maximto the right and rear of the prisoner's
seat, posted hinself to the left, and whispered to himto stand at
attention. Both nen stiffened. The captain sat with 1|legs crossed, snoking
and wat ching the | egionnaires nonchalantly. But Maxim was sure the captain
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was studyi ng him

The door opened in back of Pandi. Pandi took two steps forward, one
step to the right, and did a left face. Maxi mwas about to follow suit, but
realized that he wasn't blocking the way. He snapped to attention again.
There was sonething contagious about this adolescent gane, although it
seemred primtive and obviously inappropriate for a country in such dire
straits.

“"Attention!" barked Pandi.

The captain rose, crushed his cigarette in an ashtray, clicked his
heels lightly, and greeted the new arrivals to the table: the brigadier, a
stranger in civilian clothes, and the brigade adjutant with a thick folder
under his arm The sour brigadier sat down toward the mddle of the table
and stuck a finger under his enbroidered collar to loosen it. The civilian,
a small ugly man with a roughly shaven, flabby face, noved silently to a
seat beside him The brigade adjutant, still standing, opened the fol der and
sorted through the papers, passing sonme of themto the brigadier.

After standing for a few m nutes in apparent indecision, Pandi returned
to his original position with the sane crisp novenents, The nen at the table
were tal king in | ow voi ces.

“"Are you going to the neeting today, Chachu?" asked the brigadier.

“"Can't, | have sone business to take care of," replied the captain.

"Too bad. We're having an inportant discussion there today."

“I renmenbered it too late. Anyway, |'ve already expressed ny opinion."

"Not very effectively," the civilian remarked softly to the captain.
"Besides, the situation is changing. Opinions are changing."

“"Not for us in the Legion," said the captain coldly.

“"Now, really, gentlenen," said the brigadier. "Cone to today's neeting

anyway. "

“I hear they've brought in fresh |ake nushroons,"” said the adjutant,
still digging through his papers. "In their own juice."

"Hear that, captain?" said the civilian.

“No, gentlenen," said the captain. "I have one opinion and |'ve already
expressed it. As for the | ake nushroons ..."He added sonething else that

Pandi and Maxi m couldn't hear, and the entire group burst into [|aughter.
Captain Chachu I|eaned back in his chair, |ooking pleased. The adjutant
st opped di ggi ng through his papers and whi spered sonmething to the brigadier.
The brigadi er nodded several tinmes. The adjutant sat down and, as if he were
addressing the enpty seat, called out: "Nole Renadu."

Pandi pushed the door open, thrust his head into the corridor, and
repeated in a | oud voice: "Nole Renadu."

Movenent was heard in the corridor, and an elderly man, expensively
dressed but sonewhat battered and disheveled, entered the room Hi s |egs
were slightly unsteady, so Pandi took him by the elbow and planted himin
the prisoner's seat. The door clicked shut. The man coughed | oudly, rested
hi s hands on his knees, and raised his head proudly.

"So-0..." drawed the brigadier, studying the papers. He rattled off
sonet hi ng t hat sounded i ke a t ongue tw ster: “Nol e
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Renadu-fifty-five-years-ol d- homeowner - menber-of-the-city counci | . So- o.
Menber of the Veteran's Association.” The civilian beside the brigadier
yawned, slipped a nmagazine fromhis pocket, set it on his knees, and | eafed

through it. "The prisoner... renoved during a search... then and there.
So-o0. What were you doi ng at Nunber Eight Trunpeter Street?"
“I'm the ower of the building," said Renadu wth dignity. "I was

havi ng a conference with ny manager."
"Have you checked his docunents?" The brigadier turned to the adjutant.
"Yes, sir. Everything is in order."

"So-0," said the brigadier. "M. Renadu, do you know any of the
prisoners?"

“"No, | do not," said Renadu, shaking his head vigorously. "Not
personally. But the name of one of them-- Ketshef -- | think soneone by
that nane lives in the building. But I don't renenber. Maybe |I'm m staken.
Maybe not in this building. I have two nore, and one of them--"

"Excuse ne," interrupted the civilian without raising his eyes fromthe

magazi ne. "What were the other prisoners in the cell talking about? D dn't
you |isten?"

"Un... |... uh," hesitated Renadu. "I nust confess... well, your cel
has... insects. So nost of the tinme we were busy with them Soneone was
whi spering in a coner, but I was too busy fighting off the insects.” He
| aughed nervously.

"Of course,"” agreed the brigadier. "Wll, now, | don't think an apol ogy

IS necessary, M. Renadu. Here are your docunents. You are free. Chief
escort!" he called out.
Pandi opened the door w de and shouted: "Chief escort, report to the

brigadier!"”
“I woul dn't even consider discussing the question of apologies,"” said
Renadu gravely. "I and | alone amto blane. More precisely, ny damed

heredity. May |?" he asked Maxim pointing to the table where his docunents
| ay.

"Stay where you are," said Pandi in a | ow voice.

Quy entered. The brigadier handed himthe docunents and ordered the
return of confiscated property. M. Renadu was rel eased.

"Rashe Musai," said the adjutant to the iron stool.

"Rashe Musai," repeated Pandi through the open door.

Athin, utterly exhausted man wearing a shabby robe and one sli pper
entered. He had scarcely sat down when the brigadier shouted: "So, you
nmurderer, you' ve been hiding?' Rashe responded with a Iengthy, nuddled
expl anation. He had not been hiding, he had a sick wife and three children,
his rent wasn't paid, he had been arrested twce and rel eased, he was now
enpl oyed in a factory as an uphol sterer, and he had not done anythi ng w ong.
Maxi m was certain he would be released, but the brigadier rose suddenly and
declared that Rashe Musai, age forty-two, married, twice arrested, was
sentenced to seven years in accordance with the | aw on preventive detention.
For an instant Rashe Musai appeared not to understand the sentence. Then a
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terrible scene erupted. The uphol sterer sobbed, pleaded incoherently to be
forgiven, and continued to shout and cry while Pandi dragged him out into
the corridor. Maxi m caught Captain Chachu's eye on hi m again.

“Ki vi Popshu, " announced the adjutant.

A Dbroad-shoul dered fellow whose face was disfigured by sone skin
di sease was pushed through the door. This housebreaker, a repeater, caught
at the scene of the crinme, behaved in an insolently ingratiating manner.
First he begged the authorities not to sentence him to a cruel death, then
he | aughed hysterically, made w secracks, and told stories about hinself,
all of thembeginning in the sane way: "l entered a house..." He would not
gi ve anyone else a chance to speak. After several unsuccessful attenpts to
guestion him the brigadier |eaned back in his chair and | ooked to his right
and left indignantly. Captain Chachu said in a nonotone: "Candidate Sim
shut himup!"

Not knowing how to silence the prisoner, Maximsinply grabbed Ki vi
Popshu by the shoul der and shook himhard. The prisoner's jaws snapped shut;
he bit his tongue and fell silent. Then the civilian, who had been observing
t he prisoner, said:

“I'"l'l take this one. He'll be useful."

"Fine," said the brigadier and ordered the escort to return Kivi Popshu
to his cell.

When the prisoner had been |led out, the adjutant said: "That finishes
the small fry. Now for the group."

“"Begin wth their |eader," suggested the civilian. "Wat's his nane --
Ket shef ?"

The adjutant gl anced at his papers and again addressed the prisoner's
seat: "Gel Ketshef."

A handcuffed man was led into the room H's eyes were red, his face
swol | en. He sat down and fixed his gaze on the picture above the brigadier's

head. "Is your nanme Cel Ketshef?" asked the brigadier.
"Yes."
"You are a dentist?"
"I was."

“"What is your relationship to the dentist Hobbi ?"
"l bought his practice."

"Why aren't you in practice now?"

“I sold nmy equipnent.”

"\Nhy 2"

“Fi nanci al problens.”

"What's your relationship to Ordi Tader?"
"She's ny wife."

“Any chil dren?”

"We had a son."

"Where is he?"

“I don't know. "

"What did you do during the war?"

"1 fought."
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“"Why did you decide to engage in antigovement activity?"

“"Because in the history of the Wrld there has never been a nore
| oat hsonme governnent," said Ketshef. "Because | loved ny wfe and child.
Because you've killed ny friends and corrupted ny people. Because |'ve
al ways hated you. Isn't that enough?"

“Enough," said the brigadier calmy. "Mre than enough. Now tell us how
much the Khontis are paying you? O is it Pandeya?"

The man broke into laughter -- but it was an oppressive |aughter, the
| aughter of a dead nan.
"Conme off it. Let's put an end to this farce. Wiat good wll it do

you?"

“Are you the | eader of this group?"

"I was."

“"Who are the nmenbers of your organization?"

"I don't know. "

"You're sure?" the civilian asked suddenly.

"Yes."

"You know, Ketshef," said the civilian gently, "your positionis
extrenely serious. W know everything about your group. W even know
sonet hi ng about your group's connections. But whether your nanme or another's
IS given out as our source depends conpletely on you."

Ket shef | owered his head and renai ned silent.

"You!" shouted Captain Chachu. "You, an ex-conbat officer! Do you
understand what they're offering you? Not vyour |ife, nassaraksh! But your
honor!"

Ket shef began to |laugh again but did not answer. Maximfelt that this
man feared nothing. Neither death nor dishonor. He had already endured
everything there was to endure and considered hinself as good as dead. The
bri gadi er shrugged his shoul ders and declared that Gel Ketshef, age fifty,
married, a dentist, was sentenced to death in accordance with the |aw for
the protection of public health. Sentence to be carried out wthin
forty-eight hours. Should the condemmed agree to give testinony, the
sentence coul d be changed.

After Ketshef had been |led out, the brigadier, displeased, said to the

civilian: "l don't understand you. | think he spoke rather wllingly. From
your point of view -- a reqgular chatterbox. No, | don't understand.”

The civilian |laughed. "Listen, ny friend, you stick to your job and
"1l stick to mne."

The brigadier was offended. "The |leader of a group... is inclined to
phi | osophi ze. | don't understand you."

"Have you ever seen a phil osophi zing corpse?”

“Nonsense. "

“Well, have you?"

“And have you?" asked the brigadier.

"Yes, just now," said the civilian wth authority. "And, take note,
this isn't the first time. I'm alive. He's dead. So what's there to
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di scuss?"

The captain rose suddenly, went over to Maxim and whispered into his
face: "Watch your posture, candidate. Attention! Eyes straight ahead!" He
studi ed Maxi mfor several seconds, then returned to his seat.

"So," said the adjutant. "W still have Ordi Tader, Meno G anenu, and
two others who refuse to give their nanmes.”

"We'll start with them" suggested the civilian.

Nunber 7313, a lean, sinew man with painfully swllen 1|ips, entered
and sat down. He, too, was in handcuffs, although he had an artificial arm

“Your nanme?" asked the brigadier.

“Whi ch one?" asked the one-arnmed prisoner cheerfully.

Maxi m wi nced -- he had been certain the man would remain silent.

“Do you have so many? G ve your real nane.”

"My real nane is Seven- Three- One-Three."

"So-0. What were you doing in Ketshef's apartnent?"

"I was |ying unconscious. For your information, |I'mvery good at it. If
you like, | can give you a denonstration."”

“"Don't trouble yourself," said the civilian. He was very angry. "Save
your skill for later. You'll be needing it."

The prisoner burst out |aughing. He |[|aughed heartily, as if he were
still a young man, and Maximrealized with horror that this |aughter was

genuine. The nmen sitting around the table stiffened as they listened to him

"“Massar aksh!" The prisoner wiped his tears wth his shoulder. "Sone
threat!" He turned to the civilian. "But you, you re still a young man. You
must learn to do your job coolly, officially -- for the noney. It nakes an
enornous inpression on the victins of your inquisition. What an appal ling
state of affairs when you find yourself being tortured not by an eneny but
by a bureaucrat. Take a look at ny left arm H's Inperial Myjesty's
specialists sawed it off in three stages; and each order was acconpani ed by
a lengthy official correspondence. Those butchers were just doing a
di sagreeabl e, boring, unrewarding job. Wile they were sawing off nmy arm

they cursed their wetchedly low pay. And | was terrified. | had to strain
my wllpower to keep fromtal king. And now... | can see how you hate ne. You
-- me, and I -- you. Fine!l But you have been hating ne less than twenty
years, and I -- you, for nore than thirty. You, young man, were stil
toddl i ng under the table and tornmenting the cat."

“Ah," said the civilian, "an old-tinmer. | thought we'd already killed
all of you off."

“"Don't count on it," replied the prisoner. "You still have a lot to
| earn.”

“I think that's enough,” said the brigadier, turning to the civilian.

The civilian wote sonething rapidly on the magazi ne and, passed it to
the brigadier. The brigadier was surprised and |ooked at the «civilian
dubi ously. The civilian sm|ed. Then, shrugging his shoul ders, the brigadier
addressed the captain: "Captain Chachu. You were a witness. Howdid the
accused conduct hinsel f when arrested?"

"He was sprawl ed on the floor," replied the captain glumy.
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“I'n other words, he did not resist. So-o0." The brigadi er paused briefly
again, rose, and pronounced sentence: "Prisoner Seven-Three-One-Three is
sentenced to death. Until the date is set, the prisoner will be sent into
exile for reeducation.” Captain Chachu | ooked scornful and bew | dered. The
one-arnmed prisoner |aughed softly and shook his head as they |ed himout.

Nunmber 7314 was brought in. This was the man who had | ain scream ng and
withing on the floor. A though he was very frightened, he behaved
defiantly. As soon as he appeared in the doorway, he shouted that he would
not answer questions or beg for leniency. And he did remain silent and
refused to answer a single question, even the civilian's question about
m streatnment while under arrest. The interrogation ended when the brigadier
| ooked at the civilian and blinked inquiringly. The civilian nodded and
said: "Yes, give himto ne." He seened very pl eased.

The brigadier ran through the renmai ni ng papers and sai d:

“Let's go, gentlenen. Let's get sonmething to eat.”

The court adjourned. Maximand Pandi were pernmitted to stand at ease.
When the captain, too, had left the room Pandi said indignantly: "Did you

see those animal s? W rse than | snakes. |If they didn't get headaches, how
could you tell they | were degens? It's frightening to think what would
happen. "

Maximdid not reply. He was in no nood for conversation. H's picture of
this world, which had seened so clear-cut and logical only yesterday, was
now eroded and blurred. Pandi continued tal king, not needing any response
from Maxim Renoving his white gloves to avoid soiling them he took a bag
of roasted nuts fromhis pocket and offered sone to Maxim He began to tell
hi m how he detested this assignnment. First of all, he was deathly afraid of
catching sonething from the degens. Second, sone of them Ilike this
one-arned fellow, behaved so disrespectfully that he could scarcely control
hi nsel f. Once he had taken it as long as he could and then given one of them
a good punch in the jaw. He was al nost broken to candidate. Thanks to the
captain, all he got was twenty days in the stockade plus forty days w t hout
| eave.

Maxim chewed the nuts in silence, scarcely Ilistening to Pandi's
chatter. "Hate," he thought. "These hate the others, and they hate back. But
why? ' The nost | oathsone governnment.' Wiy is it |oathsome? Were did he get
the 1idea? Corrupted his people. How? What does all this nean? And that
civilian... was he really hinting at torture? That sort of thing died out
centuries ago, In the Mddle Ages. But what about fascisn? Hitler.
Auschwitz. Race theory, genocide. Wrld destruction. GQuy -- a fascist? And
Rada? Unlikely. The captain? | wsh | understood the connection between
those terrible headaches and their disobeying the authorities. Wiy is it
that only degens are trying to destroy the ABM network? And why not al
degens?”

“Corporal Pandi," he asked, "what about the Khontis -- are they all
degens?”

Pandi becane very thoughtful.
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"Hm howcan | explain it? Well, our job is to handle the city degens
and the wld ones in the forest. The arny people are trained to deal wth
anything they come up against in Khonti or anywhere else. Al you need to
know is that the Khontis are our worst enemes. Before the war they obeyed
us, but now they are getting their revenge. And that's it. Got it?"

“"More or less,"” replied Maxim Pandi reprinmanded himinstantly. "That's
no way for a legionnaire to answer. A legionnaire says 'Yes, sir' or 'No,
sir." 'More or less' is for civilians, for the corporal's sister. You don't
answer |ike that in the service."

Wth a subject so inspiring and dear to his heart and with such an
attentive and respectful audi ence, Pandi woul d have babbled on indefinitely.
But the officers were returning. Pandi broke off in mdsentence, whispered
“"Attention," and froze into position-after conpleting the required maneuvers
between the table and the prisoner's seat. Maximfollowed suit.

The officers were in fine spirits. Captain Chachu, with a contenptuous
expression on his face, was telling themin a |loud voice how, in '96, they
had stuck sone dough on red-hot arnmor and it turned out delicious. The
brigadier and civilian retorted that fighting spirit was damed inportant,
but the Fighting Legion's ness should be second to none; the |less canned
food, the better. Wth half-closed eyes the adjutant rattled off sone
reci pes fromnenory. The others fell silent and listened to himw th strange
tenderness in their eyes. Then the adjutant choked with enotion and coughed
to clear his throat. The brigadier, sighing, said: "Yes. Splendid. But we'l
have to get back to work now "

Still coughing, the adjutant opened the folder, dug through the papers,
and announced: "Ordi Tader."
The woman entered, |ooking as pale and as transparent as she had

yesterday. When Pandi extended his hand to take her by the el bow and seat
her, she recoiled sharply, as if from a snake, and Maxi mthought she was
going to strike Pandi. She didn't; she was handcuffed. She just calmy and
distinctly told himto keep his ; filthy hands off her and wal ked around hi m
and sat down.

The brigadier asked her the usual questions. She did not reply. The
civilian rem nded her of her <child and husband, but still she refused to
answer. She sat straight and tall. Maxim could not see ' her face, only her
tense thin neck beneath dishevel ed hair.

Suddenly she said in alow voice: "You are real swne. Al of you.
Murderers! But you will all die. You, brigadier -- | am seeing you for the
first and last tinme. You wll die a cruel death. Not by ny hands,
unfortunately, but it will be a cruel, cruel death. And vyou, you
bl oodthirsty animals. | personally finished off two like vyou. If these two
idiots weren't standing behind ne, I'd kill you this instant."” She caught
her breath. "And you, you fat-headed cannon fodder, we'll get you yet. But
you' Il die an easy death. Gel m ssed, but | know people who won't."

They did not interrupt her but listened attentively.

They seened ready to listen to her for hours, when suddenly she rose
and stepped toward the table. Pandi caught her by the shoul der and threw her
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back on the seat. Then she spat with all her strength but failed to reach
the table. Suddenly she went |inp and began to cry. They watched her cry for
sone time. Then the brigadier rose and sentenced her to death, the sentence
to be carried out within forty-eight hours. Pandi took her by the arm and
pushed her through the door. The civilian rubbed his hands, smled, and
said: "That was luck. Fine escorts." The brigadier replied: "Thank the
captain.”

Captain Chachu said only: "Ssh." Everyone fell silent.

The adjutant sumoned Meno G anmenu and skipped the usual fornmalities
because it was a clear-cut case. Wen he was placed under arrest he had
shown armed resistance. They did not bother to interrogate him Wile the
bri gadier read the death sentence, he |ooked at the ceiling indifferently,
nursing his injured right hand with his left. The dislocated fingers were
bound with a rag. Maxi mcould not understand the prisoner's wunnatural calm
and his cold indifference to the proceedi ngs.

Granenu was being led out when the adjutant, with a sigh of relief,
gat her ed the papers into his folder, and the brigadier started a
conversation with the civilian about the pronmotion system Captain Chachu
went over to Pandi and Maximand ordered themto | eave. Al though Maxi m
clearly saw a threat in his transparent eyes, he was too preoccupied to
care. He wondered about the man who would have to execute the wonman.
| npossi bl el But soneone would have to do the job in the next forty-eight
hours.

8.

@iy pulled on his pajamas, hung up his uniform and turned to Maxim
Candidate Simwas sitting on a snmall sofa that Rada had placed in an enpty
corner for him One boot was off and he had started on the other. H s eyes
were turned to the wall. Guy crept up to himfromthe side and tried to jab
him playfully. As usual, he m ssed his mark: Mac jerked his head back just
in tine.

"What's on your mnd?" asked Quy playfully. "Pining for Rada? You're
out of luck, brother; she's on the night shift today."

Mac sm | ed weakly and started on the other boot.

“Way out of |uck?" he said absentm ndedly. "Guy, | know you wouldn't
lie to ne." He stopped tugging. "You' re always saying they get paid for
their work."

"Who? The degens?”

"Right. You've talked about it a lot, to ne and the nen. Paid agents of
t he Khontis, you said. And the captain gives us the sane story every day."

"What else is there to say about then?" Ch, God, there goes Mac again
with one of his boring conversations. "You're really a funny guy, Mac.
Not hi ng's changed with them so there's nothing newto say. Degens have
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al ways been degens, and that's the way it is now They've always received
nmoney from our enemes. They do it now, too. For exanple, just |ast year, a
group of them were caught red-handed with a cellarful of dough. How could an
honest man have that nuch noney? They weren't bankers.”

Mac set his boots neatly by the wall, rose, and began wunbuttoning his
junp suit.

"Quy," he said, "There's sonething I don't understand about you peopl e.
You're told sonething about a person, but when you |ook at him you know it
can't be true. That it's a m stake."

"That happens,"” said Guy, frowning. "But if you're referring to degens

“"Precisely. | watched themtoday. They're ordinary people... like
everybody else. Sone a little better, sone a little worse. Sone are brave,
others cowardly. But they certainly aren't the animals | expected. O that
all of you think they are. Wait, don't interrupt nme. | don't know if they
are dangerous. Everything seens to indicate that they are. But | don't
bel i eve they're bought."

"Why can't you believe it? Look, let's say you don't believe ne; I'ma

l[ittle guy. But what about the captain? And the brigadier?"

Maxi mthrew off his junp suit, went over to the w ndow, and stared out,
pressing his forehead agai nst the pane.

“"And if m stakes are nade?"

"M stakes?" @y was bew |ldered. "Who nakes m stakes? The brigadier?
Mac, you areare a jerk!"

"OK." Mac turned around. "But we're not discussing himnow W're
tal ki ng about the degens. Let's take you, for exanple. You would die for
your cause, right?"

"Ri ght! And so would you."

"OK, so we would. And that's precisely ny point. We would die for a

cause, not for the Legion's rations or for noney. Ofer ne a billion of your
paper bills and | wouldn't be willing to die for it. And you're the sane
way. "

"Of course," said GGy, thinking what a character Mc was, always
getting strange ideas.

"Wl | ?"

"What do you nean -- wel | ?"

“Well, all right," said Maxim inpatiently. "You wouldn't agree to die
for noney. Neither would I. But you think the degens woul d? Ri di cul ous!"”

"Sure they would!"™ Guy was steanmed up. "That's why they're degens!
Money neans nore to themthan anything else. Nothing's holy to them
Strangling a child is no big deal to them They've done it! Get this, Mac:
if aman tries to destroy the ABM network, what kind of man can he be? |'|
tell you -- a col d-bl ooded nurderer!”

“I"'mnot so sure about that. Sone of them were interrogated today. If
t hey had named their confederates, they could have saved their necks, gotten
off with hard |abor in a penal colony, But they didn't. So doesn't that nean
that their confederates nean nore to them than noney? Mre than Ilife
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itsel f?"

“You can't say that for sure," replied Guy. "According to the |aw, al
t he degens would be sentenced to death, without a court trial. You yourself
saw themtried."

He | ooked at Mac and saw that he was confused and wavering. He was
really good-hearted but so naive; he didn't understand that cruelty to the
eneny was unavoi dable. He should really lay it on the line, tell himto stop

tal king nonsense, to shut up and listen to his superiors. Mac was no
bl ockhead or ignorant kid; if things were explained to himproperly, he'd
under st and.

"No!" said Mac stubbornly. "You can't hate for noney alone. And the
degens do hate -- nore than | believed possible for people to hate. You hate
them |l ess than they hate you. And | want to know why."

“"Now listen. I'Il explain it to you again. In the first place, they are
degens. They hate all normal people. By nature they're vicious, |like rats.

And second, we interfere in their affairs. They would |like to do their dirty
wor k, get their dough, and live in clover. And what do we do? W say to
them ' Freeze! Hands up!' What do you expect themto do, |ove us?"

“If they're all as vicious as rats, what about that |andlord? Hthey're
all bought, as you say they are, why was he rel eased?"

@Quy | aughed.

“"That landlord is a coward. There are plenty of those, too. They hate
us, but they're afraid. They know it pays to be nice to us. Besides, he's a
landlord, a rich man. You can't buy him off so easy. He's not |ike that

dentist. Mac, vyou're funny; vyou're like a kid!' You know that all people
aren't alike, and neither are the degens."

"OfF course | know," interrupted Mac. "But, take the dentist. I'll bet
my shirt he wasn't bought. | can't prove it to you, but | feel it in ny

bones. That dentist is a courageous, decent man."

"“You nmean degen!"

"Have it your way. A courageous, decent degen. | saw his library. He's
wel | educated. He knows a thousand tines nore than you or the captain. Wy
is he against us? |If everything is as you say, why doesn't an educated man
i ke that know it? Even when threatened wth death, he tells us straight to
our faces that he's for the people and agai nst us. Wy?"

"An educated degen is doubly dangerous,” Quy |ectured him "Just being
a degen, he hates us. But if he's -educated, he can spread that hatred
everywhere. Education, ny dear friend, is not always a blessing. Like a gun,
it depends on who has it."

"Education is always a blessing."

"I disagree. I'd rather see all the Khontis ignorant. Then, at |east,
we could live like people instead of being always afraid that they'|ll get
us. If they were uneducated, we could control them better."

"Yes," said Mac in a strange tone, "we know how to do that all right.

We know very well how to be cruel.”
“"You're talking like a child again. W'd be very happy to convince them
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by rational persuasion. It certainly would be [|ess expensive and |ess
bl oody. But what would you do if persuasion didn't work?"
"That neans they do have convictions, doesn't it?" Mac interrupted. "If

a wel | -educated person like that dentist is convinced he's right, then where
does Khonti noney cone into the picture?"

Quy was fed up with Mac's argunents, so as a last resort he began to
cite the Creators' Code. But Mac broke in, <calling out suddenly: "Rada!
You' ve had enough sleep! Your legionnaires are starving to death and want
your conpany!"

@Quy was surprised to hear Rada's voice conme from behind the screen.

“I'"ve been awake for a long tine. You ve been shouting as if you were
on the drill field."

“What are you doi ng hone?" asked Cuy.

W appi ng her robe nore closely around her, she cane out from behind the
screen.

"Lost ny job," she announced. "Mama Tei closed down her place. She
I nherited sone noney and is going off to the country. But she recommended ne
for a good job. Mac, why are your things all over the place? Put themin the
closet. |'ve asked you both a dozen tines not to cone in with your boots on!
Quy, set the table, we'll eat right away. Mac, you've lost weight. M
goodness, what are they doing to you there?"

“Conme on, cone on!" said Guy. "Let's have sone dinner."

Rada went to the kitchen. As she left the room Mac watched her with a
t ender expression on his face.

"Pretty, isn't she?" asked Q@y. He was startled to see Mic's face
harden abruptly. "What's the natter wth you?"

“Listen," said Mac. "They can do anything. Even torture a person. You
know nore about that than | do. But to shoot wonen, to torture wonen." He
grabbed his boots and | eft the room

@Quy grunted, scratched his head vigorously, and began to put out
pl ates. Their discussion had left him with an unpleasant aftertaste and
conflicting feelings. O course Mac was still green, and not from their
world. But it was amazi ng how these argunents with Mac al ways turned out. He
certainly was renmarkably |ogical. Although he had been tal king nonsense this
time, too, everything had shaped up so logically! Guy had to admt that, if
not for this conversation, he would hardly have reached a basically sinple
conclusion, nanely: that the nmain objection to the degens was that they were
degens. Discount this, and all the other accusations agai nst themturned out
to be nonsense. "Yes, the whole point is that they are degens and hate
everything normal. This is sufficient reason for themto oppose us w thout
Khonti's gold. Does that nmean the Khontis are degens, too? W' ve never been
told they are. If they aren't, then our degens should hate them as they hate
us. OCh, nmassaraksh! Darn this logic!"

When Mac returned. Guy pounced on him

"How di d you know Rada was hone?"

"What do you nmean -- how? It was quite obvious.

“I'f it was so obvious to you, why didn't you warn ne? And why,
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massar aksh, do you blab so nmuch in the presence of outsiders? |I've told you
dozens of times, massaraksh!”

"Massar aksh, who's an outsider here? Rada? Rada is |less an outsider to
me than all your captains!”

“Massar aksh! What do the regul ations say about mlitary secrets?”

"Massar aksh and nmassaraksh! Wiy are you badgering ne? | thought you
knew she was hone! | thought you were kidding about the night shift.
Besi des, what the hell kind of mlitary secrets were we di scussi ng anyway?"

“Anyt hi ng concerning the service is -- "

“Damm you and your service! You can't even talk in front of your own

sister! You' ve got your |ousy secrets everywhere. [It's inpossible -- we
can't even open our nouths!"
“"Who do you think you are, shouting at ne? Renenber, |I'mthe one who's

teaching you, you fool! And you have the nerve to shout at ne?"

Before Guy could finish, Mac had cal nred dowmn. Mac wal ked over to him
and then Guy felt powerful arns seize him the room began to spin, and the
ceiling rushed toward him He let out a muffled cry, and Mac, carrying him
carefully above his head, wal ked over to the w ndow.

“Well, where should I throw you and your secrets? Qut the w ndow?"

“"What an idiotic joke, nmassaraksh!" shouted Gy, waving his arns
wildly.

"So you don't want to be thrown out the wi ndow? Well, then stay here.”

Mac carried GQuy behind the screen and threw hi mdown on Rada's bed. CGuy
sat up, straightened his pajamas, and nuttered: "Sone joke."

@Quy had cooled down too; he mght as well save his anger for the
degens.

They set the table. Rada cane in with a pot of soup. Behind her was Unc
Kaan with his precious flask. It alone, he assured everyone, protected him
from colds and a host of geriatric ailnments. They sat down and started on
the soup. Unc drained a wine glass, took a deep breath, and began to talk
about his eneny. Shapshu, he said, had witten an article about the function
of certain bones in sone ancient lizard, and the entire article was based on
i di ocy, contained nothing but idiocy, and was witten for idiots.

As far as Unc Kaan was concerned, everyone was an idiot, including his
faculty colleagues and his assistants. And the students? The height of
idiocy. So the fate of pal eontol ogy was a foregone conclusion. QGuy wasn't
particularly distressed -- what use would it ever be to anyone? But Rada was
very fond of Unc and al ways grieved along with hi mwhen he conpl ai ned about
his colleagues or the wuniversity's failure to supply funds for an
expedi tion.

Today the dinner conversation took a different turn. Rada, who had
heard everything from behind the screen, asked Unc how the degens differed
fromnormal people. GQuy glowered at Maxi m and asked Rada not to ruin their
appetites. He suggested that she read the literature on degens.

Unc declared that this literature was prepared for downright idiots;
that the people in the Departnent of Education believed everyone to be as
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i gnorant as thenselves; that the degen problemwas certainly not as sinple
as the literature deliberately portrayed it. "Either we behave Iike cultured
people or |ike our brave but ignorant barracks officers.” Unc drained
anot her glass of wne and |aunched into a theory now current in scientific
circles: the degens were nothing other than a new biological form that
evolved as a result of radiation exposure.

"The degens are dangerous -- no doubt about that,"” said Unc, raising
his finger, "But they are far nore dangerous than you think, QGQuy. They are
fighting for a place in this world, for the survival of their species, and
this struggle is not a question of social <conditions. It will end only when
either the last man or the | ast de-gen-nmutant | eaves the arena of biol ogical
history victorious. Khonti gold? Nonsense! Diversions against the ABM
network? Trivial. Look beyond the Blue Snake River, ny friends. Yes, beyond
t he Blue Snake River! That's where your real danger cones from The prolific
col onies of humanoid nonsters will cone fromdown there to tranple us, to
anni hilate us! GQuy, you are blind. And your commanders, too. You nust fight
to save an entire civilization, not just one people, not sinply our nothers
and children, but allall humanity!"

@Quy becane furious. He was hardly concerned, he said, with the fate of
humanity. He didn't believe this theory nonsense. If he was told that it was
possible to set the wld degens against Khonti, he would devote his whole
life to the task. Unc called hima blind fool. He said that the Al -Powerfu
Creators were real martyrs and were truly engaged in unequal battle if al
they had at their command were such m serable, blind supporters.

GQuy decided not to argue with him because Unc understood not hing about
politics. Mac tried to get involved in the argunent and began to tal k about
the one-arnmed degen, but Guy cut short his feeble attenpts to publicize a
service secret. He told Rada to serve the second course and asked Mac to
turn on the television set. "Too nuch yak-yakki ng today," he said. "W're on
| eave; let's relax."

But his inmgination had been aroused, and since there was | nothing
worthwhile on TV, @Quy began to tell stories about the wild degens. Having
fought themfor three years, he knew a thing or two about them He hadn't
sat it out in the rear |I|ike those philosophizing types. Rada felt sorry for
the old man and called her brother a braggart. Still, Unc and Mac def ended
hi m and asked himto continue. Quy refused: his feelings had been hurt, and
besi des, he couldn't think of a single exanple to refute the old souse's
argunents. Suddenly he renenbered what Zef, first sergeant of the 114th Unit
of condemmed prisoners, had once told him and he presented this theory to
Unc with pleasure. Zef had said that degens were becom ng increasingly
active because the radioactive desert was closing in on them Their only
hope for survival was to fight their way into areas free of radi oactivity.

“"Who told you that?" asked Unc scornfully. "Wat idiot ever concocted
that sinplistic explanation?”

GQuy | ooked at him gloating, and replied with authority: "That happens
to be the opinion of Allu Zef, one of our nost enm nent psychiatrists.”

“"Where did you neet hin?" inquired Unc even nore scornfully. "In the
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conpany kitchen?"

GQuy bit his tongue and focused his attention on the TV weat her man.

Massar aksh, Mac barged into the argunent again.

“"All right, | amready to grant you that those nonsters in the south
are sone new species. But tell ne -- what does that |andl ord Renadu have in
common with then? Renadu is al so considered a degen, but clearly he doesn't
bel ong to this new species.”

Since this had never occurred to GQuy, he was relieved what Unc junped
in to answer the question. After calling WM all sort of nanmes, Unc
expl ai ned that the undetected degens, the <city ones, were actually the
surviving remants of the new specie who, in the central regions, had been
al rost conpletely wped out in the cradle. They still renenbered those
horrors. Many were killed at birth, sonetines together with their nothers.
Only the ones in whomthe new species traits were invisible to the naked eye
survived. Uncle Kaan drained a fifth glass of w ne, dropped all restraint,
and developed for his audience an efficient programfor the nedical
i nspection of the entire population. This, he insisted, nust be undertaken
sooner or later, and better sooner than l|ater. Absolutely no exceptions!
Weeds nmust be torn with the roots w thout nercy.

Wth this, dinner ended. Rada cleared the dishes from tit table.
Wthout waiting for his |listeners' reactions, Unc triunphantly corked his
flask and started for his room CGuy follow'l| himwith his eyes -- the old
man in his threadbare jacket, patched trousers, darned socks, and worn
shoes. Dammed war! Before the war the entire apartnent had belonged to
Uncle. He had a servant, wfe, son, fancy china, lots of noney, even a
country hone sonmewhere. But now his dusty book-cramed study served as
bedroom and what have you. Secondhand clothing, |oneliness, oblivion. A
sorry state. Quy pushed the easy chair closer to the TV, stretched out, and
began to watch the screen drowsily. Mac sat beside him for a while, then
rose silently, and di sappeared into another comer. He browsed in GQuy's small
col l ection of books, selected a textbook, and began to |eaf through it.

After Rada had finished the dishes, she sat down beside GGuy and
crocheted, glancing up at the screen occasionally. Al was peaceful and
serene. @Quy dozed off.

He had a ridiculous dream he caught two degens in a railroad tunnel,
began interrogating them and suddenly discovered that one of them was Mac.
The other one, smling gently, said to GQuy: "All this time you ve been
making a big m stake. Your place is with us. The captainis just a hired

killer. He's no patriot. He just likes to kill." GQuy was crushed by doubts,
but then sensed that everything was about to becone crystal clear. Just one
nore second, and all M doubts would vanish. |Ibis strange situation was so

agoni zing that his heart skipped several beats, and he woke up abruptly.

Mac and Rada were quietly chatting about trivial things. About sw mm ng
in the sea, about sand and cockl eshells. A thought suddenly occurred to him
was he really capable of doubling, of vacillating? Wuat did the doubts in
his dream nmean? Could they happen during his waking 1life? For sone tine he
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tried to recall the dreamin all its details, but it slipped away |ike a bar
of wet soap. Relieved, GQuy passed it off as nonsense.

The TV programwas boring, so GQuy suggested a few beers. Rada went to
the kitchen and brought two bottles fromthe refrigerator. They drank and
chatted, and in the course of their ainless conversation it canme out that
Mac had absorbed an entire textbook on geopolitics in the preceding
hal f - hour. Rada was delighted, but Guy refused to believe it. He insisted
that a person mght be able to leaf through it in half an hour, but
certainly not read it and assimlate it. I|Inpossible! Mac demanded a test and
they made a bet: the loser would tell Uncle Kaan straight to his face that

hi s col | eague Shapshu was a superior intellect and a brilliant scientist.
Quy opened the book at random found questions at the end of a chapter,
and read: "Explain our governnent's noral nmagnanimty wth respect to

nort hern expansion.” Mac answered in his own words but correctly summari zed
the text, adding that in his opinion noral magnanimty had nothing to do
wi th expansion; he viewed the entire problemas stemmng fromKhonti's and
Pandeya's aggressive reginmes. Quy scratched his head, turned several pages,
and asked: "What is the average cereal yield in the northwestern regions?"
Mac | aughed and said that there were no data for the northwest. Quy's
inability to trip up Mac delighted Rada. "Wat is the popul ation pressure at
the nouth of the Blue Snake River?" continued Guy. Mac stated a figure,
cited an error in calculation, and did not fail to add that the concept of
popul ation pressure troubled him He couldn't wunderstand why it had been
i ntroduced. CGuy started to explain that popul ation pressure was a neasure of
aggressi veness, but Rada interrupted him (Quy, she said, was deliberately
changing the subject, trying to squirmout of their bet because he realized
how poorly he was doi ng.

Dismayed by the prospect of confronting Uncle Kaan, CGuy stalled for
time by starting an argunent. Mac listened for a while. Then, out of the
blue, he declared that Rada should not accept the job as a waitress but
should return to school. Relieved at the change of subject. Guy shouted that
he had told her the sane thing a thousand tines and had suggested she apply
for the W nen's Legion Corps, where she would be turned into a useful
citizen. But the conversation fell flat. Mac nerely shook his head, and
Rada, as she had on previous occasions, spoke about the W.C in the nost
di srespectful terns.

@Quy didn't bother to argue with her. He threw aside the textbook, went
over to the closet for his guitar, and tuned it. Mc and Rada pushed the
tabl e aside and faced each other, preparing dance to the acconpani nent of
“"Yes -- Yes, No -- No." Guy played for them As he watched them dance, he
t hought what spl endid couple they made. But apartnents were inpossible find.
| f they got married, he would have to nove to the barracks.

Oh well, that wouldn't be so bad. Many of the corporals lived in the
barracks. On the other hand, Mac didn't act as though he planning to get
married. He treated Rada nore like a friend, although wth unusual
tenderness and respect. Yet it was clear that Rada had fallen in love wth
hi m How her eyes sparkled! How could a girl not fall in love wth such a
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man! Even that old hag, Madane Go, stuck her skull out the door and grinned
as soon as she heard Mac wal king down the corridor. Every tenant in the
building was fond of him The legionnaires, too. Only captain treated him
strangely... although he didn't deny that Mac was a firebrand.

The couple danced on and on, wuntil they were about to drop from
exhaustion. Mac took the guitar from Gy, retuned it in his own special way,
and began to sing his nmountain songs. Dozens of them but not one famliar
tune. Yet they had a strange effect on GQuy. Although he didn't understand a
single word, sonetines he would feel like crying, sonetinmes |ike |aughing.
Rada had already nenorized sone of themand tried to humthem now. One of
her favorites was a funny song about a girl who sat on a nmountain, waiting
for her boyfriend. But no matter how hard he tried, he could not reach her
-- one obstacle after another bl ocked his path.

The doorbell rang, but they did not hear it through the nmusic. Then a
| oud knocki ng, and Captain Chachu's orderly burst into the room

“"Corporal, sir, my | speak with you?" he bellowed, casting a furtive
gl ance at Rada.

Mac stopped pl ayi ng.

"What is it?" said Quy.

“"The captain has ordered you and Candidate Sim to report to conpany
headquarters at once. A car is waiting below"

Quy junped up.

"Go wait for wus in the car. W'll be down in a few mnutes. Hurry and
dress,"” he said to Maxim

Rada took the guitar and cradled it in her arns |ike a baby. Then she
turned and wal ked to the w ndow.

“"What's it all about?" asked Mac.

“How shoul d | know? Maybe it's a practice alert.”

“I don't like it."

Quy looked at himand turned on the radio. Nothing alarmng. They
dressed hurriedly.

“Well, Rada, we're going," said Quy.

"Then go," said Rada w thout turning around.

“"Let's go, Mac." Quy pulled his beret over his eye.

“Call nme if you're delayed," said Rada.

The orderly obligingly opened the door for Guy. They clinbed into the
car and set off for headquarters. Evidently they had been sunmoned because
of an emergency. Turning the siren up full blast, the driver raced toward
their destination. GQuy thought, with sone regret, about the pleasant evening
they had left behind. But that was the |life of a Ilegionnaire. Ina few
mnutes they would receive their orders, pick up their guns, and start
shooting. R ght on top of a cozy evening: beer, warm pajamas, singing to the
acconpani nent of the guitar. Ah, yes, that was the life of a | egionnaire,
the best of all possible lives. Wves, girlfriends? No need of them Mac
didn't want to marry Rada. Never mnd, she'd wait. If she Ioved him she'd
wai t .
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The car tore onto the parade ground and braked at the entrance to the
barracks. Guy | eaped out and ran up the steps. He stopped short at the door,
checked his beret and belt buckle, gave Mac a qui ck once-over and fastened
his collar -- massaraksh, it was al ways open! -- and knocked.

“"Conme in!" barked a famliar voice.

GQuy entered and reported for duty. Captain Chachu, wearing a cap and
wool en cape, sat behind his desk, snoking and drinking coffee. The cartridge
case in front of himwas filled wth butts. Two submachi ne guns rested
against the side of the desk. He rose slowy, leaning heavily on the desk
wi th both hands. Staring at Mac, he began to speak.

“Candi date Sim  You have shown yourself to be an extraordinary fighter
and a loyal conrade. | applied to the brigade commander for your early
pronotion to the rank of regular private in the Fighting Legion. You passed
the test by fire very successfully. Now you will be tested by bl ood."

GQuy was overjoyed: he hadn't expected this to happen so soon. "There's
an old soldier for you!"™ he thought. "What a fool | was to think he had it
in for Mac." Quy glanced at Mac, and his joy paled at the sight of Mac's
wooden countenance and bul ging eyes. Al according to regulations. But at
this particular nonent it wasn't necessary.

“I am about to hand you an order. Candidate Sim" continual the
captain, handing Mac a docunment. "It is the first order addressed to you
personally. And | hope not the last. Read it and sign it."

Mac took the order and skinmmed through it. Quy's heart skipped again --
not fromjoy, but froma vague and fearful prenonition. Mac's face remai ned
i mmobi |l e, and everything appeared to be in order, except that he hesitated
al nost inperceptibly before he picked up the pen and signed the docunent.
The captain exam ned the signature and placed the paper in his map case.

He picked up a typed envel ope fromhis desk. "Corporal Gaal, go to the
guardroom and bring the condemed prisoners here. Take a gun -- no, here,
take this one."

@Quy took the envel ope, slung the gun over his shoulder, ei-ecuted an
about-face, and marched toward the door. He could still hear the captain
telling Mac: "Don't worry, <candidate. No need to get jittery. It's only
frightening the first tine."

Quy crossed the field on the double, heading toward the guardhouse. He
handed the chief sentry the envelope, signed in the designated places, and
recei ved the necessary receipts in turn. The condemmed prisoners were turned
over to him They were the recent conspirators: the stocky man whose fingers
Mac had di slocated and the woman. Massaraksh, this was too nuch! The wonman
-- it was absolutely unnecessary! This was no job for Mac. He led the
prisoners to the drill field and prodded themtoward the barracks. Nursing
his hand, the man dragged hinself al ong, while the woman wal ked strai ght as
a rod, her hands thrust deeply into her jacket pockets. She appeared to be
oblivious to everything around her. "Massaraksh, and why not Mac? Wiy the
hell not? The broad is just as bad as the other degen bastards. Wy shoul d
we neke an exception of her? And why, nassaraksh, should we nake an
exception for Candidate Sinf Let himget used to it!"
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The captain and Mac were waiting in the truck. The captain was behind
t he wheel; Mac sat in the back with his gun resting between his knees. Quy
opened the door and the prisoners clinbed in. "On the floor!" he ordered.
They sat down obediently on the steel floor, and GQuy sat opposite Mac. He
tried to catch Mac's eye, but Mac was | ooking at the prisoners. No, he was
| ooki ng at the woman, who was huddl ed up on the floor, clutching her knees.
Wthout turning around the captain asked if they were ready. The truck
pul | ed out.

They rode in silence. The captain drove at top speed, evidently anxious
to finish the job. WMc kept | ooking at the woman, as if he were trying to
get her attention, and Quy kept trying to catch Mac's eye. The condemed
prisoners clung to each other and squirnmed on the floor. The man started to
talk to the woman, but GQuy shouted at him The car sped out of the city,
passed the southern gate, and turned into a famliar deserted village. A
very famliar village. It led to Pink Caves. The captain turned the car
again, braked sharply, and eased it into a quarry. He switched off | the
engi ne and ordered everyone out.

It was al nost dawn, and a light m st was spreading through the quarry.
Its w ndswept stone walls emtted a faint pink glow Long ago nmarble had
been m ned here.

Matters were comng to a head. Mac continued to behave like a nodel
soldier. Not a single superfluous novenent. His face was inpassive, and his
eyes were focused on the captain in anticipation of an order. The stocky man
behaved well, wth dignity. No, he wouldn't give themany trouble. But the
woman went to pieces toward the end. She kept clenching her fists
convul sively, pressing them to her <chest and then dropping them Quy
expected sone hysterics, but it didn't appear that they'd have to drag her
to the execution spot.

The captain lit a cigarette, |ooked up at the sky, and said to Mac,
"Take themalong this path. You'll conme to a cave. You'll know where to
stand them Wen you're finished, be sure to check themand, if necessary,
give themthe coup de grace. Do you know what that is?"

"Yes, sir," replied Mac woodenly.

“"You're lying, boy. You don't know. It neans -- in the head. Get goi ng,
candi date. You'll return here a regular private."

Suddenly the woman spoke. "If one of youis a real man... tell ny

not her. Duck Village, Nunber Two. It's the next village. Her nane is --

“Don't |l ower yourself,"” booned the stocky man's deep voi ce.

“ -- her nane is IIli Tader."

"Don't lower yourself,” he repeated, raising his voice. The captain
punched himin the face. He stopped talking, put his hand to his cheek, and
gl ared at the captain.

"Get going, candidate," repeated the captain.

Mac turned to the prisoners and notioned to themwth his gun. They
started along the path. The woman turned around shouted again: "Duck
Village, Nunmber Two. IIli Tader!"
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Mac wal ked behind themslowy with his gun raised in front of him The
captain flung open the car door and sat down sideways behind the wheel with
his feet stretched out.

"O K We'll wait about fifteen mnutes."

“"Yes, sir," replied GQuy nechanically.

He followed Mac with his eyes until the group di sappeared behind a pink
| edge. "I'Il have to buy a bottle on the way back," he thought. "Get him
good and drunk. They say it hel ps.”

“You may snoke, corporal," said the captain.

"Thank you, sir, but I don't snoke."

The captain spat through his teeth.

“"Aren't you worried that your friend will let you down?"
“Absolutely not, sir," said @iy, but w thout conviction. "Although, if
| may say so, sir, |I'm very sorry that he got the woman. He's fromthe

nmount ai ns and they --

"He's no nore from the nountains than you or ne," said the captain.
"Anyway, it's not a question of wonen. Well, we'll see what happens. By the
way, what were you doi ng when you were sunmoned to headquarters?"

"W were singing, sir."

"What were you singing?"

"Mountain songs, sir. He knows a lot of them"

The captain got out of the car and paced up and down al ong the path. He
had stopped tal king, and about ten m nutes | ater began whistling the "Legion
March." Guy kept |istening for shots but didn't hear any. He began to grow
anxi ous. Could they have escaped from Mac? | npossible! D sarned hin? Even
nore inpossi ble. Then why the hell wasn't he firing? Maybe he had |ed them
beyond the usual spot? The stench there was pretty strong, and Mac had a

very keen sense of snell. He was so squeam sh about that sort of thing, he
could very well have gone another mle or so.

“"Well, Corporal Gaal," said the captain, halting, "that's it. I'm
afraid we can't wait any longer for your buddy. And |'mafraid you won't be

cal l ed corporal after today."

@Quy | ooked at himin dismay. The captain grinned.

“"What the hell's the matter with you? You ook as if your eyes are
about to pop out. Your friend ran away, deserted. He's a coward and a
traitor. Do you understand. Corporal Gaal ?"

@Quy was stunned. Not so nuch by what the captain said as how he said
it. The captain was ecstatic. He |looked as if he had just won a |arge bet.
Quy looked into the quarry nechanically and suddenly saw Mac. He was
returning alone, carrying his gun by its strap.

“Massar aksh," the captain said hoarsely. He, too, was stunned.

They st opped tal king and wat ched Mac approach them -- slowy, stepping
easily over the stone fragnments. They watched his calmface with its strange
eyes. @y's head was spinning. What happened to the shots? Had he strangl ed
then? O smashed themw th the butt of his gun? He, Mac, do that to a wonan?
Never! But the shots? There hadn't been any,

Five paces away, Mac halted and, |ooking the captain straight 1in the
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eye, flung the gun at his feet.

" Good- bye, captain,” he said. "I released them and now | want to
| eave. Take your gun! Take your clothes!”™ He turned to Guy and, unbuckling
his belt, said to him "QGuy, this is a dirty business. They've been lying to
us."

He pulled off his boots and junp suit, tied everything into a bundle
and stood there, alnost naked, in his silver shorts and barefoot, just as
@Quy had seen himfor the first tinme on the southern border. He went over to
the truck and placed the bundle on the hood. GQuy was shocked. He | ooked at
the captain -- then alnost froze in horror.

“Captain!" he shouted. "Don't! He's out of his mnd! He -- "

“"Candidate Sim" snapped the captain, his hand on his holster. "GCet
into the car! You're under arrest.”

“"That's what you think. I'm free. I've cone for Quy. Let's go, CQuy.
They' ve made a sucker out of you. They're dishonest people. Before | had
doubts about them but now |I'msure. Let's go, GQuy."

@Quy shook his head. He wanted to say sonething, to explain sonething,
but he had neither the tinme nor the words to express it. The captain had
drawn his pistol.

“Candi date Sim Into the car!"

“Are you com ng?" asked Mac.

@Quy shook his head again. He | ooked at the pistol. Only one thought ran
t hrough his head: Mac was about to be shot. Ch God, what should he do?

"OK," said Mac. "I'Ill find you. I'Il find out everything and I'Il find
you. You don't belong wwth them G ve Rada ny | ove."

He turned and began to wal k away, striding over the stone fragnents as
easily as if he were wearing boots. Guy stared mutely at his triangul ar back
and waited for the shot and the black hole beneath his [ eft shoul der bl ade.

"Candidate Sim" said the captain without raising his voice. "For the

last tinme, I'"'mordering you to return. |I'mgoing to shoot."

Mac halted and turned toward hi m agai n.

"“Shoot?" he said. "Why? Well, the reason doesn't natter. Put down your
pi stol."

Hol ding the pistol at his hip, Chachu ai ned at Mac.
“I" mcounting to three. Get into the truck, candidate. One!"

“Come, hand over your pistol." Mac extended his hand and advanced
toward the captain.
" Two! "

“"Don't!" shouted Cuy.

The captain fired. Mac was close to him Guy sawthe bullet hit his
shoul der. Mac staggered back, as if he had run into an obstacle.

"You fool!" said Mac. "Hand over your gun, you vicious fool!"

Mac continued to advance toward the captain, his hand reaching out for
the weapon. Blood was spurting fromhis shoulder. Wth a strangely unsteady
cry, the captain retreated and fired three shots in rapid succession into
t he broad tanned chest. Mac fell on his back, rose, and fell again. The
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captain fired three nore shots. Mac fell forward and lay still.
Guy felt giddy and his |legs buckled. He sank down on the truck's
runni ng board. The repul sive crunching sound of bullets penetrating the body

of his closest friend still ran through his head. Soon he recovered his
strength, but still unsure of his legs, rested a little | onger.
Mac's notionless body lay |ike a rock anong the pink and white

fragnments. The captain returned to where he had been standing, held his gun
in readiness, and Iit up a cigarette, inhaling greedily. He didn't |ook at
Quy. Snoking the cigarette down to the |last puff, he burned hinself; he
threw the butt away and took two steps toward the dead man.

“Massar aksh!" grunted the captain, replacing his pistol in its holster.

He funbled for a long tinme, trying to fasten it, and finally gave up.
He wal ked over to GQuy, grabbed his clothing at the chest with his crippled
hand, and jerked him up. Breathing noisily in QQuy's face, he spoke
unst eadily.

"OK, boy, we won't bust you to private. But you're finished in the
Legion. You'll wite out a request for transfer to the arny. Get in the
van."

PART THREE: TERRORIST

9.

H's escort murnured: "Wait here,” and vanished into the brush. Maxim
sat down on a stunp in the mddle of a clearing, thrust his hands deep
i nside the pockets of his canvas pants, and waited. The forest was old, and
the undergromth was strangling it. The ancient tree trunks snelled of
rotting nold. Maximshivered fromthe danpness. He felt faint and wanted to
sit in the sun, where he could warm hi s shoul der.

Soneone was in the bushes nearby, but Maximignored it. Although he had
been followed fromthe nonent he |eft the village, he wasn't concerned. It
woul d have been strange if they had believed his story at once.

Alittle girl wearing an oversized bl ouse and carrying a bucket entered
the clearing fromone side. As she passed, her eyes were riveted on Mac, and

she kept stunbling in the tall grass. A squirrel-like animl streaked
through the bushes, darted up a tree, |ooked down, took fright, and
di sappeared. It was quiet except for the distant, irregular clacking of a

machi ne cutting bulrushes on the |ake.
The man in the bushes did not go away. The feeling that he was being
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wat ched was unpl easant, but he had to get wused to it. He nust expect this
fromnow on. The inhabited island had turned agai nst him one group had shot
hi m another distrusted him Maxi mdozed off. Lately he had been dozing at
the nost 1nappropriate tines. He'd fall asleep, wake up, and fall asleep
again. Realizing that his body knew best what it needed, he did not attenpt
to fight it. This woul d pass.

He heard the rustle of footsteps and his escort's voice: "Follow ne."

Maxi m rose and fol |l owed. They went deep into the forest, weaving in and
out, describing circles and conplicated | oops as they gradually approached a
dwel ling that was actually very close to the clearing. Finally deciding that
he had sufficiently confused Maxim the escort took a shortcut over sone
fallen trees. He nmde a great deal of noise, |ike a city dweller
unaccustonmed to wal ki ng t hrough woodl and, so Maxi mcould no |onger hear the
footsteps of the man who was creeping al ong behind them

After they had passed the fallen trees. Maxim saw a neadow and a
ranmshackle 1og cabin with boarded-up w ndows. The neadow was covered wth
hi gh grass, but Maxi mnoticed both fresh and old tracks running through it.
Whoever cane here approached cautiously, trying to reach the cabin by a
different route each tine. They entered a dark, nusty room The man
foll ow ng themremai ned outside. The escort pulled up a trapdoor and said:
“"Conme over here. Be wcareful.” 1In the darkness Maxi m descended a wooden
staircase.

The cellar was warmand dry. Several people sat around a wooden table
and their eyes strained, trying to nake out Maxi min the darkness. The odor
of a snuffed-out candle suggested to Maximthat they didn't want himto see
their faces. He recognized only two: Odi, IIli Tader's daughter, and MenD
Granenu, who sat by the staircase wwth a machine gun on his knees. Upstairs
t he trapdoor slammed shut.

“Who are you," soneone asked. "Tell us about yourself."

“"May | sit down?" asked Maxi m

"Yes, of course. Cone over here, toward nme. There's a bench."

Maxi m sat down at the table and glanced around him Four people sat

around the table. They appeared gray and flat, like inages in a very old
phot ograph. On his right sat Ordi. The broad-shoul dered man sitting opposite
her, who bore an unpl easant resenbl ance to Captain Chachu, spoke out. "Tel

us about yourself," he repeated.

Maxi m si ghed. He detested the thought of introducing hinmself with a
pack of |ies, but he had no choi ce.

"I don't know anythi ng about ny past," he explained. "They say |I'mfrom
t he nountains. Maybe | am | don't renmenber. My nane is Maxim My surnane --
Kammerer. In the Legion ny nane was Mac Sim | can renmenber only as far back
as the nonent | was arrested in the forest near the Blue Snake River."

The lies were over with and the rest went nore easily. He told themhis
story, trying to be brief but not to skip what was inportant.

“I led themas far as possible into the quarry, ordered themto run,
and took my time returning. Then the captain shot nme. | regained
consci ousness that night, nmade ny way out of the quarry, and wandered into a
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pasture. In the daytinme | hid in the bushes and slept; at night I craw ed
over to the cows and drank some mlk. In a fewdays | felt better.
borrowed rags fromthe shepherds, reached Duck Village, and found IIli Tader

there. You know the rest."
There was a long pause. Then a man wth an inpassive face and

shoul der-length hair spoke. "I don't understand why he doesn't renenber his
past. | don't think that's likely. I'd like to hear the doctor's opinion."
"It happens," explained the doctor, a thin man who | ooked overworked.

Evidently anxious to snoke, he twirled a pipe in his hands.

"Whay didn't you escape with the prisoners?" asked Broadshoul ders.

"Quy was still back there. I hoped he would conme with ne." Maxim
paused, recalling Guy's pale bewildered face, the captain's hate-filled
eyes, the burning, stabbing pains in his chest and abdonen, and his wounded
feelings and sense of hel pl essness. "OF course it was stupid of ne to think
he woul d," he added. "But | didn't understand then."

“"Did you take part in Legion operations?”

“I"ve already told you about that."

"Tell us again!"

"I took part in only one operation, when Ketshef, Odi, you, and two
others who wouldn't identify thenselves were seized. One had an artificial
arm"

"Your captain certainly was in a hurry. How do you account for it?
Before a candidate is tested by blood, he nmust participate in at |least three
operations.”

"I don't know. | only know he didn't trust nme. | nyself can't
under stand why he sent nme to shoot -- "

"Why did he shoot you?"

"I think he was frightened. | wanted to take away his gun."

"I don't understand,"” said the long-haired man. "Let's see if |'ve got
it straight: he didn't trust you, so, to check you out, he sent you to
execute -- "

"Hold on, Forester," said Menpb, "this is a lot of hot air. Wrds don't
nmean a dam thing. If | were you, doctor, |I'd exam ne him There's sonething
fishy about his story."

"I can't examne himin the dark," said the doctor.

"Light the candle," suggested Maxim "I see you anyway."

For a nonent there was dead silence. Then Broadshoul ders asked: "Wat
do you nean -- you see us?"

Maxi m shrugged his shoul ders. "I can see in the dark."

“"Bullshit!" said Meno. "If you can see, describe what |'m doi ng now. "

Maxi m turned around.
"You've aimed your carbine at nme. Rather, you think it's at ne, but

actually it's aimed at the doctor. You are Meno Granenu -- nicknanmed Hoof of
Death, or just Hoofer. | recognize you. You have a scratch on your right
cheek that wasn't there before."

“Noctal opia," nuttered the doctor. "Let's have sone light. This 1is
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stupid. He sees us and we don't see him" He groped for the matches.

"Yes," said Meno, "of course it's stupid. Either he | eaves here as one
of us or he doesn't |eave at all."

“"May | ?" Maxi mreached out, took the matches fromthe doctor, and |it
t he candl e.

Unaccustoned to the light, everyone squinted. The doctor lit his pipe
qui ckl y.

"“Undress," he ordered.

Maxi m pul l ed his canvas shirt over his head. Everyone stared at his
chest. The doctor rose and crossed over to Maxim H turned himin various
directions and felt himwth strong, cold fingers. It was quiet. Then
Longhair said synpathetically: "A handsonme boy. My son was... too."

No one answered. He rose heavily, funbled around in a corner of the
room and hoisted a large wickered jug onto the table. He set out three
nmugs.

"W can take turns. |If anyone's hungry, there's cheese. And bread.”

“"Wait, Forester," said Broadshoul ders. "Push your jug away. | can't see
a thing. Wll, what do you think, doctor?"

The doctor again ran his cold fingers over Maxim envel oped hinself in
cl ouds of snoke, and sat down.

"Forester, pour!" he said. "Sonething like this calls for a drink. GCet
dressed,"” he said to Maxim "And stop smiling |like a scarecrow. | have a few
questions for you."

Maxi m got dressed. The doctor took a sip fromthe nug and asked: "Wen
did you say you were shot ?"

"Forty-seven days ago."

"What did you say you were shot wth?"

“"A pistol. An arnmy pistol."

The doctor took another sip and addressed Broadshoul ders:

“I"I'l bet this tough guy was shot with an arnmy pistol, and froma very
short distance. But not forty-seven days ago. At |east one hundred and
forty-seven. Where are the bullets?" He turned to Maxi m suddenly.

"My body elimnated them and | threw them away."

"Listen, what's your nane ... Mac! You're lying! Tell us the truth!"

Maxi m bit his lip.

“I amtelling the truth. You have no idea how rapidly wounds heal for

us. | amnot lying." He paused. "I can prove it easily. Cut ny hand. If it's
not a deep cut, it wll heal in ten or fifteen mnutes."

"That's true," said Odi, speaking up for the first tine. "I saw it
nysel f. He was peeling potatoes and cut his finger. A half-hour later there
was only a white scar, and the next day, not a trace of anything. | believe

hi m when he says he's fromthe nountains. Gel used to talk about nountain
fol k nmedi ci ne. They know how to heal wounds."

“Bah, nountain nedicine." The doctor sent wup a cloud of snoke again.
“"All right, let's say his nmountain folk nedicine exists. But a cut finger is
one thing, and seven bullets fired point-blank is another. There are seven
holes in this young man; at |east four of them should have been lethal."
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“The hell you say!" Broadshoul ders nmade a gesture of disbelief.

“"You'd better believe it,” said the doctor. "One bullet through the
heart, one through the spine, two through the liver. Add to this the |oss of
a great deal of blood and inevitable blood poisoning. Plus the total |ack of
evidence of treatnment. Massaraksh, one bullet in the heart shoul d have been
enough to kill him™

“"Explain it." Broadshoul ders turned to Maxi m

"He's wong. About the shots, his diagnosis is correct, but he's wong:
for us those wounds are not lethal. Now, if the captain had shot ne in the

head... but he didn't. Doctor, you have no idea how viable the heart and
liver are.”

“True," said the doctor.

"One thing | do know, " said Broadshoul ders. "They would hardly have

sent us such a crude piece of work. They know very well that we have
doctors. "

There was a | ong pause. Maxi mwaited patiently. "Wuld | believe such a
story in their place? | suppose | would. I'm too gullible for this world.
Al t hough, | nust say, less than | used to be. Take this Meno fellow, for
exanple. | don't like that guy. He's practically afraid of his shadow Sits
there anong his own conrades with a machine gun on his knees. Probably is
afraid of me, too. Scared |I'll grab his gun and dislocate his fingers again.
Well, maybe he's right. Hell, I'm not going to | et anyone ever take a shot
at me again." He renenbered that freezing night in the quarry, the | um nous,
lifeless sky and the cold, sticky puddle he lay in. "No, I've had enough of

that. Fromnow on, I'll do the shooting."

“I believe him" said Ordi suddenly. "What he says doesn't neke sense,
but that's because he's an wunusual man. |It's inpossible to nake up a story
like that: it would be too ridiculous. |[If | didn't believe him [|'d shoot
himright after hearing such a story, Maybe he's crazy. That's possi bl e. But
he's not a provocateur. I'mfor him" she added.

"That's enough, Odi," said Broadshoul ders. "Shut up for a while." He
turned to Maxim "Were you exanm ned by the conmission at the Public Health
Depart nent ?"

"Yes, | was."

“And you were certified?"

"OF course."

“Any restrictions?"

"The card just said '"Certified.""

"What is your opinion of the Fighting Legion?"

“I think that it is a mndless weapon controlled by others, nost |ikely
the All-Powerful Creators. But there's still too nuch that | don't
under stand about it."

“What is your opinion of the Al-Powerful Creators?"

“I think they are the ruling clique of a mlitary dictatorship. They
are unscrupul ous, but I"'mnot famliar with their ains."”

"And what is your opinion of the degens?"
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“I think the termis unfortunate. | think you are conspirators. | don't
qui te understand your ains. But | |like the people |I've seen. All of them
seem honest and -- how should | put it -- well aware of their actions."”

“"All right," said Broadshoul ders, "what about the pains... do you get
t henf"

"Those splitting headaches? No, never."

"Why ask him about that?" said Forester. "If he did, he wouldn't be
sitting here now. "

"That's exactly what | want to know \Wy is he here?" Broadshoul ders
turned to Maxim "Why did you conme to us? Do you want to fight with us?"

Maxi m shook hi s head.

“I couldn't say that. It wouldn't be true. | want to find out what it's
all about. Right nowl'd rather be with you than them But | know so little
about you, too."

Hi s questi oners exchanged gl ances.

"W don't operate that way, ny friend," said Forester. "Here's the way
we work: either you' re one of us and you go out and fight, or you're not. In
that case, then we... you know what | nean. Where did you say you' d have to

get it, in the head, eh?"

The doctor sighed and knocked out his pipe against the bench.

"An unusual and difficult case. | have a suggestion. Let himqguestion
us. You do have questions, don't you, Mac?"

"That's why |'m here."

"He has a |l ot of questions.” Odi grinned. "He didn't give ny nother a
nmonent ' s peace. And bothered ne, too."

"Shoot," said Broadshoul ders. "You, doctor, wll answer them W'|
listen."”

"Who are the Creators and what do they want?" began Maxi m

"The Creators,"” said the doctor, "are an anonynous group of the nost
skillful schenmers in finance, politics, and the mlitary. They have two
notives. Their principal notive is to stay in power, and their secondary
notive is to derive maxinmum gratification from this power. They're al
t hi eves, sensualists, sadists. And they're all power hungry. Enough?”

“"What about their econom c progran?" asked Maxim "Their ideol ogy?
Their power base? Who do they count on for support?"”

Everyone exchanged glances again. Forester stared open-nouthed at
Maxi m

"Econom ¢ prograns?" said the doctor. "You expect too nuch of us. W
are not theoreticians. W are realists. The overriding issue for us is their
desire to destroy us. W are literally fighting for our lives." He stuffed
hi s pi pe.

“I didn't intend to offend anyone. | amonly trying to understand what
it's all about.” He would have explained the theory of historical necessity,
but their |anguage |acked the necessary words. "What 1is it that you want?
Besi des your struggle for survival, what are your goal s? And who are you?"

“"Let nme answer him" said Forester suddenly. "Let nme tell him M
friend, | don't know howit is with you nountaineers, but |I can tell you how
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people in our country feel. W want to live, we love life. And you ask what
else we want? For ne that's enough. Do you think that's so little? Oh,
you're a brave one, all right! But try hiding out in a cellar, away from
your hone, your wife and famly, when everyone has turned fromyou. Cut out
the fine words."

"Take it easy, Forester," said Broadshoul ders.

“"No, why should I? Afine one he is with his twaddle about society and
econom c prograns.”

"Easy, Forester," said the doctor. "Don't get all worked up. You see,
this fellow doesn't understand anything." He turned to Maxim "Qur novenent
is very heterogeneous. W don't have a unified political program-- it's not
possi ble. W kill them because they're killing us. You nust wunderstand. W
are all condemmed nen and wonen with little hope of survival. For us biol ogy
obscures politics. Survival is our main goal. W've no tinme to worry about
t heoretical foundations. So if you were to conme out with sone sort of social
program nothing would conme of it."

“"But what's behind all this? Wiy are they trying to destroy you?" asked
Maxi m

“"We are considered degenerates. No one renenbers how it all started.
But the Creators have sonething to gain by extermnating us: it distracts
t he people fromdonestic problens, fromthe financiers' corruption, fromthe
enornous profits nmade on the sales of nunitions and the construction of the
ABM t owers. "

“"Now it's beginning to nake sense,” said Maxim "So noney is the
reason. Wi ch neans that the Creators are serving the noneyed interests. And
who el se are they shiel di ng?"

“"No, they aren't serving or shielding anyone. The Creators thenselves

are the noneyed interests. They are everything. Yet, in a way, they're
not hi ng because they are anonynous and continually devour each other... He
should talk wth Vepr," he suggested to Broadshoulders. "They'd find a
comon | anguage. "

“"Good. I'Il talk with Vepr about the Creators. But now. .."

"Too late for that,"” said Meno angrily. "Vepr's been shot."

"The one-arned fellow, " explained Odi. "Yes, you should know about
t hat . "

“I do," said Maxim "But he wasn't shot. He was sentenced to exile in

t he penal col ony, for reeducation.”

"I npossi bl e!" excl ai mred Broadshoul ders. "Vepr?"

"Yes," replied Maxim "Gel Ketshef was sentenced to death. Vepr, to the
penal colony. Another fellow who refused to give his nane -- the civilian
took him Probably for counterintelligence.”

Again there was a |long pause. The doctor si pped his drink.
Br oadshoul der s sat quietly. Forester gr oaned and | ooked at Odi
synpathetically. She stared at the table, her |ips pressed together tightly.
This was a dangerous subject and Maxi mwas sorry he had raised it. Everyone
was shaken -- except Meno, who appeared nore afraid than upset. "People |ike

file:///D]|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...0Strugatsky%20-%20Prisoners%200f%20Power.htm (81 of 205) [2/24/2004 10:35:39 PM]



Arcady and Boris Strugatsky. Prisoners of Power

hi m should not be given nmachine guns, " thought Maxim "He'll gun us al
down. "

“Well, now," said Broadshoul ders, "do you have any nore questions?"

“I certainly do. Many. But I'mafraid they may strike you as tactless.™

"Let's have them anyway."

“"All right, just one nore. What do the ABMtowers have to do wth you?
How do they interfere with your |ives?"

Everyone | aughed scornfully.

"There's a fool for you," said Forester. "OK he wants to know the
reason, he wants a theoretical foundation. So give it to him"

“"They're not ABMtowers," explained the doctor. "They're our curse.
They invented a radiation-transm ssion device which they use to create
‘degenerates.' Most people, like you, for exanple, are totally unaffected by
this radiation, but because of certain peculiarities in their physiology an
unfortunate mnority experience excruciating pain during radiation strikes.
Sonme can tolerate the pain, others cannot, and they scream one-third |ose
consci ousness; one-fourth go insane or die. The towers deliver nationw de
strikes twice daily. Wiile we lie in the streets, helpless with pain, we are
caught and arrested. There are also short-range radiation devices in patrol
cars. In addition there are self-activated devices and random radiation
strikes at night. There's no place we can hide fromthem There are no
shiel ds, W go nmad, shoot ourselves, do all sorts of sensel ess things out of
desperation. W're dying out."

The doctor fell silent, grabbed the nug, and drained it. H's face
twitched as he inhaled furiously on his pipe.

“It's pointless to tell him" said Menpo suddenly. "He doesn't have the

slightest idea of what it neans to live like this -- to wait each day for
t he next radiation strike."
“"Well," said Broadshoul ders, "in that case, there's nothing further to

di scuss. Odi has expressed herself in favor of him Wwo else is in favor,
and who is opposed?”

“I want to explain why I'min favor of him" Odi said. "First of all,
| believe him |'ve already said that, and nmaybe it's not so inportant
because it concerns only ne. But this man possesses talents that can be
useful to all of us. He can heal not only his own wounds, but others' too.
No offense intended, doctor, but far better than you can."

The doctor sniffed. "Forensic nedicine is ny field."

"But that's not all,"” continued Ordi. "He knows how to renove pain."

"How s that?" asked Forester.

“I don't know how he does it. He massages the tenples, whispers
sonet hing, and the pain passes. | had two radiation seizures at ny nother's
house, and he helped ne both tines. Not very nmuch the first tinme, but still
| didn't lose consciousness the way | usually do. And the second tine |
didn't feel any pain at all."

The nood in the room changed abruptly. A few mnutes ago they were his
j udges, deci di ng whether he should live or die. Now the judges had vani shed,
and in their places sat tornented, dooned people who had suddenly caught a
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gl i mer of hope. They | ooked at himexpectantly, as if here and now he woul d
sweep away the nightmare that had been tornmenting themevery m nute of every
day and night for years on end. "Well," thought Maxim "here, at |east, |
wll be needed to cure and not to kill." But sonething was m ssing. To cure
was not enough. "The towers -- what a sick idea. Only a sadist could have
t hought them up."

“Can you really do it?" asked the doctor.

"Do what ?"

"Renove pain."

"Renove pain? Yes.'

" How?"

‘I can't explain it to you. Your |anguage doesn't have the words, and
you don't know enough. But there's sonething | don't understand: don't you
have any sort of painkilling drugs?”

“"There are none. The only relief is froma |ethal dose.™

“"Listen," said Maxim "I'mwlling to try to help you, to renove your
pain. But that isn't a real solution! A mass drug nust be devel oped. Do you
have chem sts?"

"W have everything," said Broadshoulders, "but the problemis not
solvable. If it were, the prosecutor would not be suffering these agonizing
pains, too. Believe ne, he would get his hands on that drug damm fast. But
before each radiation strike, he gets drunk and soaks in a hot tub."

"The state prosecutor is a degen?" Mxi mwas bew | dered.

"So go the runors," replied Broadshoul ders <coldly. "But we're getting
off the subject. Have you finished your piece, Odi? Wo else wants to
speak?"

"Just a mnute, general," said Forester to Broadshoul ders. "What does
it all add up to? |Is he going to be our savior?" He turned to Maxim "Can
you take away mny pain? Conrades, this man is so valuable I won't | et him out
of this cellar! My pains art unbearable, | can't take it any |longer. Maybe
he will really come up with sone powder, eh? No, conrades, such a nman nust
be guarded |i ke a treasure.”

"Then you're in favor of him" said the General.

“"More than that. |If anyone so nuch as lays a finger on him.."

“"We get the point. Wat about you. Doctor?"

“I was in favor of himanyway. Cure or no cure." The doctor puffed on
his pipe. "I have the sane inpression as Ordi. Al though he's not yet one of
us, he wll be. It can't be otherwse. In any case he's no good to them
He's too clever."

"Al'l right," said the General. "Wat about you. Hoofer?"

“I"'min favor," said Meno. "He'll be useful."

"Well, then," said the General, "I'min favor of him too. |'m very
happy for you, Mac. |1'd hate to have to get rid of you."™ He |ooked at his
watch. "Let's go," he said. "The radiation strike is about due, and Mac w ||
have a chance to show us his skill. Forester, pour himsone beer, and let's
have sone of your cheese, Hoofer, get going and take over for Geen. He
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hasn't eaten since norning."

10.

The Ceneral held a final pre-operation briefing at the Castle of the
Tw n- headed Horse. It was the ruins of an old nuseumoutside the city,
destroyed during the war. Overgrown with ivy and grass, it was a wld,
lonely place. Gty dwellers never visited it because of its proximty to a
mal arial swanp, and it had a reputation anong the |ocal population as a
hi deout for bandits and thieves, Maximarrived on foot wwth Odi; Geen cane
on his nmotorcycle with Forester. The General and Menp-Hoofer were waiting
for themin a drainage pipe that |ed directly into the swanp. The Ceneral
was snoking, and Menbo was frantically waving away the nosquitoes with a
scented stick.

“Did you bring it?" he asked Forester.

"Of course." Forester renoved a tube of insect repellent from his
pocket .

Each person sneared hinself, and the General opened the briefing.

Meno spread out a map and went over the entire operation again, even
t hough everyone had already nenorized it. Between 12:00 P.M and 1:00 A M
the group would creep up to the barbed-wire barrier fromfour directions and
set |linear charges. Forester and Meno would work alone, comng fromthe
north and west, respectively. The General and Ordi would conme together from
the east. Maximand Geen would cone fromthe south. The charges woul d
detonate sinultaneously at precisely 1:00 A M, and the Ceneral, G een,
Meno, and Forester would rush through the breach in the barbed wire and hurl
grenades at the guardhouse. As soon as firing fromthe guardhouse ceased or
sl owed down. Maximand Ordi  would run over to the tower with magnetic m nes
and lay them after tossing two nore grenades at the guardhouse to be sure
it was knocked out. Then they would light the fuses, collect the wounded --
only the wounded! -- and head east through the woods toward a village.
Shorty would be waiting for themthere wiwth a notorcycle. The seriously
wounded woul d be | oaded onto the notorcycle; those wth m nor wounds woul d
escape on foot. Forester's cabin would be the reassenbly point. They were to
wait there not nore than two hours. After that they nust |eave the usua
way. Any questions? No? That was that.

The General threw away a butt, slipped his hand under his shirt, and
drew out a vial of yellowtablets. "Attention!" he said. "The staff has
decided on a mnor change in our plan. The starting tine has been advanced
to twenty-two hundred.™

"Massar aksh!" said Meno. "Wiat the hell now?"

“Don't interrupt!" said the General. "At precisely twenty-two hundred
the evening radiation strike begins. A few seconds before, each of us wll
take two tablets. The rest of the operation is the sane, with one exception:

file:///D]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...0Strugatsky%20-%20Prisoners%200f%20Power.htm (84 of 205) [2/24/2004 10:35:39 PM]



Arcady and Boris Strugatsky. Prisoners of Power

Odi and | will throw the grenades. Mac will have all the mnes and wl]l
bl ow up the tower al one.”

"How conme?" said Forester as he studied the mp. "It doesn't make
sense: twenty-two hundred is radiation tine. I'lIl be flat on nmy back and not
even a jab with a bayonet could get ne to ny feet."

"Just a mnute,” said the GCeneral. "I'lIl repeat it again: at ten

seconds beforebefore twenty-two hundred, everyone will take this painkiller.
Do you understand. Forester? You will take it! So, by twenty-two hundred --

"I know those pills," said Forester. "Two mnutes of relief and that's
it. Then you're conpletely tied up in knots. W know, we've tried them"

"These are different,” explained the GCeneral patiently. "They are
effective up to five mnutes. W'll have tinme to nake a dash for the
guar dhouse and throw our grenades. Mac will take care of the rest.”

Silence fell. They were thinking. Forester, who was a little slow on

t he uptake, scratched his head. The idea was sinking in slowy. He stopped
scratching, |ooked around with an expression, of sudden insight, brightened,
and sl apped his knees. Forester had taken a |l ot of hard knocks in |ife but
still didn't understand what it was all about. He wanted nothing nore than
to be left in peace and to return to his famly. He had spent the entire war
in a the trenches, where he feared his <corporal nore than the atomc
weapons. He had grown very fond of Maxi m and was deeply grateful to himfor
curing an old leg injury. Since then he firmy believed that nothing could
happen to himas long as Maxim was present. Maximhad slept in his cellar
all nonth, and every evening before retiring Forester would tell him the
sane story, but each tine with a different ending. Maxi m coul d not i magine
Forester taking part in any bl oodshed, although he had heard that he was a
skillful and ruthless fighter.

"The new plan has the follow ng advantages,"” said the General. "First
of all, they aren't expecting us: the elenent of surprise. Second, the first
plan was made a long tinme ago and there's the danger that the eneny is aware
of it. This time we're going to strike first. It 1increases our chances of
success. "

Green kept noddi ng approvingly, and his face glowed wth malicious
delight. He was a man who enjoyed taking risks; he |oved the unexpected. Hi's
past was very shady: he had been a thief and a swindler; he had spent tine
in prison, made a daring escape, tried to return to his underworld pals, but
ti mes had changed. They wouldn't tolerate a degen and wanted to turn himin,
but he beat them off and escaped again. He hid in the countryside until the
| ate Gel Ketshef had found him Geen was clever, a romantic, believed the
earth to be flat and the sky solid. It was precisely because of his
i gnorance and wild imagination that he was the only person on the inhabited
island to suspect that Maxi mwas not fromthe nountains, not a strange quirk
of nature, but a visitor froman inpossible place, mybe from beyond the

heavenly firmanent. He had seen nountaineers -- in all shapes and sizes.
Green never nentioned his thoughts directly to Maxim but dropped hints and
treated himwth a deference that bordered on bootlicking. "You're going to
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be the top man here,” he would say. "And under you, |'Il really show ny
stuff." How and where he planned to show his stuff was not at all clear, but
one thing was certain: Geen |loved risky jobs and hated routine tasks. Maxi m
disliked his wld, primtive cruelty. He was an ape in barely donesticated
form

“I don't like this operation," said Meno norosely. "It's too risky. No
preparation. No checking into anything. No, | don't like it."

Meno G anenu, the Hoof of Death, was perpetually discontented and
al ways appeared to be afraid of sonmething. H's past was kept secret because
he had once held a very high position in the underground. He had fallen into
the hands of the police and sonehow survived. Crippled by torture, he was
dragged out by his cellmtes who had arranged an escape. Thereafter, in
keeping with the rules of the underground, he was renoved fromhis position,
al though he was unquestionably above suspicion. He was appointed GCel
Ket shef's assistant. He had fought in attacks on towers, blown up patrol
cars, pursued and shot the commander of a Legion brigade, and was known for
his fanatic daring and excell ent marksmanshi p.

On the eve of his appointnent as | eader of a group in sone small town
in the southwest. CGel's group was caught. Hoofer remained above suspicion
and was appoi nted | eader of the group, but he was haunted by the belief that
his conrades were uneasy about him Actually his fears weren't justified,
al t hough they very well could have been. People who were too |ucky were not
especially liked in the underground. He was a silent but carping type, well
versed in the art of conspiracy and a stickler for the rules, even the nost
trivial ones. Nothing, he felt, was worthwhile discussing except nmatters
related to the wunderground; all his energies were devoted to the group. He
saw to it that it was fully supplied wth weapons, food, noney, and safe
neeting places. Even a notorcycle. Al though Maxi msensed his dislike for
him he didn't understand the reason for Meno's attitude and preferred not
to question himabout it. Meno wasn't the kind of person one could have a
frank conversation wth. Perhaps Meno disliked him because WMaximwas the
only one to sense his constant fear. The others would never have believed
t hat norose Hoofer, one of the founders of the underground nobvenent and a
dedicated terrorist who treated staff representatives as his equals, could
be afraid of anything.

"I can't understand the staff's reasoning,”" continued Meno, snearing
anot her dose of repellent on his neck. "This isn't tie first tinme |'ve heard
about the plan. The staff has wanted to try it a hundred tines but always
rejected it because it neans alnost certain death. Wile there's no

radi ation, we still have a chance to get away in case we fail, and can live
to strike sonmewhere else. But wth this plan, the very first failure neans
we'll all be killed. It seens very strange to ne that the staff can't see

such an obvious fact."

“"You're not quite right about one thing, Hoofer,"” replied Odi. "Now we
have Mac. If anything goes wong, he can pull us out and naybe even bl ow up
the tower."
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She snoked |l anguidly, gazing into the distance at the swanp. Cool and
calm she was ready for anything. People were intim dated by her because she
percei ved them as nore or |ess useful nechanisns of destruction. There was
not hi ng shady or questionabl e about her past or present. She canme from an
educated famly. Her father had died in the war; her nother was stil
enpl oyed as a teacher in Duck Village. Odi, too, had worked as a teacher
until she had been fired as a degen. She hid, tried to escape to Khonti, and
finally met Gel, who was snuggling weapons. He turned her into a terrorist.
Purely idealistic considerations had dictated her initial devotion to the
cause: she fought for a just society where each individual would be free to
think and do as he or she wi shed and was capabl e of doi ng.

Then, seven years ago, the police had tracked down Ordi and taken her
child as hostage in an effort to force her to surrender her husband and
herself. The underground staff would not permt her to do this because she
knew t oo much. She had heard not hing nore about her child and consi dered him
dead, although deep down she didn't believe it. These |ast seven years she
was driven primarily by hatred for the eneny. Her dream of a just society
remai ned only a renote and faded ideal. Al though she had | oved hi m deeply,
she accepted the |loss of her husband with surprising serenity. Long before
his arrest she had probably reconciled herself to the idea that she nust not
get attached to anything at all. Now, Ilike Gel at his trial, she was a
living corpse, but a very dangerous one.

“"Mac is a greenhorn," said Meno. "How do we know he won't | ose his head
when he's alone? It's ridiculous torely on this plan and reject an old

reliabl e one just because we have this greenhorn. | saidit once and |I'l
say it again: it's too risky."
“"Drop it, Hoofer," said Geen. "It's our work. dd plan, new plan --

what's the difference? They're all risky. What el se can you expect? W can't
do our job without taking some risk, and these pills reduce it. Wien we hit
themat ten o' clock, those guys under the tower won't know what happened. At
ten they're probably drinking whiskey and singing their lungs out. That's
when we strike. Maybe they haven't even I|oaded their guns; they're too
drunk. Yes, | |like the plan. R ght, Mc?"

"I feel the sane way," said Forester. "If this plan is a surprise to
me, imagine what it'll be for the legionnaires. Geen is right: they won't
know what hit them Besides, those pills wll give us an extra five m nutes.
And before you knowit, Mac wll have that tower knocked out and everything
will be great. Ch, it dacmm well wll be great!" he said suddenly, as if
struck by a newidea. "And we'll be the first guys in the underground to

topple a tower. Just think howlong it will take them to repair it! W'l
live like human beings for at Ileast a nonth without attacks from that
son-of -a-bitch tower."

“"Hoofer, I'mafraid you m sunderstood ne," said the General. "Nothing
has really changed in this plan. W're just launching a surprise attack,
with additional help fromOrdi. And our withdrawal will vary only slightly
fromthe usual procedure.”

“If you're worried that Mac won't be able to drag us all out of there,"”
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said Ordi, "don't forget, he'll have to get only one of us, at nobst two.
He's strong enough to do it."

"Yes," agreed the CGeneral. "That's true."

The CGeneral was in love with Odi. Only Mxim was aware of his
feelings, but he realized that it was an old and hopel ess |love. It had begun
when CGel was still alive, but nowit seened even nore hopel ess. He was not a
real general. Before the war he had | been a worker on an assenbly Iine,

then was admtted to a school for junior officers, fought in the infantry,
and finished the war as a captain. He knew Captain Chachu well and had old
scores to settle with him-- there had been sone sort of trouble right after
the war. Anyway, he had been pursuing Chachu for a long tinme wthout
success. Although he was attached to underground headquarters, he frequently
fought in operations and was a good soldier and a conpetent commander. He
enjoyed working in the underground but could scarcely inagine what the
future would be Iike after victory. Actually, he really didn't believe in
victory. A born soldier, he adjusted easily to any and all conditions and
never | ooked beyond the next ten to twenty days. His ideas had been picked
up haphazardly, a little here and a little there; fromone-arned Vepr, from
Ket shef, from headquarters. But the ideas hammered into him at the school
for junior officers remained forenost in his consciousness. Expounding his
theories, he would display a strange m xture of opinions: the power of the
weal t hy nmust be overthrown (this from Vepr, who Maxi m assuned was sonme sort
of socialist or comunist); engineers and technicians should be our
country's leaders (this from Ketshef); cities should be l|eveled and we
should live in comunion wth nature (from sone bucolist at headquarters).
Al this could be acconplished by absolute obedience to one's superiors and
wi th considerably | ess discussion of abstract subjects.

Maxim had clashed with him twi ce. Wy destroy towers, sacrificing
courageous conrades, tinme, noney, and weapons, contended Maxim when the
towers would be restored in ten days anyway? Everything would continue the
sane as before, except that the inhabitants of neighboring villages would be
convinced that the degens were i nhuman devils. The General could not explain
clearly to WMaximwhy they engaged in these diversions against the towers.
Either he was concealing sonething, or he hinself did not understand why
they were necessary. He would repeat the sane phrases on each occasion:
orders are not to be discussed; every attack on a tower was a strike agai nst
t he eneny; people must not be prevented from fighting back or hatred woul d
corrode them and they woul d have nothing to live for,

"W nust find the Center!" Maximwould insist. "W nust strike at the
Center with all our forces at once! What kind of brains do they have at
headquarters if they can't understand such a sinple thing?"

"Headquarters knows what it's doing," the General would thunder. "In
our situation, discipline cones first! W don't need any anarchists, thank
you. Mac, everything has its tinme. You'll get your Center, too, if you live
| ong enough.” Still, the CGeneral respected Maxi m and eagerly sought his help

when radi ation strikes caught himin Forester's cellar.
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“I"'mstill against it," said Meno stubbornly. "Suppose they pin us down
with their fire? Suppose we need six mnutes rather than five to do the job?
It's an insane plan."

"We'll be wusing linear <charges for the first tine," explained the
Ceneral. "Using our old nethod of tearing through the barbed wire, the fate
of the operation will be decided in three or four mnutes. If we catch them
by surprise, we'll have one or even two mnutes to spare.”

"Two mnutes is a long tine," said Forester. "In tw mnutes | could
strangle themall with ny bare hands. If | could get nmy hands on them"”

“"Yeah, if we could get our hands on them"” Geen grinmaced. "R ght,

Mac?"

“Mac, don't you want to say anything?" asked the Ceneral.

“I already have. The new plan is better than the old one, but stil
poor. Let me do the job nyself. Take the risk."

"W won't go into that." The General was irritated. "And that ends the
matter. Do you have anything practical to add?"

“No," replied Maxim regretting that he had reopened the discussion.

“"Where did you get these new pills?" Meno asked suddenly.

"They are the sane as the old ones," explained the General, "but Mac
managed to nake thema little nore effective.”
"“Ah, yes, Mac..." Menp's disparagi ng tone nade everyone feel uneasy. It

conveyed the notion that here was a greenhorn, not really one of them an
alien who m ght even be setting them up.

"Yes, Mac," said the Ceneral sharply. "Enough talk. The order is from
headquarters. Cbey it, Hoofer!"

"I am" Menb shrugged his shoulders. "I'm opposed to it, but 1I'm
obeying it. Wat else can | do?"

Maxi m | ooked at themsadly. A conpletely heterogeneous group. Under
normal circunmstances it would probably never occur to themto associate with
each other. Ex-farnmer, ex-crimnal, ex-teacher. Wat they were about to
undert ake seened so senseless; in a few hours npst of them would be dead and
nothing in their world would have changed. Those who survived woul d have, at
best, a brief respite fromthose excruciating pains. But they would be
wounded or exhausted fromthe ordeal. They would be pursued |ike dogs and
woul d have to hide out in stifling holes. And the cycle would begin again.
To act in concert with themwas folly, but to abandon them would be
unconsci onable. He had to choose the forner. Maybe that was the way you had
to work here if you wanted to acconplish anything. You would have to endure
folly, senseless bloodshed, even treachery. Wat mserable, stupid, evil
peopl e. But what coul d one expect from such a m serable, stupid, evil world?
Folly springs from weakness, and weakness fromignorance, fromignorance of

the correct path. It's inpossible that the correct one can't be found. "I've
tried one already, and it was wong. It's evident that the one |I'm about to
take is wong, too. Who knows, | m ght choose the wong one again and again
and find nyself at a dead end. To whomam | trying to justify nmy actions?
And why should I? | like these people and | can help them For the present,
that's all | need to know. "
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“"We'll split up now," said the General. "Hoofer, you go with Forester.
Mac with Geen. Odi with ne. At twenty-one hundred we neet at the boundary
marker. Don't take the roads; go through the woods. Each of you is
responsi ble for your partner, so stick together. Let's go now Mno and
Geen first." He brushed the butts onto a sheet of paper, rolled it up, and
put it in his pocket.

Forester rubbed his knees. "My bones ache. It's going to rain. That
means a fine night for us -- good and dark."

11.

They had to crawl fromthe edge of the woods to the barbed wire. G een
crawl ed ahead, dragging a pole with a |inear charge and swearing at the
barbs pricking his hands. Behind himcraw ed Maximw th a sack of nagnetic
m nes. Clouds covered the sky, and it was drizzling. The grass was wet;
within a few mnutes they were drenched. Geen followed his conpass
faithfully, never once straying off course. As the odor of danp rust drifted
toward them Maxim saw three rows of barbed wire and beyond themthe dim
outline of the tower's nmssive girders. Raising his head slightly, he could
make out a squat triangular structure at the tower's base. The guardhouse.
Three | egionnaires were sitting there wth a machine gun. Indistinguishable
voices drifted through the patter of the rain; then a match was lit and the
| ong gunport glowed with a faint yellow |light.

Green, on all fours, shoved the pole under the barbed wire. "Ready," he
whi spered. "Back!" They crawled back ten paces and began to wait. G een
| ooked at the |um nous hands of his watch. The detonator was clenched in his
fist. He was trenmbling. Maxi mcould hear his chattering teeth and | abored
breathing. Maximwas trenbling, too. He put his hand into the sack and
touched the mnes; they felt rough and cold. As the rain grew heavier, al
ot her sounds were drowned out. Geen rose slightly on all fours and kept
whi spering sonething: he was either praying or cursing. "OK, you bastards!"”
he shouted suddenly as he nmade a sharp novenent wth his right hand. The
click of the blasting cap was followed by a hissing, and up ahead a sheet of
red flanes spouted fromthe earth. And far to the left, another broad sheet
| eaped up, blasted their wears, and scattered hot wet earth, clunps of
snol dering grass, and chunks of red-hot netal. Geen darted forward.
Suddenly a blinding light it wup the entire area. Maximsquinted. A cold
shiver ran down his spine as a thought flashed through his brain: "W've had
it." But there wasn't any shooting, and only rustling and hi ssing broke the
si | ence.

When Maxi m opened his eyes, he saw the gray guardhouse, a large gap in
the barbed wire, and small solitary figures on the vast enpty expanse
surroundi ng the tower.

The figures were running as fast as they could toward the guardhouse,
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silently, soundlessly, stunbling, falling, junping up and running again.
Then Maxi mheard a plaintive groan: G een was sitting on the ground behind
the barbed wire and rocking fromside to side with his head in his hands.
Maxi mrushed to himand pulled his hands away fromhis face. H's eyes bul ged
and saliva bubbled on his Ups. Still no firing. An eternity had passed, but
t he guardhouse was silent. Suddenly a famliar song rang out.

Maxi m turned the sl obbering G een on his back and funbled in his pocket
with his other hand. Lucky thing that the General had been overcautious and
had given Maxima supply of painkillers. He pried open Geen's nmouth and
forced him to swallow them Then he grabbed G een's subnmachine gun and
turned around, looking for the source of the blinding light. Still no
firing, and the solitary figures continued to run. One was now quite cl ose
to the guardhouse, another not far behind him and a third, running fromthe
right, suddenly flung his arns out as he fell and tunbled head over heels.
"“Ch, how the eneny weeps!" bellowed the singing voices. And the |ight beat
down from above, froma height of sonme dozen neters, probably fromthe
tower, which he couldn't nmake out now. There were five or six blinding blue
and white disks. Maximraised his gun, ained at the disks, and pulled the
trigger. The honmenmade weapon, small, awkward, and unfamliar, trenbled in
his hands. As if inreply, red flashes sparked in the gunport. Suddenly
Green tore the gun from Maxi M's hands, rushed forward, stunbled, and fell.

Maxi m got down and crawl ed back to his sack. Behind himguns crackled
away rapidly. Then, at long |last, a grenade expl oded, then another, then two
nore sinultaneously, and the machine gun fell silent. Only the submachine
guns kept <clattering. Explosions boonmed again. An inhuman screamrent the
air and it becane quiet. Maximgrabbed the sack and ran. A colum of snoke

rose above the guardhouse. There was a snell of gunpowder, and the
surroundi ng area was bright and deserted except for a dark round-shoul dered
figure trudging alongside the guardhouse, hugging the wall. The figure

reached the gunport, tossed sonmething into it, and dropped to the ground.
The gunport glowed red. Then came a loud bang. And everything was qui et
again.

Maxi m stunbl ed and alnost fell. After several nore steps he stunbled
again and noticed short stakes protruding fromthe ground. Triggers to booby
traps concealed in the grass. "So that's it! God, am | a damm fool! |If the
Ceneral had let ne have ny way and | had gone out alone, | would have | ost

both I egs and would be Iying here as good as dead. Me and ny big nouth!" Now
the tower was quite close. He ran cautiously, avoiding booby traps.

When he reached one of the tower's enornous iron paws, he put down his
sack of magnetic mnes. Ch, how he would have |oved to plaster one of those
pancakes on this wet steel. But he still had the guardhouse to worry about.
The steel door was slightly ajar, and | azy tongues of flame rolled out from
behind it. A legionnaire lay on the steps -- it was all over with here.
Maxi m circl ed the guardhouse and found the General. He was sitting on the
ground, |eaning against the concrete wall; his eyes stared vacantly, and
Maxim realized that the pills had |ost their effect. He glanced around,
lifted the General, and carried himaway fromthe tower. About twenty steps
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away, Ordi lay in the grass, with a grenade in her hand. She was lying face
down, but Maximcould tell that she was dead. Searching further, he found
Forester, also dead. G een, too. Who could he | eave the General wth?

Stunned by all the deaths, he wal ked around the field. Only m nutes ago
he had thought hinself prepared to face this eventuality. Now he was no
| onger eager to return and blow up the tower, to finish the job they had
started. First he nust see how Menb was doing. He found himlying al ongside
the barbed wire. He had been wounded, probably had tried to crawl away and
| ost consci ousness. Maxim placed the CGeneral beside himand ran toward the
tower again. How strange to think that these tw hundred m serable yards
coul d be crossed so easily now

He attached the mnes to the tower's supports, two to each, to be
doubly sure. Although he had tine, he hurried; the General and Meno were
| osi ng bl ood. And probably, somewhere al ong the highway, trucks | oaded wth
| egi onnaires were on their way. Guy had nost |ikely been called out, and he
and Pandi were now bounci ng al ong the cobbl estones. I n neighboring villages,
peopl e were waking up: nen were grabbing their guns; children were crying;
and wonen were cursing the bloodthirsty spies who had deprived them of their
sl eep. He sensed the drizzly darkness stirring, springing to life, com ng
alive wth danger

Maxi m set up the five-mnute fuses, activated them and started to run
back to the General and Meno. Feeling that he had forgotten sonething, he
paused, | ooked around, and renenbered. Ordi. He returned to her, lifted her
i ght body onto his shoulder, and broke into a run again toward the barbed
wire. He headed for the north breach in the wire where the General and Meno
were lying. Halting next to them he turned around to | ook at the tower.

There it was. At long last the terrorists' senseless dream had been
fulfilled. In rapid succession the m nes detonated, and the tower's base was
shrouded in snoke. The blinding Iights went out and it suddenly becane pitch
dark. In the darkness the earth runbled and | eaped up again and again.

Maxi m gl anced at his watch. Seventeen past ten. H's eyes adjusted to
the darkness, and he could see the shattered barbed wre and the tower
again. The tower lay to one side of the guardhouse, its girders spread out
and tw sted by the expl osion.

"Who's there?" said the General hoarsely.

“I't's Maxim" He bent over. "Tine to |eave. Wiere did you get hit? Can
you wal k?"

"Wai t! What about the tower?"

"The tower's finished."

Odi still lay over his shoulder. How could he break the news to the
Ceneral ?

"I npossible,” said the General, rising slightly. "Mssaraksh! The
tower's really finished, eh?" He | aughed and | ay down in the grass.

"Listen, Mac, |I'mkind of confused. What tine is it?"

"Ten twenty."

"So, everything's all right. W've finished it off. Pine job, Mac. Wit
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a mnute -- who's that lying next to ne?"
"Meno. "
"He's breathing," said the General. "Hold on, who else is still alive?

Who's that you've got there?"

"Ordi," said Maximwth difficulty.

The CGeneral said nothing for several seconds.

"Ordi," he repeated hesitantly and rose, swaying. "Ordi," he repeated
again and placed his pal mon her check.

They were silent for a while. Then Meno asked hoarsely:

"What tinme is it?"

"Ten twenty-two."

"Where are we?"

"We nmust | eave now," said Maxim

The Ceneral turned and wal ked through the gap in the barbed wire. He
was very wobbly. Bending over. Maximraised Meno, slung himacross his other
shoul der, and followed the General. Wwen he had caught up with him the
Ceneral st opped.

"Only the wounded," he said.

"l can manage her, too."

“I't'"s an order! Only the wounded. "

Stretching out his arns and groaning with pain, he took Odi's body
from Maximis shoul der. The weight was too much, and he placed her on the
gr ound.

"Only the wounded." His voice sounded distant. "Let's go! On the
doubl e! "

"Where are we?" asked Meno. "Who's here? \Were are we?"

"Hold onto ny belt,” Maxi minstructed the General. They began to run.

Meno screaned and went linp. H's head wobbled, his arnms dangl ed, and
his feet kept jabbing Maximin the back. Gasping |loudly and holding tightly
onto Maxim s belt, the General followed close on his heels.

They ran into the woods. Wet branches |ashed their faces. Dodging the
trees rushing toward him and | eapi ng over the stunps springing up fromthe
ground was nuch tougher than Maxim had expected. He realized he was in

rotten shape. And the air here was foul. And everything seened all wong.
The whol e ness seened so unnecessary and senseless. In their wake lay a
bl oodstained trail of broken branches. He was sure that by this tine the

road had been cordoned off, that the bl oodhounds were straining at their
| eashes, and that Captain Chachu, pistol in hand and barking orders, was
runni ng pigeon-toed along the road. Chachu would be the first to plunge into
the woods. Behind themlay that idiotic tower, toppled. And incinerated
| egionnaires. And three dead conrades. Wth him now were two wounded nen,
half dead, wth scarcely a chance of escaping alive. Al for the sake of a
tower, an idiotic, senseless, dirty, rusty tower. One of thousands like it.
“I"l'l never let nyself get involved in anything so stupid again. ']
tell them no. Al that blood for a pile of useless rusty steel; a young,
foolish Ilife sacrificed for rusty steel, and an old foolish life for the
hope of living |ike a normal human being for a few days, and a | ove ended by
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bullets. Listen, I'll say to them you people keep tal king about wanting to
survive. |If that's what you want, then why die, and die so cheaply?
Massar aksh!  Well, | won't let them die. I'"'mgoing to make sure they live;

|"mgoing to teach themhowto live! Wiat a bl ockhead | aml How could | have
done such a thing? How could | have let themdo it?"

Draggi ng the GCeneral under the arns, and with Meno on his shoul der, he
| eaped onto a road and | ooked around. Shorty was running toward him wet and
fri ght ened.

“I's that all?" He was horrified, and Maxim was thankful for his
reaction.

They dragged the wounded to the notorcycle and stuffed Meno into the
sidecar. Then WMaxim set the CGeneral on the rear seat and fastened him to
Shorty with a belt. It was quiet in the forest, but Maxi mwasn't taken in by
the still ness.

"Get going," he said. "Don't stop. Break through.™

“I know," replied Shorty. "Wat about you?"

“I"I'l try to divert themto ne. Don't worry. I'Il get away."

“"It's hopeless,” said Shorty sadly. He pushed the starter and the
notorcycle roared. "Did you bl ow up the tower?"

"Yes," replied Maxim Shorty sped away.

Al one now. Maxim stood immobile for several seconds and then dashed
back into the woods.

At the first clearing he tore off his jacket and flung it into the
bushes. He returned to the road on the double, and ran as fast as he could
toward the city. Then, halting, he wunhooked the grenades from his belt,
scattered them on the road, forced his way through the brush on the other
side, trying to break as nmany branches as possible, and threw his
handkerchi ef behind the bushes. Only then did he continue through the
forest, trying to maintain a steady pace for another ten or fifteen mles.

As he ran he concentrated on holding his course to the south-west and
avoi di ng obstacles. He crossed roads twice: first a deserted road, then
Route 11, also deserted. Here he heard the barking of dogs for +the first
time. Unable to determne if they were bl oodhounds, he decided to play it
safe and nake a |arge detour. Half an hour later he found hinself |ogging
bet ween warehouses in the city's freightyard.

Li ghts gl owed, | oconotives whistled, and people scurried. News of the
i ncident had probably not reached here yet, but he had better stop running
before he was taken for a thief. He slowed down to a wal k, and when a heavy
freight train plowed past him toward the city, he hopped into the first
sand-filled car he spotted; he lay there until it reached a cenent plant.
Then he hopped off, shook off the sand, and considered his next nove.

It would be pointless to nake his way to Forester's house, although it
was the only safe hideout in the wvicinity. He could try to spend the night
in Duck Village, but that would be dangerous. Captain Chachu knew that area
wel | . Besides, the thought of appearing suddenly at old Illi's hone and
confronting her with the news of her daughter's death was too much for him
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Were else could he go? He entered a shabby little tavern frequented by
wor kers, ate sone sausages, drank sonme beer, and dozed off, |eaning back
against the wall. Al the other <custoners were as griny and tired as he;
these were workers who had cone off the night shift and m ssed the | ast
streetcar hone.

He dreaned about Rada. GQuy was out on a raid. Good! Rada |oved him
wel comed him warmy, et himchange his clothes and wash. The civilian

cl ot hes Fank had given himwere still there. Then, in the norning, he would
head east where a second safe hiding place was |ocated. At that point he
woke up. Throwing a crunpled bill on the counter, he left.

It was a short safe walk to her place. The streets were deserted except
for a man stationed at the entrance to the apartnent house. The porter. He
was asl eep on his stool. Maximtiptoed past him wal ked upstairs, and rang
the bell. It was quiet behind the door. Then he heard sonething stirring,
footsteps, and the door opened. It was Rada.

She stifled a cry. Maxi m hugged and ki ssed her. It was |ike com ng hone
after having been given up for dead. He closed the door behind himand they
entered the roomquietly. Rada burst into tears. The room hadn't changed,
except that his little sofa was mssing. Quy, sitting on his bed in his
paj amas, stared at Maxim stunned and frightened. Several m nutes passed as
Maxi m and Guy | ooked at each other and Rada cri ed.

“Massar aksh!" GQuy said weakly. "You're alive!"

"Hello, Guy. I'msorry you're honme. | didn't want to get you into
trouble. Say the word and I'I1 |eave."

Rada cl utched his arm

“No, you won't! You're not going anywhere. Just let himtry... if you
go, | go, too!"

@uy flung off the bl anket, hopped out of bed, and wal ked over to Maxim
He touched WMaxims shoulders and griny hands, and w ped his own brow,
smudging it.

“Inpossible! | can't believe it! | give up," he said. "You're alive.
Where did you cone fron? Rada, stop howing! Are you wounded? You | ook
awful . And there's blood on you."

"It's not mne."

"I give up," repeated Guy. "But you really are alive! Rada, nmake sone
teal No, wake up the old man and ask him for sonme whi skey."

“"Be careful,” warned Maxim "No noise. They're | ooking for ne.

"Who is? Wiy? Wat nonsense. Rada, |et himchange his clothes. Cone,
Mac, sit down. O do you want to |lie down? What happened? How cone you're
alive?"

Seating hinself carefully on the edge of the chair, and placing his
hands on his knees to avoid soiling anything, he |ooked at them | ooked at
them wth affection, for what mght be the last tine. And with a certain
curiosity, too. How would they react to what he was about to tell then?

"My friends. I'"'ma crimnal now. | just blew up a tower."

He wasn't surprised that they understood himimedi ately, understood
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what tower he was talking about, and did not question himabout it. Rada
only clenched her fists and could not tear her eyes from him QGuy grunted
and, with a famliar gesture, ran his hands through his hair and | ooked
awnay.

"You bl ockhead! So you decided to get revenge. Against who? Ch, Mac,
you're still as crazy as ever. You're like a little kid. But renenber, you
didn't say anything and we didn't hear anything. | don't want to know
anything nore. Rada, nake sone tea. And no noise. W don't want to wake
anyone. Take off your clothes, Mac. What a ness. Where the hell have you
been?"

Maxi m rose and undressed. He stripped off his dirty wet shirt (GQuy saw
the scars and swal |l owed hard) and pulled off his filthy boots and trousers.
Al'l his clothing was covered with dark stains.

"Well, that's a ot better." He sat down again. "Thanks, Guy. | won't
be staying long. Only till norning, and then I'll | eave."

“"Did the porter see you?" "He was sl eeping."”

"Sl eepi ng?" GQuy was dubious. "Well, nmybe he really was. He has to

sl eep sonetine."”

“What are you doi ng hone?" asked Maxi m

“I'"'mon | eave."

“"What do you nean--on | eave? The whole damm Legion is probably out
t here scouring the countryside."

“"But 1'mno longer a legionnaire.” GQuy smled wyly. "Mac, |'ve been
kicked out of the Legion. I'm just an ordinary army corporal now | teach
the country bunpkins howto tell their right foot fromtheir left. Then off
they go to the Khonti border, into the trenches. So, Mac, that's the way
things are with nme now. "

"On account of ne?"

“Well, yes."

They | ooked at each other and Guy | ooked away. Suddenly it struck Maxi m
that if Quy turned him in imrediately, he could probably return to the
Legion and the Oficer's |Independent Study Program He also realized that
such an i1dea never would have crossed his mnd two nonths ago. He felt
uneasy and wanted to |eave, but Rada ordered himto go and wash. Wile he
cl eaned hinself up, she prepared sonething to eat and a pot of tea. Quy sat
in his wusual place, propping up his downcast face between his fists.
Apparently fearful of hearing sonething devastating, sonething that would

pierce the last Iine of his defenses and sever the last link of his
friendship with Mac, he asked no questions. Nor did Rada. Perhaps she was
still too wupset. But her eyes never left him and she held on to his hand

tightly, sobbing fromtinme to tinme, afraid that he m ght suddenly di sappear.
Di sappear forever. Realizing that tinme was grow ng short, Maxi m pushed away
his unfinished cup of tea and began to tell themhis story.

He told them howa terrorist's nother had helped him after Captain
Chachu had wounded him how he nmet the degens, what kind of people they were
and why, about the towers' real function, and what a cruel invention they
were. He described what had happened during the night, how people had
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charged a nachine gun and died one after another, how the steel pile had
col | apsed, and how he had carried on his shoulder a dead wonman whose child
had been taken from her and whose husband had been execut ed.

Rada |listened greedily. Eventually Guy displayed interest and began to
ask questions. Sarcastic, hostile questions. Stupid and cruel questions.
Maxi mreal i zed that Guy did not believe him that he did not want to believe
him that it was all he could do to keep hinself frominterrupting. Wen
Maxi m finished, Guy said wwth a smrk: "They sure tw sted you around their
little finger."

Maxi m | ooked at Rada, but she turned away. Biting her lip, she said
hesitantly: "I don't know. OF course there m ght have been one tower |ike
that. Mac, believe ne, what you're telling ne can't be true."

She spoke in a soft faltering voice, obviously trying not to hurt him
Quy suddenly flared wup and insisted that the story about the towers' real
function was a lot of nonsense, that Maxim had no idea of the nunber of
towers throughout the country, how nany were built each year, each day, and
that it was insane to think that billions would be spent for the sole
purpose of inflicting msery on a | ousy bunch of freaks!

“Can you i magi ne how nuch noney 1is spent on security alone?" he added
after a brief pause.

“I"ve thought about it," said Maxim "I'm sure it's not all that
sinple. But Khonti noney has nothing to do with this. Listen, Quy, | saw for
nmysel f how their pains vani shed when the tower coll apsed. As far as the ABMs
are concerned -- |ook, Quy, you have far too many towers for air defense.
Your air space could be protected with many fewer towers. And why do you
have ABMs on your southern border? Do you really believe that those wld
degens have m ssil es?"

“"There's a lot nore to it than you think," replied Guy hostilely. "You
don't know anything and you believe everything you're told. Pardon ne for

saying so, Mac, but if you weren't you... oh, we're all too gullible,"” he
added bitterly.
Maxi mdidn't feel |ike arguing any |onger. How were they getting al ong,

he wanted to know. Wiere was Rada working? Wy hadn't she enrolled in
school ? How was Uncle Kaan? And their neighbors? Rada grew animted and
began to talk freely. Suddenly she broke off, rose, cleared away the dishes,
and went into the kitchen. GQuy ran his hands through his hair, frowned at
the dark wi ndow, and finally sumobned up the courage for a serious talk with
Mac.

“"Mac, we're very fond of you. | |ike you. Rada |ikes you, even though
you cause a lot of trouble and things have gone badly for us because of you.
Rada not only |likes you, but -- well, she |loves you. Wen you di sappeared,
she cried the whole tine; in fact she even got sick the first week. She's an
attractive, practical girl and has many admrers. | don't know how you feel
about her, but Iet ne give you a piece of advice. Forget all this nonsense.
It's not for you; it will foul you up, destroy you, and you'll weck the
lives of nmany innocent people. And all for nothing. Go back to your
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nmount ai ns, find your own people. Even if your head doesn't renenber, your
heart will tell you where your hone is. No one wll look for you there.
You'll settle down and put your life in order. Then, conme back for Rada and
you'll both be very happy. Maybe by then we'll have finished off the
Khontis. We'll clanp down even harder on Pandeya. Peace wll cone eventually
and we'll begin to live |Iike people.”

If he were from the nountains, thought Maxim he probably would take
GQuy's advice. He would return to his honeland and |ive peacefully with his
young bride and forget about all the conplicated problens here. Hell no, how
could he forget about thenf? He knew what he would do: he would organize a
def ense systemin his honeland that would be so effective that the Creators
officials wouldn't dare stick their noses over the frontier. And if the
| egionnaires dared to cone near them he would fight themon his own
doorstep until he had w ped out every | ast one.

“"The only problemis that I'"'mnot fromthe nountains. So that takes

care of that,"” thought Maxim "My work 1is here, and | don't intend to sit
around and do nothing. And Rada? Well, if she really cares for ne, she'l
understand. She nust. Danm it, | don't want to think about it now. This is

no time to get involved."
Sonet hi ng was happening in the building, but he was so caught up in his
t houghts that he was not aware of it. Sonmeone was walking along the

corridor; soneone was whispering behind the wall. Suddenly there was a
commotion in the corridor and a desperate cry: "Mac!" It was Rada. Then,
abrupt silence -- as if soneone had put a hand over her nmouth. He | eaped to

his feet and rushed to the window, but it was too I|ate. The door flew open
and Rada appeared in the doorway, her face drained white. There was a
fam |iar barracks odor and the stonping of hobnailed boots. Rada was shoved
into the room Behind her crowded nen in black junp suits. Pandi trained his
gun on him and Captain Chachu, his usual cunning and clever self, stood
next to Rada. Wth one hand he held her by the shoulder; wth the other he
jammed his pistol into her back.

“"Don't nove!" he shouted. "One nove and | shoot!"

Maxi m froze. It was too |ate.

"Hol d out your hands!" ordered Chachu. "Corporal, handcuffs! Two sets!
Get a nove on, massaraksh!'

Pandi, whom Maxim had tossed around nmany tinmes during training
exer ci ses, approached him cautiously, unhooking a heavy chain fromhis belt.
H's ferocity had quickly changed to concern for his safety.

"Don't try anything," he warned Mac. "One wong nove and Captain Chachu
will give it to your girifriend."

He snapped the handcuffs on Maxims wists, then squatted and tied his
feet. Maximprepared to break out, but he had underestinmated the captain,
who refused to rel ease Rada. Together they descended the stairs, together
they clinbed into the truck, wth the captain's gun constantly at Rada's
back. Guy, shackled, was shoved into the truck. Dawn was a |long way off and
it was still drizzling. The | egionnaires plopped down on benches in the rear
of the truck. At the entrance to the building, the porter stood |eaning
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agai nst the door janb, hands fol ded on his stomach. He was dozi ng.

12.

The state prosecutor |eaned back in his chair, tossed sone dried fruit
into his nmouth, chewed it, and drained a jigger of mneral water. Frowning
and pressing his fingers against his tired eyes, he listened carefully. Al
was well for hundreds of vyards around. A night rain drummed nonotonously
agai nst the wi ndow;, the screamng sirens, screeching brakes, and cl anki ng
el evators had quieted down for the night. The Departnent of Justice was
deserted except for his assistant, who sat quietly in the reception room
anxiously awaiting orders. The prosecutor unwound slowy. Through the
colored spots floating before his eyes, he glanced at the custom nade

visitor's chair. "I nust take that chair with nme when | |eave. The table,
too; I"'mused to it. Yes, it will be hard to leave. I've nade a nice little
nest for mnyself here. But why should | |eave? How strange human nature is:
confronted with a | adder, man feels conpelled to clinb to the very top. It's
cold and drafty up there -- bad for the health -- and a fall can be fatal.

The rungs are slippery. It's a funny thing: you' re aware of the dangers, and
you're practically ready to drop from exhaustion, yet you keep fighting your
way up. Regardless of the situation, you keep clinbing; contrary to advice,
you keep clinbing; despite the resistance of your enemes, Yyou Kkeep
climbing; against your better instincts, your commobn sense, your
prenonitions, you clinb, clinmb, clinb. If you don't keep clinbing, you fal
to the bottom That's for sure. But if you do keep «clinbing, you fal
anyway. "

Hi s thoughts were interrupted by the beeping of the intercom Annoyed,
he picked up the receiver.

“"What's the matter? |' m busy."

“Your honor," said his assistant, "a party by the nane of Strannik is
on your personal line and insists on speaking with you."

"Stranni k?" The prosecutor perked up. "Put himon."

A click. Then a famliar voice with a Pandeyan accent, carefully
articul ati ng each word.

“"Smart? Hell o, how are you? Are you very busy?"

"For you, no."

"I must talk with you."

"“When?"

“Now, if possible.™

“I"mat your service," said the prosecutor. "Cone on over."

“I"l'l be there inten or fifteen mnutes. Wait for ne."

The prosecutor hung up and sat immobile for sone tine, biting his | ower
lip. "So, ny friend, you ve turned up out of the blue again. Mssaraksh,
|*ve throwmn away so nuch noney on that man, nore than on all the others put
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together, and | know no nore about himthan anyone else. A dangerous
character. Unpredictable. Ruined ny evening." The prosecutor |ooked angrily
at the papers lying on his desk, then shoved them into a pile and stuffed
theminto a drawer. "How |l ong has he been here? Yes, two nonths. As usual.

D sappears God knows where, no news for two nonths, then pops up like a
jack-in-the-box. No, I'll have to do sonething about that nan. W can't go
on this way. | wonder what he wants from ne? | wonder what's happened in

those two nonths? Crafty was dunped. But | doubt that he was involved. True,
he hated Crafty. But he hates everyone. Nothing has happened here that woul d
concern him and he certainly wouldn't cone to see ne about such nonsense.
He'd go directly to Chancellor or Baron. Maybe he's run into sonething
interesting and wants to make a deal? God forbid! If | were in his place, |
woul dn't make any deals with anyone. Maybe he's com ng about the trial? No,

the trial has nothing to do with it. Wiy speculate? I'll just play it by
ear."

Sliding out his secret drawer, he activated all the tape recorders and
hi dden caneras. "We'Ill preserve this scene for posterity. Wll, Strannik,

where the hell are you?" H's nerves started to act up in anticipation of his
visitor. To calmhinself, he tossed nore fruit into his nouth, chewed
slowy, closed his eyes, and began to count. As he reached seven hundred,
t he door opened.

There he was. That gangling, insolent cynic. Pushing the assistant
aside, he strode into the room Strannik, the Creators' fair-haired boy.
Despi sed and adored, he had nmanaged to stay on top. The prosecutor rose to
nmeet his visitor, around-shouldered man with round green eyes and a head as
bald as an egg. He was wearing the sane ridicul ous jacket he always wore. A
sorcerer, ruler of destinies, devourer of billions. Wth himyou went
straight to the point. No m ncing of words.

"Greetings, Strannik. Cone to tell ne of your triunphs?"

“What triunmphs?" Stranni k dropped into a chair that forced himto draw

up his knees awkwardly. "Massaraksh, | always forget about this diabolical
devi ce of yours. When will you stop insulting your visitors?"

"A visitor should be unconfortable and should feel ridiculous.
O herw se these sessions can be very dull. For exanple, the sight of you
right nowreally cheers ne up."

"“Ah, yes, | know, you have such a sunny personality. Only your sense of

hunor is not very exacting. By the way, why not nake yourself confortable?
Have a seat.”

The prosecutor realized that he was still standing and that, as usual,
Stranni k had evened the score quickly. The prosecutor sat down, settled
hi rsel f confortably, and sipped sone mneral water.

"Wl | ?" he said.

Stranni k cane right to the point.

"You have a man | need. By the nanme of Mac Sim You had himsent off
for reeducati on. Renenber?"
“"No, | don't." The prosecutor was sincere, but sonmewhat di sappoi nted.

"When did | send hinf What for?"
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"Recently. For blow ng up the tower."

“Ah, yes, | renenber the case. Well, what about it?"

"That's all there is toit. |I need him"

"Just a mnute." The prosecutor was annoyed. "Soneone else tried the
case. You can't expect nme to renenber every convict."

"I thought they were all your people."

"Only one of mne was there. The rest were genuine. Wat did you say
hi s nane was?"

"Mac Sim"

"Mac Sim" repeated the prosecutor. "Ah, that nountaineer spy.
renmenber. Yes, there was a strange story about him He was shot, but it
didn't finish himoff."

“Apparently not."

“A man of unusual strength. Yes, there was a report on him Wy do you
need hi nP"

“"The man is a nmutant,’
and | need himfor ny work."

“"Are you planning to dissect hinP"

"Possibly. My people spotted hima long tinme ago, when he was being
used at the Special Studio. But he escaped.”

Extrenely di sappoi nted, the prosecutor stuffed his nmouth with fruit.

“"All right. By the way, how are things going?"

replied Stranni k. "He has interesting nmentograns

"Splendidly, as usual. | hear the sanme about you. You really did a job
on Puppet. My congratul ations. So, when do | get ny Mac?"

“I"I'l send a dispatch tonorrow. He'll be delivered to you in five to
seven days."

"Gratis?"

“Well, ny friend, what do you have to interest ne?"

“The very first protective hel net."

The prosecutor | aughed.

“"And the Wrld Light in the bargain,” he said. "By the way, keep this
in mnd: it's not vyour first helmet | need. | need the only one.
Incidentally, is it true that your bunch was assigned to develop a
directional radiation emtter?"

“"Maybe,'" replied Strannik.

“"Listen, what the hell do we need it for? W have enough probl ens
without it. You could sit on it, couldn't you?"

Stranni k grinned. "Are you afraid. Smart?"

“"Yes, | am Aren't you? O maybe you think your great friend ship with
the Count wll last forever? He'll do you in with your own emtter."”

Stranni k grinned again. "You win. It's a deal." He rose. "I'mon ny way
to Chancellor. Any nessage for hin®"

“Chancellor is angry with ne," said the prosecutor. "lIt's damed
unpl easant for ne."

“"All right. I'lIl tell himthat."

"Joking aside, if you could put in a word for ne...
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"You're a clever chap," said Strannik, parodying Chancellor. "I'lI
try. "

“"I's he at |l east satisfied wwth the trial?"

"How shoul d | know? | just got here."

"Try to find out. And about your -- what's his nane? Gve it to ne
again, |I'll nmake a note of it."

"Mac Sim"

"Fine. I1'lIl take care of it tonorrow "

"Good luck," said Strannik, and he |eft.

The prosecutor frowned as he watched him disappear through the door.
"Yes, one can only envy a man |like that. He really has it nmade. Qur defense
against radiation rests in his hands. Too late (or regrets. But it mght be
a good idea to get close to him But how? He doesn't need anything. He's so
dam inportant that we're all totally dependent on him we all address our
prayers to him I1'd like to get a man like that by the throat! If only there
was something inportant he wanted. Al he needs is sone |ousy convict, Oh,
yes, very valuable! Sure, interesting nentograns. But | wonder -- that
convict is fromthe nountains, and lately Chancellor has been referring to
the nmountains frequently. Maybe | should look into this. But Chancellor is

Chancel | or. Massaraksh, I'mtoo damm tired, can't do another stitch of work
t oday. "

He spoke into the intercom "Kokh, what do you have on the convict
Si n?" He suddenly renenbered: "I think you conpiled a dossier."

"Yes, your honor. | had the honor of bringing the case to your
attention.”

“"Bring it here. And nore water, too."

No sooner had he switched off the intercomthan his assistant glided
unobtrusively through the doorway. A thick folder appeared before him a
glass tinkled softly; water gurgled; and a filled glass stood al ongsi de the
fol der.

"' Abstract of the Mac Sim Case (Maxi m Kamrerer). Prepared by Assistant
Kokh.' Pretty thick. Not a bad abstract." He opened the folder and renoved
the first sheaf of papers.

Captain Tolot's testinony. Defendant Gaal's testinony. A rough sketch
of the border region beyond the Blue Snake River. "He was wearing no other
cl ot hi ng. H s speech appeared to be coherent but was absol utely
i nconpr ehensi bl e. An unsuccessful attenpt was nmade to conmunicate with him
in Khonti."He was wearing no other clothing. H's speech appeared to be
coherent but was absolutely inconprehensible. An unsuccessful attenpt was

made to conmmunicate with himin Khonti. Oh, those stupid border captains!
| magi ne, a Khonti spy on the southern border! The prisoner's draw ngs were
very artistic.The prisoner's drawings were very artistic. Wll, there're

plenty of amazing things beyond the Blue Snake. Unfortunately. The facts
surrounding this fellow s appearance don't seem especially unusual, judging
fromwhat we know about that region. Although, of «course... well, we'll
see. "

The prosecutor put aside the first sheaf, selected two dried berries,
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and | ooked at the next page. "The conclusions of a special comm ssion from

the Textile and Garnment Institute. We, the undersigned... wusing all known
net hods of analysis, tested the object of <clothing delivered to us by the
Departnent of Justice. "The conclusions of a special comm ssion from the
Textile and Garnent Institute. W, the wundersigned... wusing all known
met hods of analysis, tested the object of <clothing delivered to us by the
Departnment of Justice. -- Wiat nonsense! -- and arrived at the follow ng

conclusion: (1) The specified object is a pair of trousers, one quarter of
standard | ength, that could be worn by either nen or wonen; (2) The style
does not <conform to any known standard pattern and cannot, therefore,
properly be called a style, as the trousers were not sewn or nmade by any
known nethod; (3) The trousers are nmade of a resilient silvery cloth that
cannot properly be called cloth, as mcroscopic analysis failed to reveal
its structure. The material is fire-resistant, winkle-resistant, and
unusually tear-resistant. Chem cal analysis...and arrived at the foll ow ng
conclusion: (1) The specified object is a pair of trousers, one quarter of
standard | ength, that could be worn by either nen or wonen; (2) The style
does not conform to any known standard pattern and cannot, therefore,
properly be called a style, as the trousers were not sewn or nade by any
known nethod; (3) The trousers are nmde of a resilient silvery cloth that
cannot properly be called cloth, as mcroscopic analysis failed to revea

its structure. The material is fire-resistant, winkle-resistant, and
unusually tear-resistant. Chemcal analysis... .Hm strange trousers. W
must find out what they are. 1'll have to nake a note of this." (He wote in

the margin: "Kokh. Why no acconpanyi ng expl anati on? Were do the trousers
cone fronP?") "So. The technol ogy is unknown in ourThe technol ogy i s unknown
in our country as well as in other ~civilized nations (according to prewar
data)country as well as in other civilized nations (according to prewar
data)."

The prosecutor put aside the conclusion. "That's enough about trousers.
Trousers are trousers. Let's see what el se we have here. Record of Medi cal

Exam nati on. Record of Medical Examination. Interesting. Wat a |ow bl ood
pressure! And his lungs! Oh, what's this? Traces of four |ethal wounds.
Peculiar, sounds |ike nysticism Ahal See testinony of wtness Chachu and

def endant (Gaal . See testinony of witness Chachu and defendant Gaal. But,
seven bullets! Sone discrepancy here: Chachu testifies that he used the gun
in self-defense, but Gaal states that Simonly wanted to take away Chachu's

pistol. Well, that's none of ny business. Two bullets in the liver -- too
much for a normal man. Twi sts coins, can run with a man on his shoul ders.
Aha, |'ve gone over this already. |I renenber thinking when | read it that

this fellow was abnormally strong and that such types are usually stupid.
That's as far as | got. What's this? Ah, ny old friend. Abstract from Report
of Agent 711. Sees without difficulty on a rainy night (can even read) and
in conpl ete darkness (distinguishes objects, sees facial expressions up to
ten yards away); possesses a very keen sense of snell and taste: identified
individuals in a group by odor; to settle a dispute, identified drinks in
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tightly corked containers; can orient hinself anywhere in the world w thout
a conpass; can determne exact tinme wthout a watch... The follow ng
i nci dent occurred: a precooked fish was purchased which he forbade wus to
eat, claimng it to be radioactive. He hinself ate the fish, stating that it
was not dangerous for him He did not becone ill, although radiation
exceeded three tines the permssible | evel (al nbst seventy-seven units)."

Abstract from Report of Agent 711. Sees without difficulty on a rainy
night (can even read) and in conplete darkness (distinguishes objects, sees
facial expressions up to ten vyards away); possesses a very keen sense of
snell and taste: identified individuals in a group by odor; to settle a
di spute, identified drinks in tightly corked containers; can orient hinself
anywhere in the world without a conpass; can determ ne exact tinme wthout a
watch... The follow ng incident occurred: a precooked fish was purchased
whi ch he forbade us to eat, claimng it to be radioactive. He hinself ate
the fish, stating that it was not dangerous for him He did not becone ill,
al though radiation exceeded three tines the pernissible level (al nost
seventy-seven units)."

The prosecutor |eaned back in his chair. "Well, this is just too nuch
to swall ow. Maybe he's even immortal? Yes, Strannik nust be interested in
all this. Let's see what else we have here. Ah, here's an inportant one.
Conclusion of a Special Comm ssion of the Departnent of Public Health.
Subject: Mac Sim No reaction to white radiation. No contraindications to
service in the special forces.Conclusion of a Special Commssion of the
Departnment of Public Health. Subject: Mac Sim No reaction to white
radi ation. No contraindications to service in the special forces. That was
when he was recruited into the Legion. Wite radiation, nassaraksh.
Butchers, damm them Here's their special testinony for the inquiry:
Al t hough subject was tested with white radiation of varying intensities, up
to the maxinmum there was no reaction. Zero reaction in both senses to
A-radiation. Zero reaction to B-radiation. Renarks: W consider it our duty
to add that the subject (Mac Sim approximtely twenty years old) presents a
danger-to society in view of potential genetic consequences. Conplete
sterilization or destruction is recomended. Al t hough subject was tested with
white radiation of varying intensities, up to the maxinmm there was no
reaction. Zero reaction in both senses to A-radiation. Zero reaction to
B-radi ation. Remarks: W consider it our duty to add that the subject (Mac
Sim approximtely twenty years ol d) presents a danger-to society in view of
potential genetic consequences. Conplete sterilization or destruction 1is
recomended. Oh, ho! These guys don't fool around. Who's in that departnent
now? Ah, yes, Lover. | renenber Stallion telling ne a good one about him
Massar aksh, can't renmenber it. Ah, I'"'mglad |I'malone now 1'll have anot her
berry and a sip of water. Ugh, what terrible stuff. But they say it helps.
Let's see what's next.

"So he's been there,there, too! Wll, well. Probably zero reaction
again. When subjected to forced neasures, said subject Simdid not give
testimony. In keeping wth Paragraph 12, relative to avoiding visible

physical injury to subjects under investigation who are schedul ed to appear
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at an open trial, only the follow ng nethods were wused: (A) Deep-needle
surgery, penetrating ganglions. Reaction: paradoxical: subject fell asleep.
(B) Chemical treatnment of ganglions wth alkaloids and alkalis. Sane
reaction. (C Light chanber. No reaction. Subject expressed surprise. (D)
Steam chanber. Weight |oss wthout unpleasant sensations. Forced neasures
were then term nated. When subjected to forced neasures, said subject Simdid

not give testinony. 1In keeping wth Paragraph 12, relative to avoiding
vi si bl e physical injury to subjects under investigation who are scheduled to
appear at an open trial, only the followng nethods were wused: (A
Deep- needl e surgery, penetrating ganglions. Reaction: paradoxical: subject

fell asleep. (B) Chem cal treatnent of ganglions with al kal oids and al kal i s.
Sanme reaction. (C) Light chanmber. No reaction. Subject expressed surprise.
(D) Steam chanmber. Wight Iloss wthout unpleasant sensations. Forced
nmeasures were then termnated. Br-r-r, what a docunent! Yes, Strannik is
right: the man nust be a nutant. A normal man woul dn't react that way. Yes,
|"ve heard that successful mnutations do occur, although rarely. That

explains everything -- except those pants. As far as | know, pants don't
mut ate. "

He | ooked at the next page, which proved to be interesting: it was the
testinony of the Special Studio's director. "An idiotic institution. They
record the ravings of various psychos for the entertainnent of our nost
esteened public. | renenber... the studio was the brainchild of Kalu
Swindler, who was a little crazy hinself. Swindler 1is long since gone, but
his wild idea lives on. The director's testinony indicates that Simwas an

i deal subject and it would be extrenely desirable to have himback. On,
what's this? Transferred to the custody of the Departnent of Speci al
Research in keeping wth order nunber such-and-such on such-and-such date.
Ah, here it is -- the order, signed by Fank. Hm | snell Strannik's hand in
this. No, let's not junp to conclusions.” He <counted to thirty to calm
hi msel f, then picked up the next thick sheaf of papers: Abstract Fromthe
Records of the Special Ethnolinguistic Commssion's Ilnquiry Into the
Possi bl e Mountai neer Origin of M Sim

Abstract Fromthe Records of the Special Ethnolinguistic Conm ssion's
Inquiry Into the Possible Muntaineer Oigin of M Sim

Still thinking about Fank and Stranni k, he began to read nechanically.
Suddenly he found hinself absorbed in the material. It was an intriguing
study. Al reports, evidence, and testinony related in any way what soever to
the question of Mac Simis origin had been brought together and di scussed:
ant hr opol ogi cal , ethnographic, and linguistic data, and analysis of that
data; the results of radiation phonograns, nentograns, and the subject's own
drawings. It read |ike a novel, although the conclusions were very neager
and cautious. The comm ssion did not relate M Simto any known ethnic group
on the continent. (Attached was a separate opinion, witten by the em nent
pal eoant hr opol ogi st Shapshu, who saw in the subject's cranium a renarkable
resenbl ance to the fossilized craniumof so-called ancient man. The latter
had inhabited the Archipelago nore than fifty thousand years ago.) The
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commi ssion confirmed the subject's conplete psychological normality at the
present nonment but assuned that he had recently suffered a form of amesia
in conjunction wth considerable displacenent of real nenory by a fal se one.
The comm ssion conducted a |inguistic analysis of the phonograns preserved
in the Special Studio's archives and cane to the conclusion that the
| anguage spoken by the subject at that tinme could not belong to any known
group of nodern or dead |anguages. Therefore, the conm ssion believed the
| anguage could have been a product of the subject's inmagination (fish
| anguage), particularly in viewof the fact that the subject, according to
his own statenent, no |onger renenbered this | anguage.

The comm ssion refrained fromdraw ng conclusions but was inclined to
believe that in Mac Simit was dealing with a nutant of a previously unknown
type. "Cever ideas cone to clever mnds at the sanme tine," thought the
prosecutor enviously. He rapidly scanned the special opinion of Professor
Porru, a nenber of the commssion. Hinself a nountaineer by birth, the
prof essor rem nded the comm ssion of the existence of a sem | egendary | and,
Zartak, in the nmountains' renpte reaches. It was inhabited by a tribe, the
Birdcatchers, who still had not received the attention of anthropol ogists.
Mountain peoples in contact with civilization clainmed that the tribe was
skilled in the magical arts and could fly w thout nechani cal aids. According
to stories he had heard, the Birdcatchers were unusually tall, possessed
extraordi nary physical strength and endurance, and had browni sh-gol d skin.
All these facts coincided with the subject's physical features. The
prosecutor toyed with bis pencil above Professor Porru's statenent. Then he
put the pencil aside and said aloud: "I suppose those pants would fit in
under this opinion. Fire-resistant pants.”

He studi ed the next page: "Abstract of the Trial Stenogram Abstract of
the Trial Stenogram Hm what's all this for?"

PROSECUTI NG ATTORNEY: You woul dn't deny that you are an educated man?

DEFENDANT: | am educated, but |I have a very poor understanding of
hi story, sociol ogy, and econom cs.

PROSECUTI NG ATTORNEY: Don't be nodest. Are you famliar wth this book?

DEFENDANT: Yes.

PROSECUTI NG ATTORNEY: Have you read it?

DEFENDANT: OF course.

PROSECUTI NG ATTORNEY: Wy, while in prison, under surveillance, did you
read the nonograph Tensor Cal cul ati on and Modem Physi cs?

Tensor Cal cul ati on and Modem Physi cs?

DEFENDANT: | don't wunderstand your question. For entertainnent, |
suppose. It has sonme very inmgi native pages.
PROSECUTI NG ATTORNEY: | think it is obvious to the Court that only a

very educat ed man woul d read such a highly specialized work for
entertai nnent and pl easure.

"What kind of rubbish is this? Wiy palmoff this junk on ne? Now, what
el se have we here?"
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COUNSEL FOR THE DEFENSE: Do you know what funds the All-Powerful
Creators allocate to fight juvenile crine?

DEFENDANT: What is juvenile crine? Crinmes conm tted against children?

COUNSEL FOR THE DEFENSE: No. Crinmes committed by children.

DEFENDANT: | don't understand. Children cannot commt crines.

“Anmusi ng. Now, let's see what we have at the end.”

COUNSEL FOR THE DEFENSE: | hope | have succeeded in denonstrating to
the Court ny client's naiveté, which amounts to downright inbecility. The
i deas of juvenile delinquency, philanthropy, and welfare assistance | are
conpl etely unknown to him

The prosecutor smled and put aside the page. "Yes, | see, Really a
strange conbi nati on: mathematics and physics for pleasure, but doesn't know
the sinplest things. Exactly |like an eccentric professor fromsone trashy
novel . "

The prosecutor studied several nore pages. "Mac, | can't understand why
you are so attached to this -- what's her nane? -- Rada Gaal. You aren't on
intimate terms with her; you owe her nothing; you have nothing in common
with her. That idiotic prosecuting attorney is trying wthout success to
inplicate her in the underground. But, Mc, ny boy, one gets the inpression
that if she's kept within gunsight, you can be conpelled to do anything we
damm please. For wus that's very useful, but nost awkward for you. What al
this testinony anounts to is that you are a slave to your wrd and an

inflexible person. You'll never nake a politician. And why should you?
Phot ographs. You're quite handsone. Nice face -- very, very nice. Your eyes
are rather odd. Wiere were these taken? On the defendants' bench. Well, | ook
at that! Fresh and fit, cheerful, clear-eyed, relaxed. Were did you learn

such poi se? Such posture? That defendants' bench is no nore confortable than
the visitor's chair in ny office; inpossible torelax on it. But all this is
trivial. There's got to be sonething bigger here.”

The prosecutor left his desk and paced the floor. Sonething tantali zing
tickled his brain, sonething prodded and excited him "Dam it, |[|'ve
stunbled on sonething in that folder. Sonething inportant, something very,
very inportant. Fank? Yes, that's inportant because Strannik uses Fank only
for the nost inportant matters. But Fank just confirms ny intuition. Now,
what is the essential thing here? The pants? Nonsense. Ah, | know what it
is. But it's not in the folder." He switched on the intercom

"Kokh, give ne the details of the attack on the convoy."

"Fourteen days ago," began his assistant's rustling voice, as if he
were reading from a prepared text, "at eighteen hours and thirty-three
m nutes, an arned attack was nade on police cars transporting defendants in
Case Si x-ni ne-eight-one-eight-four from the courtroomto the city jail. The
attack was repulsed, and one of the attackers was badly wounded in the
crossfire and never regai ned consci ousness. The body was not identified. The
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i nvestigation has been cl osed.”

"Whose work was this attack?"

“"That has not been clarified, Your Honor. The official underground had
nothing to do with it."

"“Any i deas?"

“I't could have been the work of terrorists attenpting to free defendant
Dek Pottu, alias the General, known for his close connections wth the |eft
W ng. "

The prosecutor slamred down the receiver. Maybe it was true, and nmaybe
it wasn't. Well, we'll go through the folder again. Southern border, idiot
captain. Trousers. Escapes, carrying man on shoul ders. Radioactive fish --
seventy-seven units. Reaction to A-radiation. Chemcal treatnent of
ganglions. Wait! Reaction to A-radiation: "Zero reaction to A-radiation in
both senses." Zero, in both senses. The prosecutor pressed his hand to his
chest. Idiot! Zero in both senses!

Zero in both senses!

He grabbed the receiver again.

"Kokh! Prepare a special nessenger and security guard at once. A
private train to the south. No! Use ny electric truck. Mssaraksh!" He
thrust his hand into a drawer and sw tched off all the recording devices.
“"Make it snappy!"

Still pressing his left hand to his chest, he took out a personal order
formfromthe desk and wote rapidly but carefully: "State business. Top
secret. To the Conmandi ng General of the Special Southern District. You are
personal |y responsible for the imedi ate execution of this order. Transfer
to the custody of the bearer, convict Mac Sim Case 6983. Fromthe nonent of
transfer, consider rehab Mac Sim m ssing, and retain appropriate supportive
docunentation in your files. By order of the State Prosecutor."”

He grabbed another form "Order. | hereby order all personnel in the
mlitary, <civil, and railroad admnistrations to render assistance to the
bearer of this order, the State Prosecutor's special courier and security
guard, according to category EXTRA. By order of the State Prosecutor.”

He drained his glass and filled it again. Slowy, deliberating over
each. werd, he wote on a third form "Dear Strannik: Sorry to give you sone
bad news. W have just been infornmed that the naterial you requested is
m ssing, as frequently happens in the southern jungles."

PART FOUR: PRISONER

13.
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The first shot shattered the caterpillar track, and for the first tine
in over twenty years the nonster abandoned its well-traveled course.
Overturning chunks of concrete, it tore into a grove and turned slowy in
pl ace. |Its broad forehead bored into the wunderbrush and, wth a crunch,
shoved aside the trenbling trees.

When the i1imense, nuddy rear end tipped up, its iron plating dangling
on rusty rivets, Zef |anded an explosive charge in the engine with a clean
shot ained to avoid the reactor. It tore into the tank's nuscles, sinews,
and nervous system the machi ne gasped netallically, puffed white-hot snoke
fromits joints, and stopped forever. But sonething still lived within its
evil arnmored heart; sonme surviving nerves continued to send out random
signals; its energency systens still switched thenselves on and off,
murnmuring and spewing foam and it shuddered sluggishly, clawing the earth
with its surviving tread. Menacingly and senselessly, |like the belly of a
crushed wasp, the latticed tube of the rocket I|auncher rose and fell above
the expiring dragon. Zef watched its death throes for several seconds, then
turned and went into the woods, dragging a grenade thrower by its strap.
Maxi m and Vepr foll owed. Wien they reached a quiet <clearing that Zef had
undoubtedly noted on their way, they dropped down on the grass.

“"Cigarette break," said Zef.

He rolled a cigarette for one-arnmed Vepr, gave hima light, and lit M
own. Resting his chin on his hands, Maximlay on the ground and watched the
dying iron dragon through the sparse woods. Its drive wheels jangled
mournfully. Wth a whistle, it shot streans of radioactive steamfrom its
shattered guts.

“"Now, that's the way to do it, and the only way to do it," declared Zef

di dactically. "If you don't, I'll yank your ears off."
"Why?" asked Maxim "l wanted to stop it."
“Because,"” replied Zef, "a grenade can ricochet into the rocket

| auncher. Then we'd all be kaput."

"I ainmed at the tread.”

"You have to aimat the rear end." Zef inhaled. "And, in general, while
you're still new at this stuff, don't ever nmake the first nove. Unless | ask
you to. |Is that clear?"

"It is."

Neither Zef's fine points of instruction nor Zef hinself interested
Maxim  Vepr did. But Vepr, resting his artificial armon the dil apidated
casing of the mne detector, maintained his wusual indifferent silence.
Not hi ng had changed, and Mac was restl ess.

A week ago, when the new prisoners fornmed in front of the barracks, Zef
had gone up to Maxi mand selected him for Ms 104th Sappers Unit. Maxi m was
delighted. Not only did he recognize the flam ng red beard and square stocky
figure at once, but Zef recognized him too, in that suffocating crowd of
convicts in checkered prison uniforns, where no one gave a damm about anyone
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el se.

Besides, Maxim had every reason to believe that Allu Zef, the once
em nent psychi atri st and an educated, intelligent man, unlike the
hal f-crimnal rabble jamred into the train's prison car, was connected
sonehow with the underground. And when Zef |ed himto the barracks and
showed him his bunk next to one-arned Vepr, Maxi mthought that his future
had finally taken shape. But he soon | earned he was wong: Vepr didn't want
to talk. He listened that night with a vacant expression to Maxim s rapidly
whi spered story of the group's fate, the tower's destruction, and the trial.
"Sonetinmes it turns out differently,” he nuttered through a yawn and then
turned over and went to sleep. Maximfelt |et down.

Then Zef «clinbed onto his bunk. "Stuffed nyself to the gills,"” he
announced to Maxim and w thout beating around the bush began to badger him
crudely and brazenly for nanes and information. Perhaps he had once been an
em nent scientist, an educated man; perhaps he had even been a nenber of the
under ground; but that night he inpressed Mac as being a well-fed provocat eur
who, having nothing better to do before going to sleep, had decided to
harass a dunb newconer. Wth sonme difficulty. Maxi m managed to get rid of
him and long after he heard Zef snoring healthily, he |lay awake recalling
the many tines he had been deceived by people and events on this planet.

H s nerves were spent. He recalled the trial, obviously prepared well
before the group had even received the order to attack the tower; he
recalled the witten reports of sonme filthy infornmer who knew everything
about the group, and, perhaps, had been a nenber of it; and he recalled the
film taken from the tower during the attack, and his shame when he
recogni zed hinself on the screen: there he was, firing anay wth his

submachine gun at the searchlights -- nore precisely, at the stagelights
illumnating the actors of that horrifying play. In the tightly sealed
barracks -- suffocating, stinking, and crawling with vermn -- rehabs raved

in their sleep, while in a far conmer, in the light of a single candle, other
pri soners played cards and shouted hoarsely at each other.

The follow ng day he felt let down again: this tine by the forest. It
was i npossible to take a step without running into steel: dead steel, rusted
t hrough; lurking steel, ready to M| at any nonent; invisible steel, aimng
at you; nobile steel, blindly plowng up the remains of roads. The soil and
grass reeked of rust, and radi oactive puddl es had accunul ated at the bottons
of hollows; birds didn't sing but wailed hoarsely, as if in their death
throes. There were no animals, nor was there woodl and stillness. To the |eft
and right explosions pounded and thundered. Gray cinders eddi ed anong the
branches, and the roar of worn engines drifted through the forests on gusts
of wi nd.

And so it had gone: day -- night, day -- night. In the daytine they
worked in the forest, which was not really a forest but an old fortified

region. It was crawing with mlitary devices, arnored cars, ballistic
m ssiles, rockets on caterpillar treads, flanmethrowers, and poison-gas
ej ectors, all automatic and self-propelled. And all this was still very mnuch

alive twenty years after the war; everything continued to live its useless
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nmechanical life -- to aim to sight, to belch lead, fire, and death. All
this had to be crushed, blown up, and denolished to clear a road for the
construction of new radiation towers. At night Vepr maintained his usual
silence, and Zef harassed Maxim wth questions, alternating between a
di rect ness bordering on the absurd and a surprising cunning and agility. And
there was the al nost inedible food, the prisoners' strange nel odies, and the
beatings by the legionnaires. And tw ce daily everyone in the barracks and
the forest withed in pain under the radiation emtter's blows. Bodies of
escapees swng in the wind. Day -- night, day -- night. Auschwitz. Death
canp. Fascism

"Why did you want to stop the tank?" asked Vepr suddenly, Maxim sat up
qui ckly. This was the first question Vepr had ever asked him

"I wanted to examne its construction.”

“Planni ng to escape?”

Maxi m cast a sidelong glance at Zef. "Of course not. |I'mjust curious.”

"Why are you so interested in a mlitary weapon?' He spoke as if the
red- bear ded provocateur weren't present.

"Ch, | don't know. I'mnot sure nyself. Are there nmany |ike that one?"

"There are plenty of nmachines -- and always plenty of fools, too,"
intruded Zef. "You can't imagine how many tines the damm fools have tried.
They clinb in, fiddle around a while, and finally give up. One dam fool,
sonething |ike you, blew hinself up."

“"Don't worry, I won't blow nyself up,"” said Maxim coldly. "Those
machi nes aren't that conplicated.”

“"But why are you so interested in themanyway?" asked Vepr. Lying on
hi s back, he snoked, holding the cigarette between his artificial fingers.
" Suppose you fix up one. Then what ?"

“"He'll break through across the bridge." Zef guffawed.

“And why not ?" asked Maxim He was conpletely baffled by this man: how
should he behave toward hinf? Mybe Zef wasn't a provocateur after all.
Massar aksh, why were they suddenly giving hima hard tine?

“You'll never nmake it to the bridge," said Vepr. "They'll riddle you
like a piece of cheese. And if you do make it, you'll find the bridge drawn
up. "

“And al ong the bottom of the river?"

"The river is radioactive." Zef spat. "If it were clean, yon wouldn't
need tanks to get across. R ght now you could sw m across anywhere: the
banks aren't guarded.” He spat again. "If it were clean, it would be

guarded. Young man, forget your wld ideas. You're here to stay. Settle
down, and get the hang of things. Wen you do, you'll find enough to keep

you busy. If you don't Ilisten to your elders, you won't even last until
t onorrow. "

“I't wouldn't be difficult to escape,” said Maxim "I could do it right
now. "

“"You're really sonething, aren't you?"
“"Are you going to keep kidding around, or be serious about it?" Maxim
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directed his remark to Vepr. Zef interrupted him again.

“I'"l1l tell you what I'm going to do." Zef rose. "I'm going to neet
today's quota. O else we get no chow. Let's go!"
He wal ked ahead, waddling between the trees. Maxim asked Vepr: "lIs he

really a nmenber of the underground?”

Vepr shot hima rapid glance. "What are you sayi ng? How coul d he be?"

They wal ked behind Zef, trying to followin his tracks. Mxi m brought
up the rear

“What's he here for?"

“For jaywal ki ng."

Again, Maximlost all desire for conversation.

They had taken | ess than a hundred steps when Zef ordered themto halt,
and wor k began. "Down!" shouted Zef, and they hit the dirt. Ahead of them a
stout tree turned with a drawn-out creaking sound, disgorged a |long thin gun
barrel, and rocked it fromside to side, as if trying to aimit. There was a
buzz, a click, and a small cloud of yell ow snoke rose lazily fromthe black
barrel. "It's dead... finished," announced Zef in a very businesslike tone.
He rose first and brushed the dust fromhis pants. They had blown up the
tree and its cannon. Next, a mne field to clear. After that, a hillock with
an active machi ne gun that kept them pinned down for a long tinme. Then they
stunbled into a jungle of barbed wire, and barely struggled through it. Wen
they finally did, firing opened up sonmewhere overhead, and everything around
t hem began to expl ode and burn.

Maxi m was confused, but Vepr remained silent and lay on the ground
calmy, face down, while Zef fired his grenade thrower. "Follow ne, on the
doubl e!" shouted Zef, and they ran. The spot they had just |left burst into
flames. Zef swore, using wunfamliar words, and Vepr chuckled. Wen they
reached a dense grove, sonething suddenly whistled overhead, and a greeni sh
cl oud of poison gas swooshed through the branches. Again they had to run and
force their way through underbrush. Zef repeated the unfamliar words. Vepr
| ooked quite ill.

Exhausted, Zef finally <called a halt. They built a fire. As the
youngest nenber of the team Mxim prepared dinner, heating canned soup in
their pot. Zef and Vepr, griny and ragged, lay on the ground. Vepr | ooked
utterly exhausted. He was not a young man, and this life was harder on him
t han on the others.

“I't doesn't nmake sense. How could we have managed to | ose the war with
this incredible concentration of weapons?" asked Maxi m

"What do you nean 'nmanaged to lose'?" replied Vepr. "Nobody won the
war. Everyone | ost except the Creators.”

"Unfortunately, few people understand that." Maximstirred the soup.

“I"'mnot used to that kind of talk anynore,” said Zef. "Al you get
here is 'Shut up, rehab!' and 'I'mcounting to three.' Hey, boy, what's your
name?"

"Maxi m"

"Yes, right. You, Mac, keep stirring. See that it doesn't stick."

Maxi mstirred until Zef said it was tinme to serve the soup; he couldn't
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hold out any longer. They ate in conplete silence. Maxi m sensed a change in
nood and was sure that today he'd betaken into their confidence. But after
di nner Vepr lay down again and stared at the sky, while Zef, nunbling to
hi nsel f, took the pot and wi ped up the bottomw th a crust of bread.

"We ought to shoot sonmething," he muttered. "My belly 1is so enpty. |
feel like I haven't eaten a tiling but just woke up ny appetite.”

Maxim tried to draw theminto a conversation about hunting in this
area, but no one picked it up. Vepr nowlay there with his eyes closed,
apparently asleep. After Zef had finished Ilistening to Maxim s views, he
grow ed: "Hunting? Here? Everything's filthy, radioactive." He, t 0o,
stretched out.

Maxi m sighed, took the pot, and walked to a nearby stream The water
was clear and appeared to be clean and tasty. Tenpted to drink, he scooped
sonme up in his hand. But he could neither drink nor wash the pot here: the
stream was noticeably radioactive. Maxi msquatted, set down the pot, and
becanme | ost in thought.

H s thoughts, for sone reason, turned first to Rada. She al ways washed
the dishes after nmeals and would not Ilet him help her, giving the absurd
excuse that it was wonman's work. Renenbering that she loved him he felt
proud: she was the first wonman to | ove him As nuch as he |onged to see her,
he realized that this was no place for his Rada. Nor for the nost evil of
men. Thousands upon thousands of robots, not nen, should be sent here to
clear the region. Either that, or the entire forest and everything in it
shoul d be razed. Let a new one arise, any kind, bright or gloony, but a pure
one. And if it nust be gloony, let it be a natural gloom not one inposed by
man.

When he rem nded hinself that he had been exiled here for life, he was
struck by the naivet( of his judges. Wthout exacting an oath fromhim they
fully expected himto remain here, voluntarily, forever, and on top of
everything else, to help thembuild a network of radiation towers through
the forest. En route, in the prisoners' boxcar, he had heard that the forest
ext ended hundreds of mles to the south and that mlitary equipnent littered
the desert, too. "Massaraksh, one day | knock out a tower, the next |I'm
expected to clear a path for them OCh, no. I'm not staying here. |I've had
enough of this."

He settled down and forced hinself to clarify his plans.

"Vepr doesn't trust nme. He trusts Zef, but not ne. And | don't trust
Zef, though I guess |I'mbeing unfair. | probably seem as troublesone and
suspi cious to Vepr as Zef seens to ne. Well, all right, Vepr doesn't trust
me. So that neans |'malone again. O course it's possible | mght run into
the General or Meno, but that's highly unlikely. | suppose | <could try and
put together a group of strangers, but massaraksh, | had better be honest
with nyself: I'"'mno good at that sort of thing. I'mtoo dam trusting. Hold
on, now. Think! What do | want?"

He considered the problemfor several m nutes.

“If only CGuy were here. But QGQuy was sent to a special unit with a
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strange nane -- sonething like Blitztr(ger, 'Lightning Bearers.' Mbst |ikely
"Il have to operate al one.

“I'n any case | nust get out of here. O course |'Il try to formsone
sort of group, but if I can't, 1'll leave alone. Atank is a nust. There are
enough guns here to equip a hundred armes. After twenty years they're in
pretty bad shape, but I'Il do what | can with them So, Vepr really won't
trust me?" he thought, alnost in despair. He grabbed the pot and ran back to
the fire.

Zef and Vepr were awake now, they lay head to head and were arguing
softly, but vehenently, about sonething. Noticing Mac, Zef said quickly:
“Enough!" and rose. Scratching his red beard and opening his eyes w de, he
shout ed: "Where did you di sappear to, nassaraksh? Who gave you perm ssion to
| eave? You've got to work if you want sone grub!”

Mac becanme furious. For the first time in his life he found hinself
shouting at soneone at the top of his |ungs.

“"Damm  you, Zef! Can't you think of anything else but your stomach? Al
| ever hear fromyou is grub, grub, grub! You can have ny rations if it wll
make you feel any better!”

He flung down the pot, grabbed his knapsack, and put his hands through
the straps. Stunned by the unexpected acoustic blow, Zef stared at him Then
Zef's roaring |laughter rolled through the forest. Vepr joined in, and Maxi m
unable to restrain hinself, |aughed, too, sonewhat crestfallen.

“Massar aksh. Boy, sonme voice you've got there!" Zef turned to Vepr.
"You mark ny words. OK now, enough. On your feet!" he yelled. "Let's go, if
you want sonme... sonme grub this evening."

They shouted and | aughed for a while but then quieted down and pushed
on through the forest. Wth denonic energy Maximcleared |and m nes,
destroyed coaxial nachine guns, and unscrewed warheads from antiaircraft
rockets. More firing, hissing streans of tear gas, the repulsive stench of
rotting carcasses of animals killed by subnachi ne guns. They becane dirtier,
angrier, and nore ragged, and Zef urged Maxim onward: "Keep going, Kkeep
going if you want to eat!" Poor Vepr, utterly exhausted, barely dragged
hi nsel f behind them |eaning for support on his m ne detector.

During these wearisone hours Maxim grew increasingly disgusted with
Zef. So when Zef suddenly |let out a roar and dropped through the ground,
Maxi m was delighted. Wping his sweaty forehead with his griny hand, he
wal ked up to the spot leisurely and halted at the edge of a dark narrow
crevice covered with grass. It was deep and pitch-black, and cold, danp air
drifted from it. Nothing was visible; only a crunching and indistinct
swearing rose fromthe hidden trap.

Vepr hobbled over to it, |ooked down, and asked Maxim "Is he down
t here? What happened to hinP"

“Zef!" called Maxim bending over. "Zef, where are you?"

Zef's wvoice runbled fromthe trench. "Conme on down! Junp, it's soft
here. "

Maxi m | ooked at Vepr. Vepr shook his head.

“"That's not for ne," he said. "You junp, and 1|'ll drop a rope down to
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you.

"Who's there?" they heard Zef roaring from below "I'll shoot,
massar aksh! "

Maxi m dropped his Ilegs over the side of the crevice, gave hinself a
push, and junped. Al nost instantly he found hinself ankle-deep in soft dirt.
He sat down. Zef was sonmewhere nearby. To adjust to the darkness, Maxi m sat
wi th eyes closed for several seconds.

“"Mac, cone over here. There's soneone here," called Zef. "Vepr!" he
shouted. "Junp!"

Vepr replied that he was dog-tired and would be just as happy to rest a
whi | e.

"Suit yourself,"” said Zef. "But | think this is thethe Fortress. You'l
be sorry later.™

Vepr replied indistinctly: he felt ill again, too mserable to worry
about fortresses.

Maxi m opened his eyes and | ooked around. He was sitting on a nound of
earth in the mddle of a long corridor lined with rough concrete walls. A
gap in the ceiling was either an opening for ventilation or a breach nade by
sone mssile. Standing sone twenty steps away fromhim Zef surveyed M
surroundings with a flashlight.

"What's this?" asked Maxim

"How should | know? It could be sone sort of shelter. O maybe it
really is thethe Fortress. Do you know about the Fortress?"

“"No," said Maxim crawing off the nound.

"You don't... ," said Zef absentm ndedly. He kept |ooking around,
sweeping the light along the walls. "Then what the hell do you know
Massar aksh! Soneone or sonething has just been here.™

"Human?" asked Maxi m

“I don't know. It crept alongside the wall and disappeared. And the
Fortress, Mac, is sonething very, very special. In one day we could finish
up all our work out there. Aha, tracks."

He squatted. Maxim squatted beside himand nade out inprints in the
dirt along the wall.

"Strange tracks."

“I'"ve never seen anything like them"

"Looks as if soneone was wal king on his fists." Maxi mclenched his fist
and nmade an inpression next to the tracks.

"Very simlar,”" admtted Zef. He ained the beam deep 1inside the
corridor. Sonething shimmered faintly, reflecting either a turn or dead-end.
"Shoul d we take a | ook?"

"Shh, " said Maxim "Shut up and don't nove!"

Al though it was silent, he sensed the presence of life in the corridor.
Sonmeone or sonething was standing up ahead; sonething small, with a strange
weak odor, was hugging the wall. Maxim could not tell precisely what or
where it was. It was observing them and seened annoyed by their presence. It
defied identification and its intentions were el usive.
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“"Do we have to investigate?" asked Maxi m

"I"d like to."

"\hy 2"

"W nust take a look. Maybe this really is the Fortress. If it is,
things are going to be a lot different fromnowon. |I'"mnot sure it s, but
since there are so many runors, who can tell, maybe there's sone truth to
t hem "

"Sonmeone is there,"” said Maxim "I can't figure out who."

"You think so? If this is the Fortress, then according to |egend,
either the survivors of a garrison |ive here, or... The garrison just stays
on here, you know, unaware that the war ended. During the war they decl ared
t hensel ves neutral, |ocked thenselves in, and swore to bl ow up the conti nent
i f anyone canme near them™

“And coul d t hey?"

“If this is the Fortress, they could do anything. Yes, indeed. Because
of explosions and firing above ground, they probably believe the war is
still going on. Sone prince or duke was their commander here. |1'd like to
meet and talk with them"

Maxi m | istened for sounds again. "No, it's no prince or duke. It's sone
kind of animal, perhaps. O..."

"O what ?"
"Renenber, you said 'either the survivors of a garrison, or...?""
"So | did. Well, it's nonsense, old wves' tales. Let's go take a

| ook.

Zef 1 oaded the grenade thrower, heaved it on to his shoul der, and noved
forward, lighting the way with his flashlight. Mxi mwal ked beside him They
wandered along the <corridor for a few mnutes, canme up against a wall, and
turned to the right.

“"You're nmaking an awful racket,"
there, but you're breathing so hard..."

"What am | supposed to do -- stop breathing?" Zef bristled.

“And your flashlight is bothering ne."

"What do you nean -- bothering you? It's dark here."

"I can see in the dark," explained Maxim "but with your flashlight on,
| can't make out a thing. Let ne go on ahead, and you stay here. Qherw se
we won't find out anything."”

said Maxim "Sonething's going on in

"We-ell, suit yourself," said Zef hesitantly.
Maxi m narrowed his eyes again, resting themfrom the flickering |ight.
Then, crouching, he noved alongside the wall as silently as possible. The

nmysterious creature was sonewhere nearby, and Maximdrew closer to it with
each step. The corridor seened endl ess. Locked steel doors lined the right
side. A draft blew toward him The air was danpish and snelled heavily of
nmol d and sonething el se, sonmething elusive, but warmand alive. Behind him
Zef rustled cautiously; uneasy and afraid to remain al one, he had decided to
follow Maxim Maximlaughed to hinself. He was distracted for only a split
second, but at that instant the nysterious creature vani shed. The creature
had been in front of him alnbst beside him then, in a flash, it seened to
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vanish into thin air, only to reappear close behind him
"Zef!" called Maxi m
"Yes!" boomed Zef.
Maxi m i magi ned that the strange creature was standi ng between them He
turned his head toward Zefs voice. "It's between us. Don't shoot!"
"OK," said Zef. "I can't see a damm thing. Wat does it |ook |ike?"
“I don't know. It's soft."
"“An ani mal ?"
"Doesn't seemto be.
"You said you could see in the dark."
“"Not with ny eyes,"” said Maxim "Shut up!"”
“"Not with your eyes," nuttered Zef.

The creature stood still for a short tinme, then crossed the corridor,
di sappeared, and soon reappeared up ahead. "Its curiosity has also been
aroused, " thought Maxim He strained hard, trying to enpathize with the
nmysterious creature, but sonmething interfered -- probably, he thought, the

di scordant conbination of a humanoid intellect and a sem aninmal body. He
edged forward again. The creature retreated, nmintaining a constant distance
bet ween t hem

"“Anyt hi ng yet?" asked Zef.

“"Nothing new. It mght be leading us sonmewhere or luring us into a
"Can we handle it?"

“It's not going to attack us," replied Maxim "It's as curious as we

trap.

are.

Not hi ng nore was said because the creature had vanished again, and
Maxi m sensed that the corridor had ended. He was in the m dst of a spacious
chanber. It was too dark for Maxim to distinguish anything, although he
sensed the presence of netal, rust, and high voltage. For several seconds
Maxi m st ood noti onl ess before figuring out the |ocation of the switch. He
reached out for it, but at that instant the creature reappeared. This tine
wi th another creature, simlar but not identical. They stood beside the wall
where Maxi m now stood. He could hear their rapid breathing. Hoping they
woul d cone closer, he renmined notionless, But they wouldn't. Then, with a
tremendous effort, he contracted his pupils and pressed the swtch.

Apparently, sonething was wong with the circuit: lights flashed on for
a fraction of a second; fuses crackled somewhere, and the |ights went out
again. But Maximhad nmanaged to get a glinpse of the nysterious creatures.
They were small, about the size of a |large dog, stood on all fours, were
covered with dark wool, and had | arge heavy heads. Maximhadn't had tine to
| ook at their eyes.

The creatures vani shed so quickly that it seened as if they hadn't been
there at all

“"What's goi ng on?" demanded Zef, alarned. "Wat was that flash?"

“I switched on a light,"” replied Maxim "Cone over here."

“Where is it? Did you see it?"
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"Alnost didn't. They do |look like aninals, |ike dogs with | arge heads."

The reflection fromhis flashlight skipped along the wall. Zef spoke as
he wal ked. "Ah, dogs. | know that there are animals like that living in the
forest. |'ve never seen live ones, but |'ve seen their bodies."

“No." Maximhesitated. "They're not animls."

"They're animals, all right." Zefs voice echoed beneath the high
vaulting. "W were scared for nothing. At first | thought they mght be

vanpires. Massaraksh! Yes, this is the Fortress!”

He halted in the center of the chanber, sweeping the beam along the
walls, along a rowof dials and a sw tchboard, where glass, nickel, and
faded plastic glittered.

"Congratul ations, Mac. W found it all right. How stupid of ne not to
believe init. Stupid. Hey, what's that? An electronic brain. Ch, dam, if
only Blacksmth were here! Listen, do you understand anything about this
stuff?"

“What exact!|y?" Maxi mcrossed over to him

"The mechanics of the whole works. This is a control panel. |f we can
figure it out, the entire region will be ours! Al the aboveground weapons
can be operated from here. Massaraksh, if we can only figure it out!"

Maxim took Zef's flashlight and set it down so that light diffused
t hroughout the chanber. The dust of nmany years lay everywhere, and on a
table in the corner a fork and a soiled, blackened plate rested on a sheet
of decayed paper. Maxi m wal ked al ongside the control panels, tried to turn
on an el ectronic device, and grabbed hold of a knife-swtch. The handl e cane
of f in his hand.

"I doubt that anything can be operated fromhere. First of all, the
entire setup is too elenentary. Most likely, it's an observation post of one
of their <control substations. Everything here seens to be auxiliary
equi pment. The conputer is too weak. It couldn't guide even a dozen tanks.
And everything is falling apart. There is current, but the voltage is bel ow
normal: the reactor is probably jammed. No, Zef, it isn't as sinple as you
t hi nk. "

Suddenly he noticed long tubes projecting fromthe wall, capped by a
rubber eye shield. Pulling over an alum numchair, he sat down and put his
face to the eye shield. To his surprise, the optics were in excellent
condition; but he was even nore surprised at what he saw A totally
unfam | iar | andscape: a pale yell ow desert, sand dunes, the shell of a netal
structure. A strong wind blew, streans of sand rail along the dunes, and a
m sty horizon curled up Iike a saucer.

"Take a | ook, Zef. Were is this?"

Zef leaned the grenade thrower against the control panel and took
Maxi m s pl ace.

“"That's odd." Zef paused briefly. "It's the desert all right. But it's

about four hundred mles fromhere.” He |eaned back and | ooked up at Maxim
"I magi ne how nmuch tinme and effort went into all this. The bastards! And what
for? Now the wi nd blows over the sands -- but what a beautiful place it used
to be. When | was a kid, before the war, we used to go to a resort there,
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you know." He stood up. "Let's get the hell out of here,” he said bitterly,

picking up his flashlight. "You and | wn't be able to figure out
this-place. We'll have to wait until Blacksmth is caught and sent down
here. Except they won't send him he'll be shot for sure. Wll, let's clear
out . "

"Yes, let's go." Maximexam ned the strange tracks on the floor. "This
is far nore interesting."

"Oh, it's useless. Probably all sorts of aninmals running around here."

He heaved the grenade thrower across his shoul der and wal ked toward the
chanber's exit. G ancing back at the tracks, Maxi mfollowed him

“I"mstarved," said Zef.

They wal ked al ong the corridor. Maxim suggested breaking down one of
t he doors, but Zef thought it was pointless.

“"This place is too big a job to be taken lightly. W're wasting tine

here now W still have a quota to fill, and we nust cone here with soneone
who knows a | ot about this kind of equipnent."”
“If | were you," retorted Maxim "I wouldn't be so quick to count on

this Fortress of yours. Inthe first place, everything here is rotten; and
in the second place, it's already occupied."”

"By whonf? You and vyour dog theories again? You're like the rest of
them with their vanpires."”

Zef paused. A guttural cry tore through <corridor; bouncing off the
walls, it echoed repeatedly, then died down. Instantly it was followed by
anot her, from sonewhere in the distance. They were very famliar sounds, but
Maxi m coul d not recall where he had heard them before.

"So that's what's been screamng at night!" exclainmed Zef. "And we
al ways thought it was birds."

“It's a strange cry."

“"Strange -- | don't know, but it's dammed frightening. Wen those
screans start tearing through the forest at night, you get the shakes. How
many stories we've heard about those <cries. |In fact, one prisoner even

bragged that he understood their |anguage. Translated it."

"What did they say?"

"Oh, rubbish! You call that a | anguage?"

"Where's the prisoner now?"

"Di sappeared,"” replied Zef. "He was in a construction unit and his team
got lost in the forest.™

They turned |left. Ahead, in the distance, they thought they saw a faint
spot of light. Zef turned off the flashlight and put it in his pocket. Now
he took the | ead, and when he halted abruptly, w thout warning, Mxi m al nost
bunped into him

“Massar aksh!" nuttered Zef. A human skeleton |ay crosswi se on the floor
of the corridor. Zef renoved the grenade thrower from his shoulder and
| ooked around. "This wasn't here before."

“"You're right," said Maxim "They just put it there."

Suddenly from far behind them fromthe depths of the underground
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conpl ex, a chorus of guttural wails rang out. The wails, anplified by their
echoes, sounded |ike a thousand throats crying out. They wailed in unison,
as if chanting sone strange four-syllable word. Maxi m sensed that they were
sneering at the intruders, nocking and chall enging them Suddenly the chorus
ceased as abruptly as it had begun.

Zef sucked in his breath noisily and | owered the grenade thrower. Maxi m
| ooked at the skel eton again.

"I guess they're trying to drop a gentle hint."

"Sure |ooks like it. Let's get the hell out of here.”

They reached the gap in the ceiling quickly, clinbed onto the nound of
earth, and saw Vepr's anxious face peering down at them He was |lying with
his chest over the edge of the hole, dangling a rope with a | oop at the end.

“What happened?” he asked. "WAs that you scream ng?"

“Tell you in a mnute,"” replied Zef. "lIs the rope fastened?"
Wen they reached the surface, Zef rolled cigarettes for Vepr and
hinmself. He |it them and then sat in silence for sone tinme, apparently

trying to nake sense of his recent adventure.

"All  right," he said finally. "Here's what it's all about. This is the
Fortress. Below are control panels, an electronic brain, and the Iike.
Everything's in bad shape, but energy is available, and if we're to use it
to our advantage, we nust find know edgeabl e people to help us. Next: from
al | appearances, |'d say that the place is inhabited by dogs. And what dogs!
Wth enornous heads. How they how ed! But when you start thinking about it,
you wonder if it was them because, you see... howcan | put it? Well, while
Mac and | were wandering through the place, soneone placed a human skel eton
in the corridor. And that's the whole story."

Vepr gl anced from Zef to Mac.

" Mut ant s?"

"Possibly,"” replied Zef. "I didn't see a damm thing, but Mac clains he
saw dogs -- but not with his eyes. Massaraksh, how did you see thenf"

"Ch, | sawthemwth ny eyes, too. And there was nothing else there
except the dogs. |'d have known if there was. And those dogs of yours, Zef,
are not what you think they are. They're not animals."

Vepr said nothing. He rose, wound up the rope, and sat down again
besi de Zef.

"God knows," nuttered Zef. "Maybe they aren't aninmals-anything is
possi bl e here. After all, this is the South."

"Maybe those dogs really are nutants?" suggested Maxi m

"No," said Zef. "Mutants are just very defornmed people. They can be the

of fspring of the nost normal parents. Miutants -- do you know what they are?"
“I do," replied Maxim "But the point is, how far can a nutation go?"
After a rather | engt hy pause Zef said: "wWell, if you're so

wel | - educated, there's no need to waste tinme talking. Up on your feet! W've
little time left and a lot to do. And | have a craving for grub.” He w nked
at Maxi m "A downright pat hol ogi cal craving. Do you know what
pat hol ogi cal pat hol ogi cal neans?"

Al t hough they had not yet worked the |ast quarter of the south-west
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guadrant, they found nothing to clear. Something very powerful had probably
expl oded there sone tine ago. Only half-decayed fallen tree trunks and burnt
stunps renmi ned of the old forest, and inits place a new, young, sparse
forest was rising. The soil was charred and full of rust. Realizing that no
nmechani cal device could have survived such an explosion, Maxim concl uded
t hat Zef had ot her reasons for |eading themthere.

A griny man in baggy prison clothes energed fromthe bushes and wal ked
toward them Maxi mrecognized him it was the first native he had net on
this planet, Zefs old nelancholy buddy.

"Wait," said Vepr. "I'll talk to him"
Zef ordered Mac to sit, sat down hinmself, and changed his boots,
whistling a prisoner's tune, "I'ma Dashing Lad, Knowmn Oer the Frontier."

Vepr went over to the man and retreated with himinto the bushes, where they
conversed in whispers. Although Maxim heard every word distinctly, he
under st ood not hi ng, because they were using unfamliar slang. Several tines
he recogni zed the word "post office." Soon, he stopped Ilistening. He felt
grinmy and exhausted; there had been too nuch senseless wrk and needl ess
nervous tension today; he had breathed too much filthy air and received too
much radi ation. Again, another totally unproductive day had passed, and he
detested the thought of returning to the barracks.

The man di sappeared, and Vepr returned and sat down on a stunp in front
of Maxi m

“Well, let's talk."

“I's everything in order?" asked Zef.

"Yes," replied Vepr.

“I told you | had an instinct for people,” said Zef.

“Well, Mac," said Vepr, "we've checked you out as thoroughly as
possi bl e under the circunstances. The General vouches for you. From now on
you' Il be taking orders fromne."

"Jad to hear that.” M smled wyly. He wanted to say: "But the
General didn't wvouch for you to ne." Instead, he added: "I'm at your
command. "

"The General says that you aren't affected by radioactivity or the
radiation emtters. Is that true?"

"It is."

"So you could swm across the Blue Snake River at any tine and you
woul dn't be har ned?"

“I've already told you that | could escape right nowif | wanted to."

"We don't want you to escape. So, as | understand it, the patrol cars
don't bother you either?"

"You nean the nobile emtters? No, they don't bother ne.

“"Very good," said Vepr. "Then your assignnment for the present is
conpletely settled. You'll be our nessenger. Wen | give the order, vyou'l
swm across the river and send telegrans fromthe nearest tel egraph office.
Is that clear?"

"Yes, that nuch is clear, but sonething else isn't."
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Vepr 1iTkad at Mac without blinking. This aloof, sinewy, crippled old
man was a cold and nerciless soldier, a fighter since birth, a terrifying
and intriguing product of a world where human |ife was worthl ess; he knew
not hi ng but struggle, had experienced only struggle, pushed aside everything
but struggle. In his attentive narrowed eyes Maximread his own fate.

"Yes?" said Vepr.

"Let's settle this right now " said Maximfirmy. "I don't want to act
blindly. I don't intend to get involved in operations that | feel are
foolish and unnecessary."”

"For exanpl e?"

“I know the neaning of discipline. And I know that w thout it our work
is useless. But | feel that discipline should be rational, that a
subordi nate should feel that an order nakes sense. You are ordering nme to be
a nmessenger, and |'m prepared to be one. | can perform nore demandi ng tasks,
but, if necessary, |I'll be a nessenger. But | rnust know that the tel egranms |
send out will not result in sensel ess deaths."

Zef started to interrupt, but Vepr and Maxi mgestured to himto wait.

“I was ordered to blow up the tower," continued Maxim "I was not told
why it was necessary. | sawthat it was a foolish and deadly plan, but |
carried out the order. I lost three conrades, and then it turned out that
the whole operation was a trap set by governnent provocateurs. Wll, I'm
telling you right now that |'ve had enough of that kind of stuff. | refuse
to blow up any nore towers! And I'lIl do everything in nmy power to block
simlar plans.”

“"Well, you are a dammed fool!" said Zef. "A pantywaist."

“"Why do you call ne that?"

“"Hold on, Zef," said Vepr, his eyes still riveted on Maxim "In other
wor ds, Mac, you want to know all the staff's plans?"

"Right. | don't want to work blindly."

“You' re downright insolent,” declared Zef. "Just too damed i nsol ent!
Li sten, Vepr, | still like him And | know -- |'ve got a good eye for the

right material."

"You' re demandi ng far too nmuch trust from us,
kind of trust nust be earned."

"And for that, | suppose I'll be expected to knock over those idiot
towers? True, |'ve been in the underground only a few nonths, but |'ve heard
only one thing all this tinme: towers, towers, towers. | don't want to topple
towers. It's senseless. | want to fight tyranny, hunger, corruption, |lies.
O course | realize that the towers are torturing you, torturing you
physically. But you don't even know how to fight the towers. Your approach
is idiotic. It's very obvious that the towers are relays. You nmust strike at
the Center, not try to pick themoff one by one."

Vepr and Zef began to speak at the sane tine.

"How do you know about the Center?" asked Vepr.

"And where would you find the Center?" asked Zef.

“"Any fool of an engineer knows there nust be a Center,” said Maxim
scornfully. "But how to find it -- that's the real problem Forget about

said Vepr coldly. "That
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machi ne guns and killing people uselessly. Find the Center!"

“In the first place we know all this without you." Zef was seet hing.
“In the second place, massaraksh, no one has died uselessly! Any fool of an
engi neer, you snotty bastard, would certainly realize that we could destroy
the relay systemand liberate an entire region by toppling several towers.
But for that, we have to know how to topple them And we're |earning how Do
you or don't you understand? And if you say anot her word about our people
dying in vain, 1"l -- "

“Now, wait," said Maxim "You were saying 'liberate a region.' Fine.
Then what ?"

"Then all sorts of pantywaists cone and tell us that we're dying for
not hi ng," said Zef.

“"Cone on, Zef, then what?" WMaxim persisted. "The Ilegionnaires wl]l
bring up nobile emtters and finish you off. Right?"

“"Like hell!" said Zef. "Before they get a chance to bring themup, the
popul ati on of that region will have cone over to our side, and it won't be
so easy for those legionnaires to butt in. It's one thing to deal wth a

dozen degens but something else to deal with ten thousand or a hundred
t housand enraged citizens."

“Zef, Zef!" Vepr cautioned him

Zef waved himaway inpatiently.

"Hundreds of thousands of city dwellers, farnmers, and, maybe, sol diers,
who understand and can never forget how shamefully they have been duped."

Vepr waved his hand and turned away in frustration.

“"Now, wait a mnute," said Maxim "Wat are you sayi ng? Wiy on earth
shoul d they suddenly understand? They'|l|l tear you to pieces. After all, they
bel i eve those towers are part of an antiballistic mssile network."

"And what do you think they are?" asked Zef, smling strangely.

"Ch, well, | know, of course. |'ve been told."
n By V\A,lorrf?ll
"The doctor. And the General. It's no secret, is it?"

“Maybe that's enough on this subject,” said Vepr softly.

"Why enough?" Zef replied softly, and his speech now had a cultured
ring. "Is it, strictly speaking, enough, Vepr? You know what | think about
this. You know why |I'm staying here, playing ny part, 1'lIl remain here for
the rest of ny life. So why is it enough? Both you and | believe that it
must be shouted from the rooftops; but when it cones tine to act, we
suddenly renenber about discipline and play docilely into the hands of our
great |eaders, those outstanding liberals, those pillars of enlightennent.
And now we have this boy before us. You can see what sort of person he is.
Shoul d such peopl e not know?"

“"Maybe it's precisely this kind that shouldn't,” replied Vepr in the
sane qui et voice.

Puzzl ed, Maxi m kept shifting his glance fromone to the other. Suddenly
both men seened to wilt as the sane expression appeared on their faces. No
| onger did Maxi msee the steely Vepr, the Vepr who had defied the prosecutor
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and the drunmhead court. And Zefs reckless vulgarity had vani shed. Sonet hi ng
el se had broken through: a sadness, a hidden despair, a sense of deep hurt,
a subm ssiveness. It was as if they had suddenly renenbered sonething,
sonething that should have been forgotten, that they had tried hard to
forget.

“I"'mgoing to tell him" declared Zef, w thout asking for perm ssion or
consulting Vepr. Vepr remained silent and Zef began his story.

What he described was incredible. Incredible in itself, incredible
because it Ileft no room for doubt. Wile Zef spoke, softly, calmy, in
i npeccably precise |anguage, pausing politely when Vepr interjected brief
remar ks, Maximstrained hard to find a |oophole in this new inmage of their
world. But in wvain. The energing picture was coherent, primtive, and
hopel essly logical: it covered all the facts known to Maxi m | eavi ng not hi ng
unexplained. It was the nost frightening discovery Maxi mhad nade on his
i nhabi ted i sl and.

It was not for the degens that the towers had been designed. The
radi ation strikes affected the nervous system of every human being on the
pl anet. The physi ol ogi cal nmechani smwas unknown, but, in essence, the brain
of an individual exposed to radiation lost its capacity to analyze reality
critically. Thinking man was transforned into believing man, into one who
believed rabidly, fanatically, despite the evidence of his own eyes. The
nost el enentary propaganda techniques could convince anyone inside the
radi ation field of anything: he would |ovingly accept whatever was presented
as the shining truth, the only truth, a truth for which he would gladly
live, suffer, and die.

The field was everywhere. Invisible, omipresent, all-pervasive. A
gigantic network of towers enneshing the entire country emtted radiation
around the clock. It purged tens of mllions of souls of any doubts they
m ght have about the Al -Powerful Creators' words and deeds. The Creators
controlled the mnds and energy of mllions. They inculcated in people an
acceptance of the repugnant ideas of violence and aggression; they could
drive mllions against cannons and machine guns; they could conpel these
mllions to kill one another in the nane of anything they pleased; they

could, should the whimstrike them stir up a mass epidem c of suicides.
Not hi ng was beyond their control.

Tw ce daily, at ten in the norning and at ten in the evening, the
network was turned on full blast; and for thirty mnutes people |ost al
their humanity. Al the hidden tensions which had accunulated in their
subconscious as a result of +the gap between what they had been led to
believe and reality were liberated in a paroxysm of delirious enthusiasm in
an inpassioned, servile ecstasy. The radiation strikes suppressed natural
refl exes and instincts conpletely and replaced themw th a fantastic conpl ex
of behavior patterns. These patterns involved the worship of the Creators.
The radiated individual lost his capacity to reason; he behaved |ike a
r obot .

The only threat to the Creators canme from people who, because of
certain physiological quirks, were immune to this mass-hypnosis. They were
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cal l ed degens. The constant field had no effect on their thought processes,
but the strikes did cause them agoni zi ng pains. There were conparatively few
degens -- sonething |like one percent of the population -- but they al one
were awake in this kingdom of sommanbulists; they alone possessed the
ability to evaluate a situation soberly, to perceive the world as it really
was, to influence their environnment, to change it, to govern. The nost
abom nabl e aspect was that the degens thenselves provided society with its
ruling elite, the All-Powerful Creators. All the Creators were degens, but
conparatively few degens were Creators. Those who could not or would not
beconme involved in this governing elite were declared enemes of the state
and were treated accordingly.

Maxi m was overwhel ned by despair: his inhabited island was popul ated by
puppets. Hitler's enornous propaganda apparatus was erode beside this system
of radiation towers. One could have turned off the radio; one could have
chosen not to listen to Goebbels' speeches; one could have chosen not to
read the newspapers. But here it was inpossible to evade the radiation
field. It had no equal in the history of humankind. There was nothing in
Earth's experience to |ook to for guidance. There was nothing to rely on.
Zefs plan to seize sone inportant region was no nore than a ganble. They
were confronted by an enornous nmachine, too sinple to change by evol utionary
nmet hods and too enornous to destroy with small forces. There wasn't a force
in the country that could |Iiberate such a huge nation, a nation that had no
idea that it was not a free people, and that, as Vepr expressed it, had

swer ved from the course of history. This machine was invul nerable
internally. Mnor revolts did not disturb its basic stability. Partially
destroyed, it recovered rapidly; irritated, it reacted immediately and in

kind to the irritant, ignoring the fate of its individual elenents.

There remai ned but one hope: the machine had a Center, a control panel,
a brain. Theoretically, this Center could be destroyed; then the nachine
woul d die in unstable equilibrium And the nonment woul d conme when an attenpt
must be made to shift this world onto other tracks, to return it to the
course of history. But the Center's |location was a well-kept secret.
Besi des, who woul d destroy it? It was far nore conplicated than attacking a
tower. Such an operation would require a great deal of noney and, above all,
an arny of people inmune to radiation. Yes, either people imune to
radi ation, or sinple, easily accessible protective devices to protect those
who were not imune. Neither had ever been available, nor was their
availability foreseen. Several hundred thousand degens were dispersed,
i sol ated, and persecuted. Many belonged to the category of so-called | egal
degens. But even if they could be wunited and arned, the Creators could
destroy their small arny by sending out nobile emtters to neet them

Silence reigned Iong after Zef had finished his story. Maxi mcontinued
to sit there, his head hangi ng down as he scratched the dry black soil wth
a twg.. Then Zef coughed and said awkwardly: "Yes, that's the way it is."

“"What are you counting on?" asked Maxi m

Zef and Vepr remained silent. Maxim raised his head, saw their faces
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and nuttered: "lI"'msorry. |I... it's all so... I"'msorry."

“"We nust fight," said Vepr in an even voice. "W are fighting and shall
continue to fight. Zef outlined one of the staff's strategies to you. There
are other plans just as vulnerable to criticismand never tested. You nust
understand that we are a very young novenent."

"Tell me," said Maximslowy, "this radiation, does it have the sane
effect on all nations in your worl d?"

Vepr and Zef exchanged gl ances.

“I don't understand," said Vepr.

"Here's what | have in mnd. Is there any country that m ght have even
several thousand |ike nme?"

“I doubt it," replied Zef. "Unless, anong those... those nutants.
Massar aksh, don't be offended, Mac, but obviously you are a nmutant. A | ucky
nmut ati on. One chance in a mllion."

“I"'mnot offended. So, there are nmutants. Deeper in the forest?"

"Yes," said Vepr. He | ooked intently at Maxim

"What, exactly, is there farther on?"

"Forest, then desert."

"And nut ant s?"

"Yes. Sem ani mal. Crazy savages. Listen, Mac, forget it."

"Have you ever seen thenf"

"Only dead ones," said Vepr. "Sonetines they're captured in the forest.
Then they're hung in front of the barracks as noral e boosters."

"But why?"
"Fool!" barked Zef. "They're animals! They're incurable and nore
dangerous than any animal. |'ve seen themwth ny own eyes. |In your worst

dreans you' ve never seen anything |ike them"™

"Then why are the towers being extended in that direction? Do you want
to tane then?"

“"Drop it, Mac," said Vepr again. "It's hopel ess. They hate us. But do
what you think best. W don't hold anyone back."

They sat in silence. Suddenly a famliar roar tore through the forest.
Zef rose slightly.

"Rocket tank," he said. "Should we knock it out? It's not so far. The

ei ghteenth quadrant. No, we'll wait until tonmorrow "

Maxi m suddenly nade a decision. "I'Il take care of it. Go back, I'l
catch up to you."

Zef looked at him dubiously. "Can you handle it? You can still get
bl own up."

“"Mac," said Vepr. "Think!"
Zef | ooked at Maxi m and gri nned.
“"Ch ho, so that's why you need a tank! The kid is not dunmb! No, you

can't fool ne. OK, go on, I'll save your supper for you, in case you change
your m nd. And renenber, many self-propelled tanks are m ned. So be careful.
Let's go, Vepr. He'll catch up to us, if he wants."

Vepr was about to add sonething, but Maxim had already risen and
started for the path through the wunderbrush. He didn't care to engage in
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further conversation. He wal ked rapidly, wthout turning around, and held
t he grenade thrower under his arm Having made a decision, he felt relieved.
The m ssion before hi mdepended on hi m al one.

14.

By norni ng Maxi m had maneuvered the self-propelled tank onto the road
and turned its nose southward. He could have kept going. Instead, he clinbed
out of the control conpartnent, junped down to the broken pavenent, sat down
at the edge of the road, and wiped his dirty hands in the grass. Beside him
the rusty nonster runbl ed peacefully, pointing its rocket's sharp tip into
t he nmurky sky.

Al t hough he had worked through the night, he wasn't tired. The natives
had built well: the tank was in pretty good shape. It wasn't mned, and he
was surprised to find manual controls. |f anyone were blown up in such a
tank, it would be due either to a worn-out reactor or its driver's technical
i nconpetence. True, the reactor was functioning at only twenty percent of
capacity, and its <chassis was rather battered, but Maxi mwas satisfied. It
exceeded all his expectations.

It was alnost six in the norning and quite light. It was the hour when
the convicts were drawn up into colums, fed hastily, and driven out to
work. Surely his absence had been noticed by now, and nost |ikely he was
al ready considered a fugitive and condemmed to death. O perhaps Zef had
i nvented sone excuse -- |like a sprained ankle or a bad wound.

The forest had grown still. The "dogs," who had been calling out to
each ot her through the night, had quieted down and had probably returned to
their underground world. They were probably rubbing their paws together
gl eefully, recalling how they had frightened those two-|egged creatures the
precedi ng day. These dogs would have to be investigated, but he nust | eave
them behind for the time being. He wondered if they were inmmune to
radi ati on. Strange creatures.

During the night, while he was working on the engine, tw of them
observed him quietly fromthe bushes. Then a third arrived and clinbed into
a tree, to see better. Leaning out of the hatch, he waved to it; and, for
ki cks, he reproduced, as closely as possible, the four-syllable word the
chorus had chanted yesterday. The <creature in the tree becane furious; its
eyes glittered, its wool bristled, and it began to screamguttural insults.
The two in the bushes were evidently shocked by this outburst; they rushed
of f and never returned. The creature <cursing in the tree stayed for a |ong
time, unable to calmdown. It hissed, spat, nmade threatening gestures, as if
it were about to attack, and bared its white fangs. It was nearly norning
when it finally departed, convinced that Mac had no intention of accepting
its challenge to do honorable battle. They were hardly intelligent in a
human sense, but they were interesting creatures. Mst |ikely they had sone
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sort of social organization. After all, they had driven a mlitary garrison,
commanded by the duke, from the Fortress. The information about them was
very neager, only runors and |l egends... Ch, how he'd like to soak in a nice

hot tub right now Hi's skin was burning; the reactor |eaked. |If Zef and Vepr
agreed to join him he'd have to shield the reactor with three or four
plates -- strip the arnor fromthe sides.

A distant thud echoed through the forest: the sappers had begun their
wor ki ng day. How utterly senseless. Another thud. A machine gun began to
clatter, continued for a long tine, and then was still. It was a clear day
and quite bright. The cloudl ess ski was a |lum nous m | ky white. The concrete
on the road glittered with dew, but the ground around the tank was dry: its
arnor radi al ed an unheal t hy heat.

Suddenly Zef and Vepr energed fromthe underbrush onto the road. When
they spotted the tank they ran faster. Maximrose to neet them

“You're alive." Zef greeted him "I'mnot surprised. But | brought you
sone bread. Eat up, fast!" "Thanks." Maxi mtook the thick slice of bread.

Leaning on his mne detector, Vepr stood there watching him

"Get it down fast, Mac, and take off!" said Zef. "They've cone for you
back there."

"Who?" Maxi m st opped chew ng.

"We don't know the details. Sone idiot wwth buttons fromhead to toe.
He was shouting at the top of his lungs. Wanted to know why you weren't
there. And | was alnost shot. So | stared at himhard and reported that you
were killed in a mne field and your body was not found."

Zef wal ked around the tank. "Wat |ousy luck." He sat down and rolled a
cigarette.

“"That's strange,"” said Maxim biting off a piece of bread. "Wy? For
further interrogation?”

"Could it be Fank?" asked Vepr in a | ow voi ce.

"Fank? Medi um hei ght, square face, scaly skin?"

“"Not likely!" said Zef. "This was a big lanky fellow covered with
pinples. Areal inbecile -- the Legion."

"That's not Fank."

“Maybe on Fank's orders?" asked Vepr.

Maxi m shrugged his shoulders and stuffed the last crust of bread into
hi s nout h.

“I don't know," he said. "I used to think that Fank was connected
sonmehow to t he underground, but now | don't know what to think."

“I  think you'd better get out of here," said Vepr. "Although, to tel
the truth, | don't know what's worse, the mutants or that Legion
bur eaucrat . "

“"All right, let himgo," said Zef. "He wouldn't work for you as a
nmessenger anyway. And this way, at least he'll bring back sone information
-- if he survives."

"l suppose you aren't coming with ne."

Vepr shook his head. "No. | wish you luck."

"Get rid of the rocket," suggested Zef. "O vyou'll blow yourself up.
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Now, here's the situation. There are two nore outposts ahead of you. You can
slip past them easily. They face south. Farther on it gets worse. The
radiation is terrible, nothing to eat, nutants. And still farther -- sand
and no water."

"Thanks," said Maxim "Good-bye."

He junped onto the tread, flung open the hatch, and clinbed into the
hot sem darkness. He was about to pull the |evers when he renenbered that he
had one nore question. He put his head out.

"Why is the real purpose of the towers kept fromthe rank-and-file
under ground?"

Zef frowned and spat, and Vepr replied sadly: "Because nost of the
staff hope to seize power soneday and use the towers in the sane way, but in
their own interests.”

For several seconds they |ooked each other straight in the eye, Zef

turned away and carefully glued a cigarette with his tongue. "I hope you
make it," said Maxim turning to the | evers.

Runbling and clanging, its treads crunching, the tank began to roll
f orwar d.

Driving the tank was difficult. There was no seat for the driver, and
the pile of branches and grass that Maxi m had arranged at night fell apart
very quickly. Visibility was terrible, and the tank wouldn't pick up speed.
At twenty mles an hour, sonmething in the engine began to runble and
sputter, and it was burning oil. But the tank's ability to negotiate any
terrain was still excellent. Road or no road -- it didn't nmatter: it tore
cal My through bushes, rolled over shallow ruts, and crushed fallen trees.
It ignored saplings grow ng through the shattered pavenent, and it snorted
with pleasure as it crossed over a deep hole filled with black water. It
held its course beautifully, but turning it was difficult.

Since the road was quite straight and it was dirty and stuffy in the
conpartnment, Maximfinally set the manual gas lever, clinbed out, and
settled hinmself confortably on the edge of the hatch, beneath the rocket's
latticed nmount. The tank forged ahead as if this were the route it had
originally been programed for. There was sonething smug and sinple about
its behavior, and Maxi m  who | oved machi nes, patted its arnor
affectionately.

Ah, life could be pleasant! To the right and left the forest slipped
away, the engine runbled, the radiation above was negligible, and the
conparatively clean breeze felt good on his hot skin. Maximrai sed his head
and gl anced at the rocket's swaying nose. He nust get rid of it: it was
excess weight. No, it wouldn't explode -- it had been inoperative for a |ong
time: he had checked it out last night. But it weighed sone ten tons and
there was no point in dragging it along.

As the tank crawl ed forward, Maximclinbed along the rocket nount to
| ook for a release device. He found it, but it was badly rusted, and he had
to work on it for sone tine. While he was busy, the tank turned off the road
twice, howing indignantly and knocking down trees. Each tinme Maximhad to
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rush back to the controls, calmdown the iron fool, and maneuver it back
onto the road. Finally the release device was repaired, and the rocket
reel ed heavily, crashed to the pavenent, and rolled ponderously into the
drai nage ditch. The tank noved nore easily. At that nonent, Maxi m spotted
the first outpost.

At the edge of the forest stood two |arge tents and a van. Snoke curl ed
above a field kitchen. Two | egionnaires, stripped to the waist, were washing
-- one was pouring water over the other froma nmess tin. A sentry in a black
cape stood in the mddle of the road and | ooked at the tank. On the right
were two colums joined by a crossbar; sonething |ong and white, al nost
touching the ground, hung fromit. Maxi mdropped down into the conpartnent
so his checkered prison uniformwould not be visible and thrust his head
t hrough the hatch. The sentry gaped at the tank, withdrew to the shoul der,
and | ooked around absentm ndedly at the van. The half-naked |egionnaires
st opped washi ng and stared at the tank. Several nore nen, attracted by the
tank's runbling, cane running fromthe tents and van. One wore an officer's
uniform They were surprised but not alarnmed. The officer pointed to the
tank, made a remark, and everyone | aughed. Wen Maxi mreached the sentry,
the sentry shouted sonething that was drowned out by the engine, and Maxim
shouted in reply: "Everything's in order. Stay where you are!"

The sentry couldn't nake out his words either, but the expression on
his face indicated that he was satisfied. Waving the tank on, he returned to
his position in the mddle of the road. Everything had turned out all right.

Turning his head, Maxi msaw at cl ose range what was swinging fromthe
crossbar. He glanced at it for a split second, sat down quickly, frowned,
and grabbed the controls. "Ch, God, | shouldn't have | ooked. What the hell
possessed nme to turn ny head! | should have kept going and never woul d have
known anything." He forced hinself to open his eyes. "Damm it, | have to
face it! | have to get wused to it. Now that |'ve undertaken this mssion, |
don't have the right to |look away. It nust have been a nutant; even death
couldn't disfigure a person so terribly. Life itself can. It will do it to
me, too. | can't hide fromit: nust get wused to it. Ahead of ne may be
hundreds of mles of roads covered with gallows."

When he thrust his head through the hatch again and | ooked back,
neither the outpost nor its lone gallows by the road wen visible. If only he
could go honme right now He'd keep going in this tank, and, at the end of
his journey, there it would be -- hone. H's parents and friends. He'd wake
up in the norning, wash, and, at breakfast, describe his nightmare about an
i nhabited island. He tried to picture Earth, but he couldn't: it was al nost
beyond his inmagination to conceive of a place in the universe with clean,
cheerful cities, billions of good, intelligent people, and nutual trust
everywhere. "Well, you were looking for a job,"” he thought, "and you got it
all right. A rough job, a dirty job, bat | doubt that you'll ever find one
nore inportant.”

Ahead of him on the other side of the road, appeared sonme sort of
vehicle, crawing slowy southward. It was a small caterpillar tractor,
pulling a trailer piled with netal trusswork. In its open cab sat a man in a
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prison uniform snoking a pipe. He glanced indifferently at Maximand the
tank and then turned away. "I wonder what kind of framework that 1is,"
t hought Maxim "It certainly |ooks famliar." He suddenly realized that it
was a section of a tower. "I ought to shove the works into a ditch and rol
over it a fewtinmes." He | ooked around; the expression on his face evidently
had intimdated the tractor's driver. The driver braked suddenly, getting
ready to junp out and run. Maxi mturned away.

About ten mnutes l|ater he spotted the second outpost. It was the
advance outpost of a vast arnmy of slaves in prison uniforns (although nmaybe
t hese slaves were, in a sense, the freest people in the country). There were
two nodern houses wth shiny zinc roofs. A squat gray guardhouse wth
gunports like black slits rested on a small man-nmade hill. The first
sections of the tower were already rising above it; around the hill stood
cranes and tractors, and steel girders lay scattered about. For several
hundred vyards to the right and left of +the road, the forest had been
destroyed, and nmen in checkered clothing pottered about here and there al ong
the clearings. A long | ow barracks was visible behind the cottages. A gray
rag was drying on a clothesline in front of it. A short distance away, next
to the road, stood a wooden tower with a platformm a sentry in a gray
uniform paced along the platform where a machine gun rested on a tripod.
More soldiers were gathered beneath the platform their faces showed the
strain of coping with boredom and insects. Al were snoking.

“I'"1l probably get through here, too, w thout any fuss,"” thought Maxim
"This is the end of the world, and they don't give a damm about anything."
He was wong. The soldiers stopped waving away the insects and stared at the
tank. One of them a gaunt fellow who | ooked very famliar, straightened his
hel net, wal ked out to the mddle of the road, and raised his hand. "You're
wasting your tinme, buddy,"” thought Maxim "I've nmade up nmy mnd to get
through here, and nothing's going to stop ne." He slid down toward the
controls, nmde hinself nore confortable, and put his foot on the
accelerator. The soldier continued to stand in the road wth his hand

raised. "Now I'lIl give it the gas,"” thought Maxim "Let out a good, |oud
roar and scare himout of the way. |If he doesn't nove -- well, war is war."
Suddenly he recogni zed the soldier. It was GQuy. Thin, holl ow cheeked,

i n baggy arny fatigues.

“Oh, ny God," nmunbled Maxi m

He slid his foot off the accelerator and switched off the ignition. The
tank sl owed down and stopped. GQuy dropped his hand and wal ked toward him
slow y. Maxi m began to |augh: everything had turned out well after all. He
turned on the ignition again and steadi ed hinsel f.

"Hey," shouted CGuy, tapping the arnmor with his gun butt. "Wo are you?"

Maxi m di d not respond.

“I's anyone in there?" A note of doubt had crept into Guy's voice.

Hi s hobnai |l ed boots cl anked al ong the arnor, the hatch opened from the
left, and GQuy thrust his head into the conpartnent. Wien he saw Maxim his
mout h  dropped open. Maxi m grabbed him by his fatigues, pulled himinside,
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pushed him down on the branches beneath his feet, and stepped on the
accelerator. The tank roared and |eaped forward. "I'll ruin the engine,"
t hought Maxim GQuy twi sted and turned; his helnet had ridden down over his
face; he could see nothing and kicked blindly, trying to pull out his gun
from under him Suddenly the thunder and clatter of guns filled the
conpartnent: nmachine-gun fire was hitting the real of the tank. It was safe
i nside, but nost unpleasant, and Maxi m watched inpatiently as the forest's
wal | s advanced toward them C oser and closer they cane. At last, the first
bushes. A checkered figure recoiled fromthe road. Now he was surrounded by
forest; the clatter of bullets against the arnor had ceased, and the road
ahead was clear for hundreds of mles.

Finally, Guy managed to pull out the gun; at the sane tine, Maximtore
off Guy's helnet and saw his sweaty, snarling face. He |aughed when the
rage, terror, and thirst to kill dissolved first into bewi |ldernment, then
amazenent, and finally joy. GQuy's |lips noved, form ng "massaraksh!"

Maximleft the controls and enbraced him Hol ding himby the shoul der,
he said: "CGQuy, buddy, am|l glad to see you!"

It was inpossible to hear through the noise of the engine. Maxi m| ooked
t hrough the peephole. The road ahead was straight, so he set the manual
accel erator again, clinbed out of the conpartnent, and pulled Guy after him

“Massar aksh!" said the bedraggled Guy. "It's you again!"

"Am | glad to see you!" repeated Maxim

“"What's this all about?" shouted Guy. His initial joy had already
subsi ded, and he | ooked around hi m anxi ously. "Were an you goi ng? Wy?"

"To the South,” said Maxim "l've had enough of your hospitable
country!™

"Escape?"

"Yes!"

"You're crazy. They spared your life."

“"Who spared ny life? It's nmy life! It belongs to ne!"

It was difficult to talk; they had to shout over the engine. Sonmehow
the conversation deteriorated into a heated exchange. Maxi m | eaped through
the hatch and sl owed down the engine. The tank noved nore slowy, but the
roaring and clanging | essened. When Maximclinbed back, Guy was frowning,
and his face was set in a determ ned expression.

“It's ny duty to take you back," he announced.

"And it's ny duty to drag you away fromhere," replied Maxi m

“I don't understand. You're conpletely out of your mnd. It's
i npossi ble to escape. You nust return. Mssaraksh, |I can't take you back.
You'll be shot. And in the South, you'll be eaten by those cannibals. Damn

you and your crazy ideas!"
"Hold on, Guy, don't shout. Gve nme a chance to explain."
“I don't want to hear anything. Stop the tank!"
“"Now, wait a mnute," persisted Maxim "Let nme tal k!"

GQuy was unrelenting. He denmanded that the illegally seized tank be
stopped i nmmediately and returned. The engine's roar drowned out a string of
curses. The situation, massaraksh, was horr endous. It was hopeless,
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massar aksh! Ahead, nmassaraksh, waited certain death. To go back, massaraksh,
would lead to the sane. Maxi mwas a bl ockhead and a lunatic, but this
escapade woul d be his | ast.

Maxi m deliberately refrained from interrupting Quy's tirade. He
realized that the range of the last tower's radiation field ended sonewhere
in this area, had perhaps ended: the |ast outpost was supposedly | ocated at
the outer limt of the nost distant radiation field. Let the poor devil get

it off his chest; talk was cheap on the inhabited island. "Curse all you
want to," he thought to hinself, "but 1'll drag you out of here anyway. This
country is no place for you. W nust begin with soneone, and you're the
first. I don't want you to be a puppet, even if you enjoy it."

When CGuy had finished cursing out Maxim he junped through the hatch
and tinkered wth the controls, trying to stop the tank. Unsuccessful, he
clinmbed out again, wearing his helnet. He was silent and determ ned.
Qoviously he intended to junp off and return to his post. He was furious.
Maxi m caught him by his pants, pulled himback, and began to explain the
situation.

He spoke for over an hour, pausing occasionally to turn the tank. At
first GQuy tried to interrupt, plugged his ears, and attenpted to junp off
the noving vehicle. But Maxi mpersisted, talking on and on, repeating the
sanme thing over and over again, explaining, persuading, dissuading. Finally,
GQuy began to pay attention. He grew pensive, upset, ran both hands under his
hel net and scratched his head; then he took the offensive and began to quiz
Maxim \Were, he wanted to know, did he get all his facts, and who could
prove that they weren't a pack of |ies? Maxi mkept hammering away wth
facts, and when he had exhausted his supply, he swore that he had been
telling the truth. Wien @y still failed to respond, he <called hima
bl ockhead, puppet, and robot. Meanwhile the tank continued to roll
sout hwar d, deeper and deeper into the |and of nutants.

“Well, all right. W'Il <check it out right now " Maxi mwas seet hing.
"According to ny calculations, we left +the radiation field quite a while
ago, and it's now about ten mnutes before ten. What do all of you do at ten
o' cl ock?"

“"At ten o' clock -- formation."

"Exactly. And you formup into even ranks and yell your |ungs out about
being ready to shed bl ood for your cause. Renenber?"

“"And it cones straight fromour hearts," said Quy.

“"No, it's hamered into your enpty skulls. Never mnd, we'll find out
very soon where it conmes from What tine is it?"

"Seven mnutes before ten," replied GQuy dejectedly.

"Wl | ?"

@Quy | ooked at his watch and sang in a faltering voice: "Forward,
| egi onnaires, nen of iron..."

Maxi m gave hima nocking |ook. Guy becane confused and m xed up the
wor ds.

"Stop staring at ne,

he said angrily. "You' re upsetting nme. Besides,
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it's hard to sing well out of formation."

“"Don't give ne that stuff. You used to do just as well outside of
formation. It was frightening to watch you and Uncle Kaan. You'd be
bellowing 'Men of Iron,' and Unc would be drawling " ory to the Creators.'
And Rada, too. So, CGuy, what has suddenly happened to your intense desire to
burn and sl aughter for the glory of the Creators?”

“"Don't you dare talk that way about the Creators! |If what you say is
true, it neans only that the Creators were duped.”

"Who duped t hen?"

“"Well... there are many people who..."

"So the Creators are not all-powerful?"

“I don't want to discuss the subject,"” declared Guy. Hi s face grew even
nore gaunt, his eyes lost their luster, his lower |ip dropped.

Hi s markedly changed appearance rem nded Maxi mof two prisoners on the
train en route to the penal colony. They were addicts, unfortunate people
addicted to very powerful narcotics. Deprived of their poison, they could
neither eat nor sleep and would sit for days at a tine |ike GQuy, eyes dull,
| ower |ip drooping.

"What's wong, Guy? Are you in pain?"

“"No," replied Guy dejectedly.

“"Way are you so sul ky?"

“"Ch, I don't know" QGuy tugged at his collar. "I feel sort of |ousy.
Maybe 1'11 lie down."

He clinbed through the hatch and lay down on the branches wth his
knees drawn up. "So that's howit is,"” thought Maxim "It's not as sinple as
| thought.” He grew uneasy. "W noved out of the field s range al nost two
hours ago, so Guy did not receive his usual radiation dose. He's been |iving
inside that field all his life. Maybe he needs it. Suppose he gets sick?" He
| ooked through the hatch at the pale face and grew increasingly fearful.
Finally, wunable to restrain hinself any Ilonger, he junped into the
conpartnent, turned off the engine, dragged Guy outside, and laid himon the
grass by the side of the road.

Quy mnuttered and twitched in his sleep. Then he began to shiver; he
hunched hinself up, as if trying to warmhis body. Maxim placed Guy's head
on his knees, pressed his fingers to his tenples, and tried to concentrate.
He hadn't perfornmed psychomassage for a long tine, but he knew that
everything except the patient nust be excluded fromone's consci ousness. He
must assimlate the patient into his own healthy system For ten or fifteen
m nutes he maintained the sane position, and when he returned to his nornal
state of consciousness, he sawthat Guy had inproved. H's color had
i nproved, his breathing was regular, and his shivering had ceased. Maxim
made a pillow out of grass and sat next to himfor a while, chasing away the
i nsects. Suddenly he renmenbered the | ong journey ahead of them and the | eaky
reactor. That was dangerous for (Quy; he nust figure sonething out. He rose
and returned to the tank.

It took himsonme time to renove several sheets of arnor plating, held
fast by rusted rivets, from the side of the tank; then he fastened the
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sheets to a ceramic shield that separated the reactor and engi ne fromthe
control conmpartnent. As he was about to attach the | ast sheet, he sensed the
approach of a stranger. He thrust his head through the hatch cautiously. A
cold shiver ran through him

On the road, about ten paces fromthe tank, stood three figures. Maxi m
did not realize imediately that they were humans. True, they wore cl ot hing,
and two of themwere holding a pole across their shoulders, from which
dangl ed the bl oody head of a small hoofed animal, like a deer. And a huge
rifle of unfamliar nake was slung across the pigeon breast of the third
figure. "Mutants. These are the mutants.” Al the tales and | egends he had
heard suddenly cane to mnd and appeared quite plausible: cannibals,
savages, animals. Cenching his teeth, he junped onto the arnor plating and
rose to his full height. The figure holding the rifle shuffled his short
bowed | egs comcally, without noving from the spot. He raised his hand with
its two long nultijointed fingers, hissed loudly, and then said in a
scratchy voice: "Do you want to eat?"

Maxi m rel axed. "Yes."

"You won't shoot ?"

“No," Maximsmled. "I promse."

15.

GQuy sat at the crude honenmade table and cl eaned his gun. It was al nost
10:45 AM, and the world for him was gray and col orless, cold and joyl ess,
dreary and painful. He had no desire to think, to see, to hear. O even to
sleep. Al he wanted was to lay his head on the table and die.

The roomwas snmall, with a single paneless window. It |ooked out on a
vast rust-colored wasteland cluttered with ruins and overgrown wth wld
bushes. The wal | paper in the roomwas dried up and curling, fromeither heat
or age; the parquet flooring had shrunk and was burned to a crisp in one
corner. Nothing remained from its fornmer owner except a |arge framed
phot ogr aph beneat h broken gl ass. C ose up one could nake out an elderly man
with ridiculous sideburns wearing a silly hat that | ooked like a tin plate.

H s eyes would have preferred not to see their surroundings; he would
have liked to howl |ike a honeless dog, but Maxim had issued strict orders:
"Clean that gun!"™ And banging his fist against the table, he had shouted to
GQuy, "Every tinme you feel that rotten sensation comng on, sit down and
clean that gun.” So he had to clean it.

Still the sanme Mac. |If not for Mac, he would have lain down a long tine
ago and died. He had pleaded with Mic: "For God's sake, don't |eave ne
alone. Stay wth nme, cure ne." Mac refused. Now he nust cure hinmself. Mac

had assured himthat his illness wasn't fatal, that it would pass, but he
must fight it and cope with it hinself.
“"All right," thought Guy sluggishly. "I  will. I'lIl cope wth it. Yes,
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still the sane Mac. Neither nan, nor Creator, nor god." And Mac had al so
advised him "Let yourself get good and nad! Wen that rotten feeling cones
on, renenber where it cane from who addicted you, and why. Get damm mad and
hold onto your hatred. You'll need it soon. You' re not alone. There are
forty mllion Iike you who've been turned into fools, poisoned." Mssaraksh,
it was hard to believe after spending his whole life in the service, where
you always knew where you stood. Everything was sinple, everyone was
together, and it was great to be |ike everyone else. Then Mac cane al ong,
ruined his career, literally dragged himaway fromthe service, and took him
off to another life that didn't nake sense to him where, nassaraksh, he had
to think for hinself, nmake his own decisions, do everything hinself. Yes,
Mac had dragged himaway and forced himto take a good |ook at his country,
his hone, at everything dear to him and had shown hima cesspool of
abom nations and lies. You |ooked back... and, true, there was Ilittle
beauty. It was nauseating to recall how he and his Legion buddies had
behaved. And that Captain Chachu!

In afit of anger GQuy drove the bolt into place. But, again, he was
overwhel med by inertia and apathy, and he no longer had the will to insert
t he magazine. He felt utterly | ost.

The squeaky warped door opened, and a snall serious face poked through.
If it weren't for the bald skull and inflaned eyelids, it would be al nost
likable. It was Tanga, the kid next door.

"Uncl e Mac wants you on the square at once! Everyone there is waiting
for you."

He cast a sidelong glance at her, norosely; at the puny body in the
little dress of rough cloth, at the abnormally thin matchstick hands covered
with brown spots, at the bowed I|legs swollen at the knees; and he felt
ashaned at his revul sion. She was only a child, and who was to bl ane for her
condition? He turned away and said: "I"'mnot going. Tell himl don't feel
well. I'msick."

The door squeaked, and when he raised his eyes again the girl was gone.
Irritated, he threw the gun down on the bed, went over to the w ndow, and
| eaned out. Wth amazing speed, the little girl skimed along between the
ruins of walls, along what had once been a street. A toddler tagged along
behi nd her for a few steps, caught hold of her dress, fell down, raised her
head for a few seconds, and bawl ed in an awful bass voice. Her nother sprang
fromthe ruins. GQuy recoiled sharply, shook his head, and returned to the

table. "I"msorry, but | can't get used to it. | know howrotten I am If |
ever run into the individual responsible for this, I won't mss. Wiy can't |
get wused to it? I've seen enough in this one nonth for a hundred

ni ght mares. "

Most mutants lived in small conmunes. Ot hers roaned, hunted, and | ooked
for better places to live; they searched for a route leading to the North, a
route skirting the | egionnaires' machi ne guns, skirting the terrible regions
where they died on the spot of excruciating headaches. Qthers had settled on
farms in hamets, after surviving the war and three atom bonbs. One had been
dropped on this city, and two in the suburbs, leaving mles of defoliated
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earth covered with glistening slag. The settlers sowed scrawny, degenerate
wheat; cultivated their weird vegetabl e gardens where tonmatoes were as snal

as berries and berries as |large as tomatoes; and they raised ghastly cattle
whose appearance took away your appetite. These were a pitiful people --
mutants, the wild southern degens about whomall sorts of stupid tales and
| egends had been told. He, too, had woven such stories. They were quiet,

sickly, defornmed caricatures. Only the old folk here were normal, but very
few were left; all of themwere ill and dooned to die soon. Their children
and grandchildren were not long for this world either. They bore many
children, but alnost all of them died at birth or in infancy. Those who
survived were weak and suffered constantly from unknown ailnents. The
defornmed ones were horrors to behold. But all of themappeared to be

intelligent. There was no denying that the nutants were good, Kkind,
hospi t abl e, peaceful people. But, thought GQuy, it was inpossible to | ookl ook
at them Initially Maxim too, agonized at the sight of this strange
spectacle, but he quickly grew accustoned to it. After all, he was the
master of his enotions.

Quy inserted the magazine in his gun, rested his head in his hands, and
pondered his predi canent.

No question about it. This time Mximhad undertaken an obviously
sensel ess mssion. He was rounding up the nutants, armng them and planni ng
to drive back the Legion, for the beginning at least, to the Blue Snake
River. Ridiculous! They could scarcely walk; many would die if they had to

walk a mle. Merely lifting a sack of grain was enough to kill sonme of them
-- and he wanted to attack the Legion wth them Untrained, weak -- totally
unfit. Even if he rounded up those... their intelligence agents... their

entire arny could be w ped out by one captain single-handed. That is, their
army without Maxim And with Maxim one captain and his conpany could finish
them of f. Guy thought, "Maxi mhas been running around the forest for a solid
nmonth, fromvillage to village, fromcomune to conmune, trying to persuade
the old nen and influential citizens to support him [|'ve been running
around, too, and he's dragged ne wth him everywhere. He's given nme no
peace. The old nen don't want to join him nor wll they permt their
intelligence agents to join him So now they are having a neeting about it
-- but I"mnot going!"

The world seenmed brighter to himnow Looking around him he didn't
feel quite as mserable; his pulse had quickened and vague hopes stirred
within him hopes that today's neeting would end in failure, that Maxi m
woul d return and say: "OK, enough. There's nothing nore we can do here."
They would nove on, further south, to the desert. They said it was also
i nhabited by nutants, but not as ghastly and sick as these. Mire |like
peopl e. Supposedly they had sone sort of governnent, even an arny. Maybe
they could nake sonme headway wth them True, everything was radioactive
there; one bonb after another had been dropped on them in order to
contam nate the region. He had heard about such special contam nation bonbs.

Rem nded about radioactivity, GQuy dug into his bag for the contai ner of
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yellow tablets. He swallowed two of themand withed fromthe penetrating
burning sensation. The mserable stuff had to be taken; this place was
contam nated too. In the desert, he'd probably have to consune them by the
handful . Wthout these pills he'd be done for. He was grateful to the duke
for them The duke was an unusual man. Nothing bothered him nothing
di scouraged him even inthis hell. He hel ped people, treated them nade
rounds, and even set up a plant to produce drugs and nedi ci nes.

The door burst open. Wearing only a pair of shorts, Maximstrode into
the room angrily.

“No excuses. Let's go!"

“I don't want to," replied Guy. "The hell with all of them It nakes ne
sick to look at them | can't."

“"Nonsense. They're fine people and have a great deal of respect for
you. Stop acting like a child."

"Ch, sure, they respect ne."

"They certainly do! Recently the duke asked that you renmain here. He
said he would die soon and needed a real man to replace him"

"Oh, sure, replace him" nuttered GQuy, succunbing to Mac's pl eading.

“"Boshku is nagging ne, too. He's too shy to speak to you directly. 'Let
GQuy stay,' he says. "He'll teach us, protect us, train sone fine fighters.'
Do you know how Boshku tal ks about you?"

GQuy gave in. "Well, all right. Should I take ny gun?”

“"Take it. You never can tell."

@Quy put the gun under his armand they |left the room They descended
the rotten staircase, stepped across sone children playing in the dirt by
t he door, and wal ked dowmn the street toward the square. "How nmany people
peri shed here when that bonb was dropped! They say this once was a beauti ful
city. Those bastards ruined the country. They not only killed and crippled
peopl e, but bred evil, the |like of which has never been seen. And not only
here. "

The duke had told them that animals resenbling dogs had lived in the
forest before the war. He forgot what they were called. They were
intelligent and well-behaved, and it was a pleasure to train them
Naturally, they were trained for mlitary purposes. Then a |inguist turned
up who had deci phered their | anguage. They actually had one, and a rather
conplex one at that. They loved to imtate, and the physiology of their
throats made it possible to teach sone of themsone fifty to seventy words.
On the whole they were amazing aninmals. W should have befriended them said
t he duke, taught each other, and hel ped each other. "You'll hear they died
out, but that isn't true. They were trained to fight, to penetrate eneny
territory for mlitary intelligence. Then war broke out and there was no
time for them or for anything else. And they, too, nutated -- so now we are
faced with the vanpires. Very dangerous creatures.”™ An order to fight them
was even issued in the Special Southern Zone, and the duke admtted quite
frankly: "This is the end for us. Vanpires wll eventually take over the
entire region."

GQuy recalled how Boshku and his hunters had once shot a deer in the
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forest. "It was being pursued by vanpires, who decided to fight for it. And
what kind of fighters were Mac's friends? They fired a single shot from
their ancient rifles, flung them down, dropped to the ground, and covered
their eyes wth their hands so they wouldn't see thenselves nauled to
pi eces. And Maxim too, lost his head. Well, not exactly, but he didn't want

to fight the vanpires. | had to do their dirty work for them dips were al
gone, so | used ny gqun butt. Luckily, there weren't many of them Six, in
all. Two were killed, one escaped, and three were knocked unconscious. W

bound them and planned to take them to the village in the norning and
execute them Well, that night | took a | ook and what did I see? Maxi m had
gotten up quietly and gone to them He sat with them nursed them applied
hand nmassage, then untied them They weren't fools. Naturally, they took to

their heels. | said to him 'Mc, why the hell did you do that?'" 'l don't
know nysel f,' he said, "but | feel that it's wong to execute them Wong to
kill people, or even these things. They are neither dogs nor vanpires.

“If they aren't vanpires, what are they? Flying mce? The hell they
are: they're flying horrors. Wat else could be roam ng through the village
at night, stealing children? And they don't even enter the house, but the
children, still asleep, go out to them Suppose it is a pack of lies -- but
|"ve seen a thing or two nyself. | still renenber the day the duke took us
to see the closest entrance to the Fortress. W saw this beautiful, peaceful
green neadow. And a knoll. In the knoll was a cave. W | ooked and saw t he
entire neadow in front of the cave's entrance strewn wth dead vanpires.
About two dozen of them at |east, and they weren't crippled or wounded. Not
a drop of blood on the grass. But npbst surprising was WMxins diagnosis
after he had exam ned them Not dead, he said, but in a trance, as if they

had been hypnotized. The question is howdid it happen. |It's certainly an
uncanny place. You can go there only in the daytine, and even then you have
to be careful. If it weren't for Mxim |'d have taken off |ike a streak of
lightning. But where could | have gone? It's all forest, and the forest is
full of evil spirits. No tank -- our tank sank in a swanp. Could I have run
back to ny own country? That woul d have seened the natural thing to do -- to

run back to nmy own people. But are they mne now? They, too, are freaks,
puppets. Maximis right. Wat kind of people are they, that they can be
controlled by machines? No, |'ve no use for them"™

Maxi m and Guy entered the square, a wasteland; in its center stood the
fused netal remains of a nonunent. They turned toward the one surviving
cottage where the <city's representatives gathered to exchange runors and
advice on sowing or hunting, or sinply to sit, doze, or listen to the duke's
stories of bygone days.

The peopl e had already assenbled in a large, clean room How repul sive
it was to | ook at them Even at the duke. Although apparently not a nutant,
he too was disfigured. Bums and scars covered his face. They entered,
exchanged greetings, and sat down in a circle on the floor. Boshku, who was
sitting beside the stove, renpoved a teapot fromthe coals, and served each
of thema cup of good strong tea. Wthout sugar. Guy accepted his cup -- a
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cup of unusual beauty, priceless, nmade of royal porcelain. He set it down in
front of him |eaned the butt of his gun on the floor between his knees,
pressed his forehead against its ribbed barrel, and closed his eyes to avoid
seei ng them

The duke opened the neeting. He had been the Fortress' chief surgeon.
When the atom bonbs began falling on the Fortress, the garrison revolted and
hung out a white flag. For hanging out the white flag of surrender, their
own forces dropped a thernonucl ear bonb on themimedi ately. The real duke
commanding the Fortress was torn to pieces by the soldiers. In their fury
they killed all their officers. They suddenly realized that they were
| eaderl ess and that without a Ileader they were lost: the war was still
ragi ng, both the eneny and their own side were attacking them and none of
the soldiers knew the |ayout of the entire Fortress. They were caught in a
gi ganti c nousetrap. Then cane bacteriological warfare -- germ bonbs. An
entire arsenal was dropped on them and plagues broke out. Half the garrison
escaped, scattering in different directions; three-fourths of the remaining
sol diers died, and the chief surgeon assumed command of the survivors. They
acquired the habit of calling himduke initially as a joke, but the title
st uck.

"Friends!" said the duke. "We are here to discuss the proposals nmade by
our friend Mac. They are very inportant proposals. How inportant they are,
you can judge by the fact that the Wzard has honored us with his presence
and may even speak to us."

Quy raised his head. It was true: in the coner, |eaning against the
wal |, sat the Wzard hinself

Al t hough he was awesone to |l ook at, Guy felt conpelled to do so. Even
Maxim was awed and had said to Guy: "The Wzard is really an wunusual
person. "

The Wzard was small, stocky, and neat; his hands and feet were short
but strong, and he was not too disfigured. In any case, the word
“di sfigured" did not properly describe him He had an enornous skull covered
with thick coarse hair, like silvery fur; a small nmouth with strangely
shaped lips that made himlook as if he were about to whistle through his
teeth; and a | ean face wth bags wunder his eyes. And the eyes thenselves

were long and narrow, with vertical pupils, like a snake's. He rarely spoke
or appeared in public -- he lived alone in a basenent at the far end of the
city -- but he enjoyed trenendous prestige. First of all, he was very

intelligent and w se, although he was no nore than twenty years old and had
never set foot outside the city. Wenever problens arose, his advice was
sought. As a rule he did not reply to a question; his silence neant that the
issue was trivial and would resolve itself satisfactorily. But if it were a
vital question -- about weather, what and when to sow -- he al ways answered
and never made a mstake. Only the city's elders visited him and they never
di scussed their visits, but people were convinced that the Wzard never
opened his nouth, even when offering advice. Al he did was | ook at them and
they knew what had to be done. Second, he possessed unusual power over
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animals. He never demanded food or clothing fromthe public: animals of all
ki nds, including insects and frogs, supplied his needs. H's chief servants
wer e enornous bats wth whom he could communi cate. It was said, too, that he
knew the unknown.unknown. It was beyond all conprehension and Guy thought
that it was no nore than a set of words: a black, enpty World preceding the
appearance of the Wrld Light; a dead, icy Wrld when the Wrld Light was
extingui shed; an endless Wasteland wth nmny Wrld Lights. No one could
expl ain what this neant, and Mac would only shake his head and nutter with
admration: "There's a mnd for you!"

The Wzard sat in his corner, staring off into space. On his shoul der
was perched a nightbird. From tinme to tinme, the Wzard drew bits of
sonething fromhis pocket and put them into its beak; then it would stand
stock-still for a second, <crane its neck, and swallow the norsel wth
apparent difficulty.

"These are very inportant proposals,” continued the duke. "So | beg you
to pay attention. And you, Boshku, ny good nan, brew the tea a bit stronger,
because | see soneone dozing off. Don't fall asleep. Please! Pull yourself

together, friends; perhaps your fate will be decided here today."

The gat hering nmunbl ed approvingly. A white-maned man, about to doze off
against a wall, was dragged away and planted in front of the speaker.

"I wasn't asleep,” he nuttered. "Just a couple of wnks, that's all.
But keep your speech short, or by the tine you get to the end, I'Il forget
t he begi nni ng."

“"All right," agreed the duke, "I will. The soldiers are pressing us
southward, into the desert. They will give wus no quarter and will not

negotiate. O those famlies that tried to make their way to the North, none
has returned. W assune they have perished. In ten or fifteen years, they

will have driven us into the desert altogether, and there we shall perish
from the lack of food or water. They say that the desert regions are
i nhabited by humans. | don't believe that, but many respected | eaders do.

They say that the desert dwellers are as cruel and bloodthirsty as the
soldiers. W, a peace-loving people, do not know how to fight. Many of us

are dying and will not Ilive to see the end of our people. But we are
governing our people; therefore, it 1is our duty to think not only of
oursel ves, but of our children... Boshku," he said, "please give our dear

M. Baker a cup of tea. | think he's dozed off."

Baker was awakened, and a cup of hot tea was placed in his nottled
hand. The duke conti nued.

"Qur friend Mac has proposed a way out. He has cone to us fromthe
sol diers. He hates the soldiers and says we can expect no nercy from them
They have been duped by their tyrants and are bent on destroying us. At
first Mac wanted to armus and lead us into battle, but now he is convinced
that we are too weak and cannot fight. Then he decided it would be wse to
contact the desert dwellers. He, too, believes in their existence and wants
to negotiate with themand | ead them against the soldiers. What is required
of us? He wants us to approve this undertaking, to permt the desert people
passage through our land, and to supply them wth food while they are
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engaged in warfare. Qur friend Mac has also proposed that we give him
perm ssion to assenble all our intelligence agents who are willing to join
him He will train themto fight and wll |ead them across the Bl ue Snake
River to stir up an insurrection there. That, in brief, is the situation. W
must conme to a decision today, and | beg you to express your opinions."

GQuy cast a sidelong glance at Maxim huge and i nmobile as a rock. No,
not a rock, but a gigantic storage battery, ready to discharge its
trenendous reserve of energy. Mac was |looking at the Wzard in the far
corner of the roombut sensed Guy's glance and turned to him Quy realized
how his friend had changed. Mac had not flashed his fanmous dazzling smle or
sung his nountain songs for a long tine; his eyes |acked their fornmer warnth
and had grown hard and gl azed |i ke Captain Chachu's. No |onger did Mac dash
about like a lively puppy prying into every corner. He showed restrai nt now.
A certain severity and purposefulness had cone over him as if he were
aimng at a target visible to himalone. Yes, since the day that heavy arny
pistol had discharged its bullets into him Mc had changed drastically.
Well, maybe it had to be.

But what he was planning now was frightening: there was bound to be a
slaughter, a terrible slaughter.

"There's sonething | don't understand," declared a balding freak who,
judging fromhis attire, was a stranger. "Wat the devil does this nman want?

Those barbarians to cone here, to us? They'll kill us all off. Don't you
think I know what those barbarians are |like? They'Il kill us all off."

“"They will conme here in peace or not at all,"” replied Mc.

“I't would be better if they didn't cone at all,” said the balding
stranger. "It's better not to have any dealings with those barbarians. 1'd

rather face the soldiers with their machi ne guns."

“What he says 1is true, of course,"” said Boshku thoughtfully. "But, on
the other hand, the barbarians could drive away the sol diers and not bother
us. Then everything would turn out all right."

“"What nakes you think they won't bother us?" said the white-nmaned man.
"Everybody else has been bothering us fromtinme imenorial. Wiy are they
going to be an exception?"

“"But he'll nmake a deal with them" expl ained Boshku. " 'Hands off our
forest folk,' he'll say, 'otherwi se, don't cone.'

"Who? Who' Il negotiate?" asked Baker, turning his head.

“"Mac, of course. Mac will negotiate."

“"Oh, Mac. Well, if Mac negotiates, naybe they won't touch us."

The white-maned nman rose suddenly.

“I"mleaving," he announced. "No good will conme of this. They'll kil
Mac and us, too. Wiy should they spare us? We'll all be finished in about

ten years anyway. No children have been born in nmy commune for two years.
Let ne live out ny years in peace. Decide for yourselves as you wsh. |
don't care.”

He exited clunsily, stunbling out the doorway.

“Mac," said Leech, "you nust excuse us, but we can't trust anyone. How
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can we trust the barbarians? They live in the desert, eat and drink sand.
They are terrifying people, nade of iron wire. They don't know how to |augh
or cry. What are we to then? Nothing nore than noss beneath their feet. So

they' Il cone, kill the soldiers, squat here, and burn our forest. Wat do
they need our forest for? They | ove the desert. Again, it wll nean the end
for us. No, | don't trust them Muc, | don't trust them Your schene is
hopel ess. "

“"No, Mac," said Baker, "we don't need this. Let us die in peace; don't
bot her us. You hate the soldiers, you want to destroy them but that's none
of our business. W don't hate anyone. Have pity on us, Mac. No one el se
ever has. Although you are a decent man, you feel no pity for us. You don't,
do yon, Mac?"

GQuy gl anced at Mac again and turned away his eyes, enbarrassed.

Maxi mturned red. "That's not true,” he said. "I do feel pity for you.
But not only for you. I..."

"No-o0, Mac," insisted Baker. "Pity us, and us alone. W are the nost
unhappy people in the world, and you know that. Forget about your hatred.
Pity us, and that's all."

"Way should he pity us?" cane the voice of Oe, who was swathed in
bandages right up to his eyes. "He's a soldier hinself. Wen did soldiers
ever pity us? The soldier has yet to be born who will pity us."

“I"1l tell you howit will turn out,"” said the bald-headed stranger
soberly. "Let's say the barbarians are stronger than the soldiers. They'l]|
kill the soldiers, destroy their towers, and seize the entire North. A
right. We would feel no pity for the soldiers. Let themall be slaughtered.
But what do we gain? It will still be the end for us: we'll have barbarians
in the South, barbarians in the North, barbarians on top of us. They won't
need us, and so they'll destroy us. That's one possibility. Now, let's say
the soldiers repulse the barbarians. They repul se the barbarians, and the
war rolls through our land and into the South. Wat then? Again, we'll be
done for: soldiers in the North, soldiers in the South, and soldiers on top
of us. And we know those soldiers.™

The people buzzed approvingly. The stranger had expressed their

sentinments well. But he hadn't finished yet.

“"Let nme finish!™ He was angry. "Settle down. You haven't heard
everything yet. |It's also possible that the soldiers wll kill off the
bar bari ans, and the barbarians, the soldiers. Then, it seens, we'd be able
to live. But no, it still won't work. Because there are still the vanpires.

Wile the soldiers are alive, the vanpires hide; they fear bullets. The
sol di ers have orders to shoot the vanpires on sight. But once the soldiers
are gone, we'll really be done for. The vanpires will devour us and not even
| eave our bones.™

"He's right, he's right!" voices rang out. "Yes, brothers, we forgot
about the vanpires. They're not asleep; they're biding their tine. W don't
need anything, Mac. Let things be as they are. W' ve nanaged to |live these
past twenty years for better or for worse, and we'll |ast another twenty.
Then we'll see."
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"W nust not give him our intelligence agents!” The stranger's voice
rose. "It doesn't matter what they thenselves want. What do they care --
they don't live at honme anyway. Those six-fingered guys spend all their days
and nights on the other side. They steal and live it up. They get along fine
there; they aren't afraid of the towers. No headaches for them no pains.
And what about us here? The wild gane is noving northward. Only our agents
can drive it back to us. No, don't give himour agents! W nust regain
control over them They've gotten out of hand. They nurder, kidnap soldiers
and torture them They don't behave |ike human beings. No, don't let them
go, or they'll be conpletely corrupted!”

“"Don't let themgo! No! No!" the people shouted in support.

The stranger finally quieted down, took his seat, and gul ped down his
tea, which had grown cold. The neeting settled down. The old nen sat
i mmobile, trying not to | ook at Maxim

Boshku nodded sadly. "You nust understand, Mac, how m serable our lives
are. There is no salvation. What have we done to anyone to deserve this?"

“We never should have been born,” said Oe. "And we, too, are having
children. Only to perish. Yes, to perish."”

“Bal ance." A |oud, hoarse voice suddenly interrupted the debate. "I've
told you that already, Mac. You didn't want to understand ne."
The source of the voice was puzzling. The room grew still; the people

bowed their heads solemmly. Only the bird on the Wzard's shoul der shifted
about, opening and closing its vyellow beak. The Wzard hinself sat
notionl ess, his eyes closed, his thin lips tightly conpressed.

“"But | hope you understand now," continued the voice. It seened as if
the bird itself were speaking. "You want to destroy this balance. Well, that
certainly is possible; it is within your power. But the question is, why
shoul d you? Who i s asking yon to? No one. What, then, is driving you?"

The bird bristled and tucked its head beneath a wing, but the voice
continued. GQGuy understood now that it was the Wgzard hinself speaking,
wi t hout noving a nmuscle on his face or parting his |ips.

It was very frightening, not only to Guy but even to the duke. Maxim
al one | ooked at the Wzard, sullenly, alnost defiantly.

"Yes," <continued the Wzard, "I know what is driving you. The
i npatience of a troubled conscience! Your conscience has been spoiled by
constant attention; it groans at the slightest disconfort, and your reason
bows before it respectfully instead of scolding it and putting it in its
proper place. Your conscience is disturbed by the existing order of things,
and your reason obediently and hastily seeks a way to change that order. But
order has its own laws, laws that develop fromthe aspirations of human
bei ngs and that can change only wth a change in these aspirations. On the
one hand, we have the aspirations of human beings; on the other your
consci ence, enbodyi ng your aspirations. Your conscience drives you to change
the order of things, that 1is, to destroy the laws of this order, |aws
determ ned by the aspirations of the nmasses; drives you to change the
aspirations of those mllions of human beings to conformto your own. It's
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absurd -- it lacks an understanding of history. Your reason, clouded and
stunned by your conscience, has lost the ability to distinguish what s
truly good for the people fromwhat you imgine to be good, the inmagined
good dictated by your conscience. You nust keep your reason pure. |If you

don't want to or can't, then it wll be the worse for you. And not only for
you. You wll tell us that in the world you cone from people cannot Iive
with a bad conscience. So stop living. That's not a bad alternative, either

-- for you as well as others."

The Wzard fell silent and all eyes focused on Maxim Quy could not
fully conprehend what was going on. Evidently it was the echo of an old
argunent. It was also clear that the Wzard considered Maxim an intelligent
but capricious individual who acted nore out of whimthan necessity. That
of fended Guy. O course Maxi mwas sonewhat eccentric, but he never spared
hinmself and wanted only good for everyone. And this stemred from deep
conviction, not fromshallow whim Naturally, forty mllion people duped by
radiation were wutterly opposed to change. But, after all, they had been
duped. The Wzard's judgnent was unfair.

“I can't agree with you," said Maxi mcoldly. "Conscience, driven by its
own pain, sets the task; reason carries it out. Conscience sets ideals;
reason searches for the path to fulfillnment. That, precisely, is reason's
function: to find that path. Wthout conscience, reason works only for
itself; that is, it runs idle. In respect to the contradiction between ny

aspirations and those of the nmasses, let ne say this -- there exists a clear
ideal: man nust be free spiritually and physically. The people in this world
still are unaware of this ideal, and the path to it is a difficult one. But
a begi nning nust be made sonetine. And | intend to begin right now "

“"True," agreed the Wzard. "Conscience does set ideals. But ideals are
call ed ideals because of their striking disparity wth reality. Al | want
to say is this, and | repeat: don't baby your conscience, but expose it a

little nore frequently to reality's dusty winds, and don't worry if a few
spots or rough scabs appear on it. But you vyourself understand that. You
sinply have not yet learned to call things by their right nanmes. But you
will. For exanple, your conscience proclainmed the task of overthrow ng the
tyranny of the Creators. Your reason weighed the situation and offered
advice: '"Since it is inpossible to destroy this tyranny fromwthin, we'l]

strike fromw thout; we'll throwthe barbarians at it. What if the forest
folk are crushed and the Blue Snake River is clogged with corpses; what if
it triggers a mpjor war -- it's all for the sake of a noble ideal.' 'Wel

then,' said your conscience, | must becone a little less civilized for the

sake of a great cause.'

“Massar aksh!" sputtered Maxim angrier than Guy had ever seen him
"Yes, massaraksh! Everything is as you say! But what is to be done? The
peopl e beyond the Bl ue Snake have been turned into puppets.”

“"True, true," said the Wzard. "Another thing, your plan is a poor one:
t he desert barbarians will smash thensel ves against the towers and be rolled
back. Qur intelligence agents are not really fit for any serious task.
Wthin the franmework of your plan you could ally yourself, for exanple, with
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the Island Enpire. But that's not the point. I'"'mafraid you re too |ate,
Mac. But don't think I'mtrying to dissuade you. It's quite obvious to ne
that you are a real force. And your appearance anong us signifies in itself
the inevitable disturbance of the balance on the surface of our little
world. Don't stop. But don't |et your conscience prevent you fromthinking
clearly, and don't |Ilet your reason be shy about pushing aside your
consci ence when necessary. | advise you to renenber this: | don't know how
it is in your world, but in ours no force remains |long wthout a master.
There is always soneone who tries to tane it -- either covertly or on sone
nobl e- soundi ng pretext. That's all | want to say."”

Wth surprising agility, the Wzard rose, slid along the wall on his
short legs, and vanished behind the door. Imediately, the entire neeting
followed himout. Although they had only a vague understanding of the
exchange between the Wzard and Maxim they were obviously satisfied that
their situation renmained unchanged, that the Wzard had not permtted this
dangerous undertaking to be inplenmented. The Wzard, they felt, pitied them
and had seen to it that no harmwuld cone to them Perhaps now they could
live as before; ahead of them stretched a whole eternity -- sone ten years,
maybe even nore. Boshku, with his enpty teapot, was the last to | eave, and
only GQuy, Mac, the duke, and Baker were left in the room Baker was fast
asleep in a corner, exhausted fromthe nental strain. GQuy felt troubled and
depressed. "How unlucky |I've been all nmy life. During the first half | was a
puppet, a fool. And now | nust |ive out the second half as a vagabond, a man
wi t hout a country. Wthout friends. Wthout a past.”

"I suppose you're disappointed, eh, Mic?" The duke wore a guilty
expressi on.

“"No, not very," replied Maxim "On the contrary, | feel relieved. The
Wzard is right; my conscience isn't ready to undertake such tasks. | nust
travel about nore, see nore, train ny conscience. Duke, what woul d you
suggest ?"

The aged duke rose, rubbing his nunbed side. He paced the room

"First of all, | would advise you against going into the desert," he
said. "Wether it is or isn't inhabited by barbarians, you will find nothing

worth your while. As the Wzard suggested, there mght be a point to
establishing contact wwth the Island Enpire, although | really wouldn't know

how to go about it. | suppose you'll have to go to the sea and start from
there -- that is, if the Island Enpire is not a nyth and if they want to
talk to you. | think the wsest nove would be to return to the North and

wor k on your own. Renenber what the Wzard said: you, Mac, are a force. And,
as you say, the tower network nust have a Center. And power over the North
rests in the hands of whoever controls that Center. You should gain control
of it."

“I"'mafraid that's not for ne," said Maximslowy. "I can't give you
the reason why now, but | feel that it's not for ne. I don't want to control
the Center. You are right about one thing: there is nothing for ne to do
either here or in the desert. The desert is too far. And here, there's no
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one to rely on. But there's a lot nore |l nust find out: there's still
Pandeya, Khonti, the nountains, and the |Island Enpire -- sonewhere... Have
you heard about the white submarines? You haven't? But | have, and GQuy, too.
And we know a nman who has seen them and fought them So there you are: the
| sland Enpire can fight. Well, fine." Maximjunped up. "There's no reason to
linger. Let's go, Quy."

They went out to the square and stopped beside the nonunent's fused
remai ns. Quy | ooked around sadly. Yellow ruins bobbed and swayed in the hot
haze. Although it was stifling and stinking, he no |longer cared to |eave
this terrible but now famliar place; to drag hinself through the forest and
abandon hinself to arcane hazards lying in wait for a man at every step. At
this very nonent he would like to returnto his little roomand play with
poor little Tangle. He would nmake the whistle he had prom sed her, froma
cartridge case.

“"Where do you plan to go?" asked the duke, shielding his face fromthe
dust with his crushed, faded hat.

“"West," replied Maxim "To the sea. Is it very far from here?"

“"Two hundred mles, and you have to pass through sone very contam nated

areas. Wait, | have an idea." He paused for a long tine, and Guy began to
shift uneasily fromone foot to the other. Maximwaited patiently. "Ch, what
good is it to ne!" said the duke finally. "To tell the truth, |'ve been
saving it for nyself all this tinme. | thought that if +the situation
deteriorated too rapidly here and ny nerves gave out. I'd fly hone, even
t hough I could be shot down once | reached there. But now-- well, it's too
|ate. ™

"“A pl ane?" asked Maxim | ooking at the duke hopefully.

"Yes, Mountain Eagle. Mountain Eagle. Does its nane nean anything to
you? No, of course not. And you, young man? It means nothing to you either.
At one tinme it was a very fanous bonber. The personal bonber of H s I|nperial
Maj esty Prince Kirnu. So | kept it. At first | wanted to evacuate the
wounded on it, but there were too many of them Wen all the wounded died --
| won't go into that. Take it, ny friend. Fly away. It has enough fuel to go
hal fway around the world."

"Thank you, duke," said Maxim "I'm very grateful to you. [|'ll never
forget you."
“"Don't worry about ne," said the old man. "It's not for ny sake that

|"mgiving it to you. If you should succeed in what you are trying to do,
don't forget about these poor people.™

“I'm sure |'lIl succeed. | nust, massaraksh! Consci ence or no
consci ence! And | shall never forget any of you."

16.

This was Quy's first airplane flight. In fact, it was the first tine in
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his life he had seen an airplane. He had seen police helicopters and the
mlitary command's flying pl at f or ns many tines. Once he had even
participated in an assault operation fromthe air: his platoon had been
| oaded into a helicopter and | anded by a road where a crowd of rehabs, who
had revol ted because of the flood, were trudging toward a bridge. He had the
nost unpl easant nenories of that aerial assault: the helicopter had flown
very |low, and he had been bounced around so violently that his insides
churned. And he recalled the rotor's stupefying roar, the gasoline funes,
and the fountains of machine oil spraying everywhere.
How different this was!

@Quy was electrified by H's Majesty's own bonber. It was a nmachi ne of
such nonstrous proportions that he could not imagine how it could get off
the ground. Its narrow ri bbed body, decorated with golden enblens, was as

long as a city block. Beneath its gigantic w ngs, spreadi ng nenacingly and
maj estically through space, an entire brigade could take cover. The bl ades
of six enornous propellers, reaching as high as a rooftop, alnbst touched
the ground. The bonber rested on three wheels, each several tines the height
of a man. Two wheels supported the front, and a third, the shelf-like tail.
A light alumnum staircase, like a silver thread, led to the dizzying
hei ghts of a cockpit enclosed in shining glass. This was a real synbol of
the old Enpire, a synbol of a great past, a synbol of bygone power extendi ng
over an entire continent. Craning his neck, Guy trenbled with awe, and Mac's

words struck himlike a thunderbolt: "Wiat a crate! Sorry, duke, | couldn't
help it."

"That's all we have," replied the duke coolly. "It happens to be the
best bonmber in the world. Inits day. His Inperial Mjesty flew-- "

"“Yes, yes, of course,” Mac agreed hastily. "I was just so surprised.”

Quy, seated in the cockpit, was ecstatic. It was conpletely enclosed in
gl ass. Here were scores of strange instruments, amazingly confortable soft
chairs, puzzling levers and devices, little bundles of colored wres,
strange-1 ooking helnmets lying in readi ness. The duke expl ai ned sonmething to
Mac hurriedly, pointing to instrunents and shaking levers. Mac kept
muttering absentm ndedly, "Yes, yes, that's clear."

The bonber stood in an old hangar at the edge of the forest. Before it
stretched a long, level, grayish-green field wthout a single hillock or
bush. The forest began again about five mles beyond the field. The white
sky seened al nost close enough to touch fromthe cockpit. In his excitenent
Quy scarcely renenbered taking |leave of the aged duke. The duke had said
sonet hing, Mac had nade a remark, they |aughed, and the little door sl anmed
shut. Guy suddenly discovered that he was fastened to his seat wth broad
straps, and Maxim in the pilot's seat beside him was manipul ating |evers
and pedal s quickly and confidently.

The dials on the instrunment panel flashed on and off. Then cane a
crackl e and the thunderous boom of the exhaust; the cockpit quivered and
everything was swallowed up in the racket. Far bel ow stood the tiny duke,
clutching his hat with both hands and backi ng away. Guy turned around and
saw the bl ades of the gigantic propellers vanish, fusing into enornous hazy
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circles. The broad field began to crawl toward them faster and faster.
Everything had disappeared: the duke, the hangar -- there was only the
field, rushing headlong toward them and the nerciless jolting and
t hunderous roar. Turning his head with difficulty, GQuy discovered to his
horror that the gigantic wi ngs were swaying, as though they were about to
drop off. Abruptly the jolting ceased, the field beneath the w ngs sli pped
away, and a pleasant sensation, as if he were floating in soft cotton,
envel oped his entire being. The field bel ow the bonber had vani shed, and the
forest, too. The forest had been transforned into a dark green brush, into a
vast ragged bl anket, and the nottled bl anket slid away slowy. QGuy realized
t hat he was flying.

Enraptured, he |ooked at Maxim Mac was conpletely relaxed, his |eft
arm on an elbow rest, his right hand barely noving the Ilargest and,
probably, main lever. H's eyes were narrowed, and his lips were pursed as if
he were whistling. This, thought GGuy, was truly a great man. Geat and
unfat homable. "He can probably do anything. He's piloting a conplicated
machi ne that he never laid eyes on until today. This 1is no tank or truck,
but an airplane, a |legendary vehicle. | didn't even know that any of them
had been preserved. And that guy handles it like atoy, as if he's been
flying all his life. It's sinply beyond human understandi ng. But | suppose
there are lots of things he sees for the first tinme, yet can figure out very
quickly. And it's not just machines that know he's the boss. |If he had
wanted to, he could have had Captain Chachu eating out of his hand. Even the
Wzard considered him his equal. And the duke, a learned man, a chief
surgeon, an aristocrat, you mght say, sensed sonething special about Mac
right away. Look at the machine he entrusted to him And to think that |
wanted to marry himoff to Rada! What is Rada to hinf Wat could she nean to
hin? A man |ike that should have a countess, a princess. And he befriends an
ordinary guy like ne. |If hetold nme this instant to junp. I'd do it. How
much |'ve seen and | earned because of himl | could never have done it in a
lifetime. And how nuch nore I'll see and | earn because of him"

Sensing GQuy's gaze, his delight and devotion, Maximturned his head
and, for the first tinme in nonths, broke into one of his broad smles. Quy
could scarcely <contain an inpulse to seize his powerful tanned hand and
express his deep gratitude. "Oh, ny dear nmaster, ny protector, ny pride --
only give the command! | stand before you, | amhere, | amready. Throw ne
into the fire, wunite ne with the flanes, send ne against thousands of
enemes, to face their gaping nuzzles and mllions of bullets. Ch, where are
they, those enemes of yours? Were are those blind, unquestioning,
repul sive people in |oathsone unifornms? Wiere is that vicious officer who
dared raise a hand to you? Ch, you scoundrel, I'Il tear you apart with ny
bare hands. I'Il... no, not now What's that? My master is ordering ne to do
sonet hi ng; he wants sonet hi ng.

“Mac, Mac? Yes, | certainly am stupid. | don't understand what you're
saying. | can't hear you through the roar of this machine. Ch, what an idiot
| am-- of course, there's the helnmet with the earphones. Ah, now | can hear
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you! G ve your orders, | amyours to command. | want to die for you. Order
what you wll. The tower? What tower? Yes, | see a tower. Those bast ards,
canni bals, child nurderers. They've planted their towers everywhere. But
we'll sweep away those towers; we'll snmash them wth an iron boot; we'l]l
sweep themaway with fire in our eyes. Take your nmachine to that tower and
give ne a bonb. I'Il junmp with it and won't mss. You'll seel Gve ne a
bonmb! A bonb!"

@uy inhal ed deeply and tore at his collar. H's ears rang, and the world
floated and swayed before his eyes. The world was shrouded, but the haze
di ssolved rapidly. H's throat felt dry and his nuscles ached. He noticed
Maxims face -- dark, frowning, even harsh. For an instant, the nenory of
sonet hi ng sweet and pl easant flared up, then vanished. He had a sudden urge
to stand at attention and click his heels, but he realized that it was
I nappropriate; it would irritate Maxim

“"Mac, | feel as if | did sonmething wong. Dd 1?" He |1ooked around
guiltily.

“I did, @Quy, not you. | had conpletely forgotten about that stuff."

“"What stuff?"

Maxi m turned back in his seat, put his hand on the |lever, and | ooked
strai ght ahead. "The towers."

"What towers?"

“I turned too far north. W got caught in a radiation strike."

Quy felt enbarrassed. "Did | sing 'Men of Ilron' ?"

"Wrse. In the future, we'll be nore careful."

Feeling very wuneasy, Quy turned away, trying desperately to renenber
what he had said and done. He searched for <clues in the world below
Not hing! No tower, airstrip, or hangar. Only that sanme ragged bl anket still
craw ing below them And a river, a tarnished netal snake, disappearing in a

hazy wi sp of snoke in the distance, where the sea rose like a wall into the
sky. "1 wonder what sort of nonsense | babbled. Mac seenmed so upset, it nust
have been pretty awful. Massaraksh, | wonder if | began spouting that Legion

stuff agai n? Where is that damm tower? Good tine to chuck a bonb at it."

Suddenly the bonber Jlurched violently. Guy bit his tongue. Maxim
grabbed the |ever with both hands. Sonething was wong. CGuy | ooked around
cautiously and was relieved to discover that the wing was in place and the
propellers were spinning. Then he |ooked up. Coal black blobs, like ink
drops on water, floated through the white sky above his head.

“"What are they?" he asked.

“I don't know, " replied Maxim "It's strange. An attack by... sky
rocks. Dam it, not again! The probability 1is absolutely nil. Wiy do |I seem
to attract thenf"

GQuy was about to ask what sky rocks were, but through the corner of his
eye he caught a strange novenent down below, to the right, heavy and
yellowi sh and swelling slowy above the dirty-green blanket. At first he
didn't realize that it was snoke. Then, in the bowels of the swelling,
sonet hing flashed, and a long black body slid fromit. Instantaneously the
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hori zon shifted crazily, loomng in front of themlike a wall. H's gun slid
fromhis knees and rolled along the floor. "Massaraksh," hissed Maxinis
voi ce through Quy's earphones. "Damm it! Wiat an idiot | am" The horizon
strai ghtened out again. GQuy |ooked in vain for the yellow cloud of snoke.
Suddenly a fountain of colored spray rose above the forest again, cutting
right into their path. Again a yellow cloud welled up Iike a nountain; then
a flash, and again a long black body rose slowy into the sky and burst |ike
a dazzling white ball.

@Quy covered his eyes with his hand. The white ball darkened rapidly and
drifted away |like a giant inkblot. The floor beneath his feet caved in. Quy
opened his nouth wi de, gasping for air. The cockpit darkened; jagged bl ack
snoke rolled toward him The horizon turned again; the forest appeared quite
close on their left. Guy frowned and shivered, anticipating the fatal bl ow,
pain, and death. As he gasped for air, everything around himshook and
trenbl ed. "Massar aksh," hissed Maxims voice through the earphones.
Sonet hing rapped briefly and violently along the wall beside him as if
soneone were firing point-blank froma machine gun. An icy blast struck his
face and his helnmet was torn off. Guy cowered, shielding his head fromthe
terrible roar and the onrushing wind. "This is the end," he thought.
"They' |l knock down our plane and we'll bum wup." But nothing happened. The
bonmber |urched several tines, dropped, and zooned up again. The roar of the
engi ne ceased abruptly and an eerie silence followed, broken only by the
wi nd wailing through the breach.

Quy waited a little, then raised his head cautiously, trying to shield
his face fromthe icy blast. Maximwas here. Beside him He sat tensely,
hoping the lever with both hands, alternately |ooking ahead and at the
instrunents. The nuscles of his tanned face ti ghtened. The bonber was flying
strangely; its nose stuck up at a peculiar angle. The engines were silent.
Quy | ooked around at the wing and froze.

It was burning.

"Fire!" he yelled, trying to junp up. But the straps held him back

“"Calm down and stay where you are!"™ ordered Maxi mw thout turning
ar ound.

Getting a grip on hinmself, @iy |ooked straight ahead. The bonber was
flying quite low The sea's glittering steel-gray surface rushed toward
them "We'|l be snashed to hell." Q@uy's heart sank. "Dammed duke and his
damed bonber. And the Island Enpire, too. If we had left quietly on foot,
we woul dn't have had such bad [uck. Now we're going to bum and if we don't
bum we'll be smashed to pieces. Sure, Maximw ||l nmake it sonehow, but it
will be the end for ne. Dam it, | don't want to die!"

"Stop junping around!" said Maxim "Hold tight. Now -- "

The forest ended abruptly. Guy closed his eyes as the sea's steel-gray
surface rushed toward them

A bl ow. A trenmendous hissing. Another blow. And another. Everything was
flying to hell. This was it. The end! Guy howed in terror. A powerful force
seized himand tried to tear himout of his safety harness, but, frustrated,
threw him back. Everything was crashing and breaking up around him
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Sonet hi ng was burning, and then warm water touched his skin. The noise died
down. Only splashing and murnuring broke the silence. Sonething was hissing
and crackling, and the floor began to bob slowy. Maybe he could open his
eyes now and see what the next world | ooked |ike?

@Quy opened his eyes and saw Maxi m hangi ng over him unfastening his
safety belt.

“Can you sw nP"

They were alive, after all.

"Yes," he replied.

"OK, let's go!"

Quy rose cautiously, expecting to feel the pain of a bruised, broken
body, but he had escaped injury. The bonber rocked quietly on a small wave.
Its left wng was gone, and the right was still dangling froma riddled
netal strip. Its nose faced the shore squarely, as if it had swng around
sharply on | andi ng.

Maxi m sl ung his gun across his back and opened the cockpit door. Water
rushed in, and there was a powerful snell of gasoline. The plane began to
list.

“Junp!" ordered Maxim and Quy, squeezing past him | eaped obediently
into the waves.

He floated to the surface, lifted his head out of the water, and headed
for shore. It was close and appeared safe enough. Maxi m swam beside him
cutting through the water soundlessly; he swamlike a fish, as if he had
been born in the water. Puffing hard, Guy noved his arns and legs wth all
his strength; it was very difficult to swmin clothing and boots. Wen his
foot finally touched sandy bottom he was overjoyed. Although it was stil
sone di stance to shore, he rose and plowed his way through the filthy, oily
wat er. Maxi mcontinued to swim overtook him and stepped onto the sl oping
shore before him Wen Guy reached him Maximwas standing with his feet
apart and his face turned skyward. QGQuy | ooked up, too. Scores of black bl obs
were drifting through the sky.

"W were very lucky," said Maxim "About ten of them were |aunched."”

"Ten what ?"

"Rockets. | had conpletely forgotten about them™

@Quy, too, was annoyed at hinself for not having thought of it sooner.
Two hours ago he could have warned Mac about the rockets when the duke had
of fered them his bonber, and they could have refused it. He | ooked back at
the sea. The Mountai n Eagl eMountain Eagl e had al nost di sappeared from si ght;
only its shattered tail stuck up over the surface.

“"Well," said Guy, "I suppose we can't make it to the Island Enpire now.
What are we going to do?"
"First of all,"” replied Maxim "let's take our pills. Get themout."

"Why?" asked Guy. He hated the duke's pills.

"Filthy water. Very radioactive. Every inch of my skin is burning.
W'l | take four apiece imrediately -- nmake it five."

@Quy hurriedly took out a vial and spilled out ten yellow pills, which
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t hey took at once.

"OK, let's go. Take your gun," ordered Maxim

GQuy took his gun, spat out the bitter taste in his nouth, and
fl oundered through the sand after Maxim It was hot. H's <clothes dried
qui ckly, but his boots were still soggy. Maxim wal ked rapidly and wth
assurance, as if he knew exactly where he nust go, although nothing was
visible except the sea on their left and a vast expanse of beach ahead of
themand to their right. H gh sand dunes rose a mle fromthe sea, and the
di shevel ed crowns of forest trees cropped up behind the dunes fromtine to
tinme.

They wal ked about two mles. Guy kept wondering where they were and
where they were going. He checked an inpulse to ask Mac, deciding to figure
it out for hinself. But after sifting through all the facts, he could deduce
only that the nouth of the Blue Snake River |ay sonewhere ahead of them and
that they were noving north. Were and why they were going was a nystery to
him Finally, he caught up with Mac and asked him bluntly what his plans
wer e.

Maxi m expl ai ned that they would have to play it by ear. They could only
hope that a white submarine would approach the shore and that they could
reach it before the legionnaires did. Since the prospect of waiting amd
t hese hot, dry sands for such an event was not particularly attractive, they
would try to reach Resortia, which nust be nearby. The city itself had been
destroyed a long tine ago, but its springs should still be active and they
woul d find sone sort of shelter. They would spend the night in the city and
t hen decide on their next nove. Perhaps they would have to spend weeks on
t he coast.

@Quy remarked cautiously that the plan seened rather strange to him
Maxi m i mmedi atel y agreed and hopefully asked Guy if he had any better ideas.
Unfortunately, said GQuy, he didn't, but they nust keep in mnd the Legion's
tank patrols, which penetrated deep into the South along the coast. Maxi m
frowned; that was bad news. They nust keep a sharp | ockout and not be caught
off guard. He grilled Guy about the patrols' tactics. He was relieved to
| earn that the tanks were nore interested in patrolling the sea itself than
the shore areas, and that it was easy to hide fromthem anong the dunes.
Maxi mrel axed and began to whistle.

GQuy kept wondering what they should do if they were spotted by a
patrol. Htting upon a plan, he outlined it to Maxim

“If we're found,"” he explained, "we'll say that | was ki dnapped by
degens. You pursued them and fought themoff. Then we wandered through the
forest for days until we finally came out here.”

“"And where will that get us?" Maxi mwas not enthusiastic.

"Well,"” said Guy angrily, "at Ileast they won't bunp us off on the
spot . "

“"They damed well won't. I'mnot letting anyone bunp ne off. O you
ei ther."

“"What if there's a tank?"

“What about it?" Maxim paused briefly. "You know, it wouldn't be a bad
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idea to capture a tank. Quy, that's a great idea. That's exactly what we'l]l
do. Listen carefully: as soon as they appear, you fire into the air. |l
put nmy hands behind ny back, and you'll take ne to them as your prisoner.
"Il take care of the rest. But stay out of the way and, nost inportant,
don't fire any nore shots!"

Unabl e to contain hi s ent husi asm Quy suggest ed I medi at e
i npl ementation of their plan. They would wal k al ong the dunes, so they could
be spotted from a di stance.

Up they clinbed, onto the dunes.

As soon as they reached the top, they saw a white submari ne.

Behind the dunes a snall shallow bay opened up, and a submarine | ay
exposed above the water, a hundred yards from shore. It scarcely resenbled a
white submarine. At first Q@uy thought it was either the corpse of sone
gigantic twi n-hunped aninmal or a rare rock formation that had nysteriously
burst through the sands. Maximrealized at once what it was.

When they reached the bay and wal ked down to the water, Guy saw that
its long hull and both superstructures were covered with rust; its white
paint was chipped; its gun nounts were awy; and its cannon pointed down,
toward the water. Black holes with sooty edges yawned in the planking.
Not hi ng coul d have survi ved.

“What do you thigk, GQuy? Is it really a white submari ne? Have you seen
t hem bef or e?"

“I think it is. | never served on a coast patrol, but we were shown
phot ogr aphs and nentograns, and we heard descriptions of them There was
even a nentogram called ' Tanks in Qur Coastal Defense System' Yes, that's a
white sub, all right. A stormmnust have driven it into the bay, grounded it
on a shoal, and a patrol spotted it. Do you see howriddled it is? It |ooks
nore like a sieve than a sub."

“Shall we have a | ook?" nuttered Maxim peering at it.

“Well, uh... | suppose we could."
“"What's the nmatter? Sonet hi ng wong?"
“"Well, Mac, I'mnot sure | <can explain it to you." How could he?

Cor poral Serenbesh, a veteran canpaigner, had told thema story about a
white submarine one evening, in the dark barracks, just before they hit the
sack. The subs, he said, were not nmanned by ordinary seanen, but by dead
ones serving a second hitch. Sea denons swept along the ocean floor,
catchi ng drowned seanen to fill out the crews. How could he tell Mac such a
story! He would laugh, and this was no |aughing matter. Then there was the
story he had heard from Private Leptu, who had been busted fromofficer to
private for sone unknown reason. "Listen, you guys," he had said to them one
day when he was high, "your degens, nutants, radiation -- all that is kid
stuff. You can survive it, even live with it. But you'd better pray to the
Good Lord not to drop you on a white sub. You' d be better off drowning right

away than touching one of those things. | should know " Before his denotion,
Leptu had served on the coast and conmanded a patrol |aunch.
“You know, Mac, there are all sorts of superstitions and | egends about
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the subs. I'"'m not going to tell you about them But Captain Chachu, for
instance, said that all those subs were contam nated by radiation. W were
for bi dden to board them "

"All right. You stay here, and I'Il go. I'll take a | ook and see how
badly contam nated it is."

Before Guy could open his nouth, Mximdove into the water and
di sappeared for a long tinme. GQuy held his breath waiting for himto surface.
Then a nop of dark hair bobbed up by the sub's chipped side, directly under
a gaping hole. Adroitly, wthout effort, like a fly clinbing a wall, the
tanned figure scranbled onto the listing deck, on to the superstructure at
the bow, and vanished. Quy sighed and paced up and down by the water, his
eyes riveted on the rusty nonster.

It was quiet. Even the waves rolled silently in the dead bay. There was
nothing here but a blank white sky and lifeless white dunes. Everything was
dry, hot, and hardened. Guy | ooked at the rusty skeleton hatefully. "Dam
it, what bad luck! Oher guys serve for years and never see a sub. W wal k

an hour or so, and bang! -- there it is. Dropped right from heaven. Wl cone
aboard! How did I ever let nyself get into this nmess? It's all Mac's doi ng.
He sure has a way with words. Makes you feel there's nothing to worry about.
Maybe | wasn't really scared when | saw the sub because | had al ways
imagined it would be very different -- alive, white and elegant, wth
sailors all in white on its deck. Now |l see it's only an iron corpse. In
fact this whole place seens dead. Not a bit of wind." @y |ooked around
sadly, sat down on the sand, placed his gun by his side, and began to pull
off his right boot. "Dam it, it sure is quiet! Suppose he doesn't cone

back? That iron nonster has swall owed hi mand he's vani shed without a trace.
Dam! "

A drawn-out, eerie sound rose over the bay. Startled, he dropped his
boot. "Good Lord, it's only a rusty hatch opening. Dam, it sure nmade ne
sweat! So he opened the hatch. That neans he'll be out in a mnute. No, he
isn't comng out."

Craning his neck, GQuy studied the subnmarine for several mnutes and
listened closely. Dead silence. The sane terrifying silence as before, made
even nore terrifying by that eerie, rusty wail. "Maybe he... maybe the hatch
didn't open... maybe it closed? Cosed by itself." Before GQuy's terrified
eyes rose a vision: a heavy steel door swi ngs shut, by itself, behind Maxim
and a heavy bolt noves slowy into place. Guy licked his dry lips and tried
to shout with his parched throat: "Hey, Mac!" Scarcely a whisper. If only he
coul d make hinself heard! "He-ey!" he howed. "He-ey!" the dunes responded
gloomly. And silence fell again.

Dead silence. He no longer had the strength to shout. H s eyes still
riveted on the submarine, GQuy funbled wth his gun; his trenbling fingers
rel eased the safety. He fired a burst into the bay. There was a brief thud,
as if the shots had struck a bale of cotton. A fountain sprayed above the
wat er's snmooth surface where circles fornmed and drifted away, grow ng | arger
and larger. GQuy raised the barrel a little higher and pulled the trigger
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again. Success! The bullets rattled off the netallic surface, squealing as
they ricocheted. Then, nothing. Absolute, dead nothingness, as if he were
alone in the world; as if he had been alone for an eternity; as if he had
arrived here by magic, had been dropped into this dead place as in a
ni ght mare. Except he coul d not wake up, and nmust remain here forever.

Hs mnd in awirl, wearing only one boot, GQuy entered the water,
slowy at first, then faster and faster; then running, raising his |egs
hi gh, sobbing and swearing. The rusty hulk drew closer. He finally reached
the side of the submarine and tried to clinb aboard, but <couldn't. He
skirted the stern, grabbed hold of a rope, and, skinning his hands and
knees, scranbled onto the deck. He stopped to catch his breath. Tears
trickled down his cheeks. "Hey!" he shouted.

Si | ence.

The deck was deserted. The bow s superstructure hung above his head
i ke an enornous speckled nmushroom and a broad jagged scar gaped in the

arnmor. Quy skirted the superstructure and noticed a netal |adder, still wet,
| eading up above. Slinging his gun onto his back, he «clinbed. For what
seened like an eternity, he clinbed in the stifling silence toward

i nevitable death, toward eternal death. He scranbled to the top and froze,
remai ning on all fours. The nonster was waiting for him the hatch was w de
open. GQuy crawl ed to the gaping black hole and peered in. Suddenly his head
began to spin and his stomach churned. He inmagi ned that Mac was down there,
fighting for his Iife against a whole pack of devils, and calling out: "Guy!
GQuy!"; that the heavy silence, grinning, was swallowing his cries, stifling
every last sound, suffocating and crushing Mac. Unable to bear it any
| onger, Quy clinbed through the hatch.

In his panic he lost his foothold and went crashing down to a sandy
floor. It was an iron corridor, dimy lit by a few dusty bulbs. The fl oor
directly below the shaft was covered by fine sand, blown in over the years.
Quy junped up, still rushing, afraid he would be too late, and ran through
the corridor shouting: "Mac, I'mhere! I'"mcomng! |I'mcomng!"

“"What the hell are you scream ng about?" asked Maxim popping up out of
nowhere. "Wat happened? Are you hurt?"

GQuy stopped short. Feeling faint, he | eaned agai nst the bul khead. H's
heart pounded in his ears |like a drunbeat. He was tongue-tied. Mxim stared
at himin surprise. Then, apparently realizing what had happened to Guy, he
squeezed into the corridor, took himby the shoul der, and gently shook him
Slowy, Quy recovered his senses.

"I thought... | thought that you..."

“"Never mind, never mnd. It's ny fault. | should have called you to
conme right away. But | got involved; there are so many unusual things here."

“I kept calling and calling you," said Guy angrily. "I called out, then
| fired a volley. The | east you could have done was answer."

“Massaraksh, | didn't hear a thing," said Maximaguiltily. "The receiver
here is superb. | didn't think you knew howto produce such powerful
equi prent . "

"Receiver, receiver." @y squeezed through the half-opened door.
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"You' ve been anusing vyourself here while | alnost went out of ny mnd
because of you. Al right, what's so unusual ?"

It was a rather large roomwth rotted carpeting. Only one of three
semcircular light fixtures attached to the ceiling worked. In the m ddl e of
the roomstood a | arge round table surrounded by chairs. Strange phot ographs
and pictures hung on the walls. The remains of velvet uphol stery dangl ed
like rags. A large receiver crackled and howed in the corner. Guy had never
seen one |like it before.

"It seens to be the wardroom" said Maxim "Wal k around, take a | ook.
There's plenty to see.™

"What about the crew?"

"Not a soul here. The | ower conpartnents are flooded. | think they al
drowned down there."

Quy |looked at him in amazenent. Maximturned away wth a worried
expressi on.

"Quy, we were damed |lucky not to nmake it to the Island Enpire. Go on,
take a | ook around.™

Maxi m sat down at the receiver and adjusted the fine tuner. Meanwhile
GQuy scanned the room not know ng where to begin. He went over and studied
t he photographs. It took hima while to realize that they were X rays. The
dimimages of grinning skulls stared back at him Illegible inscriptions,
i ke autographs, had been attached to each picture. Menbers of the crew?
Cel ebrities? @Quy shrugged his shoulders. WMaybe Uncle Kaan could figure it
out .

He noticed a large bright-colored poster in the far corner, beautiful
even though it had been touched by nold. It showed a blue sea, and fromthe
sea energed a handsone, very nuscular, orange-colored figure wth a
di sproportionately small head, half of which consisted of a powerful neck.
One foot had stepped onto the black shore. The warrior clutched a scrol
with an inconprehensible inscription in one hand, and, wth the other,
thrust a flamng torch into the ground. A city was set afire by the torch,
and hideous freaks withed in the flanmes. Another dozen freaks scattered on
all fours in every direction. Sonething was witten at the top of the poster
in sweeping letters. The letters were famliar, but the words they forned
were utterly unpronounceabl e.

The | onger Quy studied the poster, the less he liked it. It rem nded
hi mof a poster in the barracks: a black-uniforned eagle-Ilegionnaire (also
with a snmall head and powerful nuscles) boldly beheading hideous, warty
snake with a gigantic pair of shears. He recalled the inscription on the
bl ades: on one, "Fighting", on the other, "Legion." "Aha," said Quy to
hinself as he cast a last glance at the poster, "we'll see who burns who,
massar aksh!"

He turned away from the poster, took several steps, and froze. A
famliar face, square, wth an auburn forelock over its browand a
percepti ble scar on its right cheek, stared at himw th glassy eyes from an
el egantly varni shed shelf. It was Captain Pudurash, an Iron Hero, a conpany
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commander in the Brigade of Imortals, nenesis of white submarines (he had
sunk el even of thenm) who had perished in unequal conbat. H's bust, crowned
with a weath of immortelle, adorned every parade ground. Here his head,
shrunken and yel |l owed, was displayed as a trophy. Quy stepped back. Yes, it
was real thing. And over there was another head, an unfamliar pointed face.

And anot her, and still another. Lord, how many of them
“"Mac! Did you see this?"
"Yes. Take a look at the albuns on the table,™ said Maxim Wth

difficulty Guy tore his eyes anay fromthis eerie collection and hesitantly
went over to the table. The receiver shouted sonething in an wunfamliar
| anguage; mnusic played briefly, static crackle, and soneone spoke again in a
vel vety, aut horitarian voi ce: "Exterm nation, conpl ete and final
exterm nation..."

Quy selected one of the albuns at random and flung back its hard
| eat her-bound cover. A portrait. An inhuman |long face wth bushy side
whi skers hanging from cheeks to shoul ders, hooker nose, oddly set nostrils.
A nasty face ~-- inpossible to imgine it smling. Strange uniform-- two
rows of badges or nmedals Quite a character. Probably sone big shot.

GQuy turned the page. The sane character with other figures on the
bridge of a white subnmarine; still norose, although his conpanions were
grinning. Qut of focus in the background was sonething that |ooked like a
shore, sone strange buildings and the blurred silhouettes of bizarre trees.
Next page. Quy caught his breath; a burning "dragon” with its turret toppled
over on one side; the body of a Legion tank driver hanging from an open
hatch; two nore bodies off to one side and, standing over them that sane
character with a pistol in his hand. Dense black snoke issued fromthe

dragon, but the places were famliar -- the sane shore, sandy beach, and
dunes. Turning the page, Guy braced hinself. A crowd of sonme twenty nutants,
naked, all tied together wth a rope; several efficient-|ooking pirates

hol di ng snoking torches; and that sane character, evidently giving orders,
extending his right hand and laying his left on the handle of a dagger.
Those freaks were so ghastly that it was frightening to |ook at them But
what foll owed was even nore frightening.

The same group of nmutants, but their flesh consuned by fire. The sane

character, his back to the corpses, sniffing a little flower and chatting
wi t h anot her man.

An enornous tree in the forest, I|oaded wth swaying corpses. Sone
hanging by their hands, some by their feet -- and these were not nutants.

One wore the checkered wuniformof a rehab; another, the black jacket of a
| egi onnai re.

An old man tied to a post. Face distorted, he was shouting sonething.
Sanme character, with a concerned expression, checking a hypodermn c needl e.

More bodies hanging fromtrees, burned and burning nutants, rehabs,
| egi onnai res, fishernen, peasants, nen, wonen, old nen, children. Panoramnc
snapshot: beach, four vehicles on the dunes, everything burning;, two
bl ack-cl othed figures with hands rai sed. Enough! Guy slammed down the cover
and flung the album to the floor. He paused for a few seconds; then,
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cursing, he threw all the al buns on the floor.

“And you want to negotiate with these... these...?" he shouted at
Maxim "You want to bring these killers to us?! That butcher?" He kicked the
al bum hard.

Maxi m turned off the receiver.

“"Cal mdown," he said. "I don't want anything anynore. And there's no
reason to shout at ne if your world is to blanme. Your world has oversl ept,
dam it, and descended to the |level of animals. What should | do wth you

now? What ? You don't know? Well, speak up!”
Quy renmai ned silent.

"I  know," Maximsaid gloomly. "It's over for now No negotiating. W
nmust not bring anyone against the North now. We're surrounded by beasts, and
it's themwe nust -- " He picked up one of the albuns fromthe floor and

flipped the pages. "God, what a beautiful world you ve defiled \Wat a
wor | d! Just take a | ook, see what a beautiful world it was!"”

@uy | ooked over his shoul der. There were no horrors in this album only
| andscapes, color snapshots of startling beauty and clarity: blue bays
bordered by magnificent foliage, a dazzling white city perched above the
sea, a waterfall in a canyon, a splendid highway with a stream of vivid
aut onobi l es, ancient castles, snow covered peaks above the clouds, a skier
gliding along a nmountain slope, and laughing girls playing in the surf.

“"Where is all that now?" asked Maxim "Wat did you do with it, dam
you? Exchange it for your iron junk? You call yourselves people?" He threw
the albumon the table. "Let's go!"

He stornmed to the door, flung it open, and marched into the corridor.
When they reached the deck, he asked Guy: "Are you hungry?"

"Yes."

"OK, we'll eat in afewmnutes. Into the water -- let's go!"

Quy reached shore first, renoved his boot, undressed, and laid out his
clothes to dry. Maximwas still in the water, and Guy watched for him

anxi ously: Mac had made a deep dive and had been wunderwater a long tine.
Finally he cane wup, dragging an enornous fish by the gills. It wore a

baffled expression; it couldn't understand how it could have been caught
with only bare hands. Maximthrew it onto the beach.

“I think it will be safe. Barely radioactive. Probably a nutant. We'l|
take our pills, and I'lIl prepare it right away. W can eat it uncooked. 1"l

show you how. You've never tried it? Gve ne the knife."

@Quy handed it to himand Maximfilleted the fish deftly and rapidly.

After they had finished eating, they |ay down naked on the beach.

“If we got caught by a patrol and gave ourselves up, where woul d they
t ake us?" asked Maximafter a | engthy silence.

"What do you nean -- where? Wherever you were serving your sentence.
And me -- to ny arny post. Wiy do you ask?"

"You're sure about that?"

“I couldn't be nore sure. Those are the conmandi ng general's orders.
Wiy do you want to know?"
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“"We're going to start |ooking for |egionnaires right now "
“Capture a tank?"

“No, Quy, we'll use your story. You were kidnapped by degens and a
convi ct rescued you."
"G ve yourself up?" Quy sat down. "And ne, too? Back to the radiation

field? What are you tal ki ng about ?"
Maxi mdidn't reply.

“"Mac, I'll becone a dammed fool bl ockhead again."

"No," replied Maxim "Well, unfortunately, CGuy... yes. But it won't be
the sane as before. You will be believing in sonething el se fromnow on, in
a just cause. Look, | knowit's not the best way. But still, it's better,

much better."

"But why? Why?" shouted GQuy in despair. "Wiy nust you do it?"

Maxi m passed his hand over his face.

"Q@uy, war has broken out. It cane through the receiver. | don't know
how it started: either we attacked the Khontis, or they attacked us. At any
rate, it's war!"

Quy stared at him horrified. War. And Rada? The sane thing all over
agai n.

“"Qur place is there," continued Maxim "A general nobilization has been
decl ared. They've even declared an ammesty for the prisoners and ordered
theminto the ranks. W nust join them QGuy. If only |I could get into your
unit."

@Quy scarcely heard him Cdutching his head, he rocked fromside to side
and kept repeating to hinself: "Wy, why? Dam you! Dam you!"

Maxi m shook hi m by the shoul der.

"Get a grip on yourself!" he said sternly. "This is no tinme to go to
pi eces. We're going to have to fight very, very soon.” He rose and w ped his
face again. "Get your things on quickly and let's go. W have to hurry."

“Make it snappy, Fank, I'mlate."

"Yes, sir. About Rada Gaal... she's been renoved fromthe state
prosecutor's jurisdiction and we have her now. "

“Wher e?"

"At a private residence. The Crystal Swan. | feel it is nmy duty to tel
you that | question the wisdomof this action. | doubt that such a woman can

help us control Mac. Wnen |like that are forgotten quickly, and even if Mac
--" "Do you think that Smart is stupider than you are?"

"No, but..."

"Does Smart know who took her?"

“I"mafraid he does."

“"All right, so he does. Enough about that. What else do you have to
report?"

"“Sandy Chi chaku net with Puppet. Apparently Puppet agreed to bring the
Count and Sandy together on condition that --"

“"I"'mnot interested in the underground at the nonent. Do you have
anything on the Mac Sim case? K, then listen. This war has nessed up all
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our plans. I'm leaving now and will return in thirty or forty days. | want
you to finish the Mac Simcase in that tinme. By the tine | return, Mac nust
be here, in this building. Gve hima job, let himwork, and don't interfere

with his freedom But let himknow -- very discreetly -- that Rada's fate
depends on him Under no circunstances nust they neet. Show him the
institute, show him what we're working on -- within reasonable limts, of

course. Tell himabout ne, describe ne as an intelligent, fair person, an
em nent scientist. Gve him ny articles, except the top-secret ones. Drop
casual hints about ny opposition to the governnent. He nust not have the
slightest desire to leave the institute. That's all | have to say. Any
guesti ons?"

"Yes. What about security guards?”

"None. That woul d be foolish."

“Should we put a tail on hinP"

"OK, but use tact. No, better not. Don't frighten him The nmain thing
is that he shouldn't want to |eave the institute. Massaraksh, what a tine
for nmne to have to |eave! Is that all now?"

“"One | ast question. Excuse ne, Strannik."

"Yes?"

"Who is he really? Wiy do you need hi nf"

Strannik rose, went to the wndow, and said without turning around:
“"I"'mafraid of him Fank. He is a very, very dangerous nman."

17.

When the troop train was held up on a siding next to a dingy, dirty
station about two hundred mles fromthe Khonti border, Private Second C ass
Zef ran to the tank for boiling water and returned with a portable radio. He
i nformed his conpani ons that bedl am had broken out at the station, where two
brigades were being shipped out; and the generals were barking at each
other. Wiile mngling wwith the crowd of orderlies and adjutants, he had
managed to |iberate a radio.

The trainload of soldiers greeted this announcenent wth shouts of
approval . Al forty of them quickly crowded around Zef. For a long tine they
were unable to settle down; they shoved, swore, and conplained until Maxim
finally yelled: "Shut up, you bastards!' ' Wen they quieted down Zef turned
on the radio and tuned in one station after another.

Wthin mnutes they | earned sone very strange things. First of all, it
turned out that hostilities had not begun yet; there had been no bl oody
battles. The Khonti Fighting League was shouting righteously that those
bandits, those wusurpers, the All-Powerful Creators, were wusing their
hirelings, the so-called Khonti Union for Justice, for treacherous
provocation and were now concentrating their forces on the borders of
| ong-suffering Khonti. The Khonti Union, in turn, castigated the Khonti
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League, those paid agents of the Al-Powerful Creators, and described in
detail how such-and-such a unit with superior forces had driven a snmall unit
exhausted by previous engagenents across the border and kept it pinned down.
These were the facts, and they served as a pretext for the so-called
Al | -Powerful Creators to |launch their barbaric invasion, which was expected
at any nonment. Both the League and the Union, in alnost identical
statenents, dropped veiled hints about atomic traps lying in wait for the
i nvasi on forces of the treacherous eneny.

Zef also tuned in on sone broadcasts in | anguages that only he coul d
understand. He told them that the Ondol Principality still existed as a
sovereign state and, noreover, continued to launch its nurderous attacks on
Khazzalg Island. But the ether was filled mainly wth cross-invective
bet ween the commanders of units trying to force their way through to the
mai n bri dgehead al ong two di sorgani zed rail I|ines.

The ordinary prisoners felt that their main goal should be to cross the
border, where each man woul d becone his own naster; the political prisoners
were inclined to a pessimstic view of the situation. They were of the
opi nion that they were being sent to be blown up by atom c m nes. None woul d
survive the holocaust. Therefore it would be a good idea, when they arrived
at the front, to hide until it all blew over. The nen held such conflicting
views that a coherent discussion was out of the question, and the dispute
deteriorated very rapidly into nonotonous invective directed at the dirty
bastards serving in the rear who hadn't served them any grub for two days
and had probably ripped off all their whiskey rations. The soldiers in the
penal battalion would spend the rest of the night devel oping variations on
this theme, so Maximand Zef forced their way through the crowd and cli nbed
into their crude bunks.

Zef, hungry and irritated, was about to fall asleep, but Maxi mwoul dn't
let him "You'll sleep later. W'll| probably be at the front tonorrow and we
haven't come to agreenent about anything yet." Zef nuttered that there was
nothing to agree about; that one's mnd was always sharper in the norning;
t hat Maxi mwas not blind and nust see what a quagmre they were in; and that
you couldn't go anywhere wth these feebl e-m nded sons of bitches. Maxi m
replied that he wasn't concerned wth that at the nonment. The cause of the
war, who needed it and why, was the 1issue he wanted to discuss -- his
understanding of it was still fuzzy.

Zef muttered, yawned, and rewound his foot bindings, but after being
nagged and cajoled |long enough, he finally acquiesced and expounded his
views on the cause of the war.

There were at |east three possible causes. The primary one was
econom c. Everyone knew that when a country's econony was in rotten shape,
t he easi est dodge was to start a war as a pretext for gagging everyone
i mredi ately. Vepr, who knew a |ot about the influence of econonmics on
politics, had predicted this war several years ago. You can decei ve people
about the towers, but poverty is another story. How |ong can you tell a
hungry man that he's got a full belly? He'll eventually go berserk; and it's
hardly pleasant to govern a country of madnen, especially when you consi der
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that lunatics are not affected by radiation. Another possible cause was
related to the colonial question -- narkets, cheap slave I|abor, raw
materials, all sources of profit for the Creators' personal investnents.
Finally, it had to be kept in mnd that the Departnent of Public Health and
the mlitary had been bickering for years. Dog eat dog. The Departnent of
Public Health was an insatiable organization, but if the mlitary achieved
any degree of success, the generals woul d nake short work of the departnent.
On the other hand, if the war ended in a stalemate, the departnent would
make short work of the generals. Therefore, the possibility could not be
excluded that the whole affair was a clever provocation concocted by the
Departnment of Public Health. It could be the case, judging fromthe general
chaos now ranmpant, and also fromthe fact that we had been shouting at the
top of our lungs for a week and mlitary operations hadn't begun. And nmaybe
t hey woul dn't.

Just as Zef reached this point, the coupling buffers screeched, the car
shuddered, shouting and whistling filled the air outside, and the troop
train lurched forward. The ordinary prisoners struck up a song: "W Get No
Wi skey Once Again.”

“"All right," said Maxim "What you've said sounds quite plausible. Now,
if the war does begin, howw !l it go for us? What will happen?"

Zef growl ed that he wasn't a general, then |launched into an exposition
of his views. "During a brief respite between the end of the Wrld War and
the beginning of the Gvil War, the Khontis fenced thenselves off fromtheir
former suzerain with a powerful line of atomc mne fields. In addition,
they wundoubtedly had atomc artillery, and their politicians had the
foresight not to exhaust all these riches during the Cvil War but to save
themfor us. So the invasion picture | ooks roughly like this: Three or four
penal tank brigades will be drawn up at the spearhead of the assault; an
arnmy corps will support themto their rear; and a detachnent of | egionnaires
in heavy tanks equipped wth emitters will follow Degens like nmyself wn
rush forward, fleeing the radiation whips, and the arny corps wll race
forward in a frenzy of enthusiasminduced by the sane emtters. Those who
fail to respond properly -- and there will be sonme -- wll be destroyed by
Legion fire. |If the Khontis aren't fools, they will open fire wth their
| ong-range guns and destroy the tanks, but the Khontis, we assune, are fools
and hence wll be engaged in nutual destruction. In the mdst of this
confusion, the League wll attack the Union, and the Union will sink its
teeth into the League's throat. Meanwhile, our courageous forces wl]l
penetrate deep into eneny territory, and the nost interesting part wl]l
begin -- which we, unfortunately, wll not see. Qur glorious arnored col unms
will break ranks and spread out through Khonti. If you are right about Quy,
the nmen will then experience radiation wthdrawal synptons. And the synptons
will be especially severe because the legionnaires will have given thema
super-radi ati on dose during the breakthrough into enemy territory.

"Massar aksh!" howl ed Zef. "I can just see those idiots clinbing from
their tanks, |lying down on the ground and pleading to be shot. And the
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kindly Khonti citizenry, to say nothing of Khonti soldiers, enraged by the
di sgraceful state of affairs, will not deny their request. There'll be a
sl aughter.”

The train picked up speed and the car swayed violently. In a far coner,
prisoners were shooting dice; a I|ight swmung back and forth beneath the
ceiling; and soneone was nunbling in a nonotone -- probably praying.

Their eyes were burning fromthe dense tobacco snoke.

"I think the General Staff wll take this into account and therefore

there won't be a sudden breakthrough. What we'll have is trench warfare, and
the Khontis, for all their stupidity, will figure out what's going on, and
they' |l start hunting for the emtters. I'm not sure what will happen," he
concluded. "I don't even blowif we'll get grub tonorrow norning. |I'mafraid

we won't get anything nore. Whay on earth should they feed us now?"

There was a | ong pause.

“"Are you sure we're doing the right thing? That our place is here?"
asked Maxim

"It's a staff order,"” nmuttered Zef.

"An order is an order," retorted Maxim "OK But we, too, have brains
i n our heads. Maybe we shoul d have bolted to the capital with Vepr? Maybe we
coul d have been nore useful there?"

“Maybe, maybe not. Vepr is counting on a nuclear attack. Lots of towers
wll be destroyed, and regions |iberated. But suppose there isn't any
bombi ng? No one knows anything, Mac. | can inagine the bedlam at
headquarters now." He grew thoughtful and stroked his beard. "Vepr fed us
t hi s nonsense about bonbing, but I don't think that was the reason he bolted
for the capital. I know him he's been trying to get to those underground
| eaders for a long tine. So it's entirely possible that heads will start
rolling at headquarters.”

"So there's bedlam there, too,” said Mwxim slowy. "They aren't
prepared either."

"How can they be prepared? Sone of them hope to destroy the towers,
others to save them The underground is not a political party, but a
hodgepodge of ideas."

"Too bad. | was hoping that the underground was planning to use the war
-- you know, the difficulties, confusion -- to take advantage of a potenti al
revol utionary situation."

"The underground doesn't know a damm thing," said Zef gloomly. "How

can we know what it's all about with emtters breathi ng dowm our necks?"

“Your underground isn't worth a dam." Maximcould restrain hinself no
| onger .

Zef flared up. "Not so fast there! Who are you to judge us? W are
you, nmassaraksh, to nake demands on us? You wanted a mlitary assignnent?
K, you got it. Watch -everything, survive, return, and report. Does that
sound too sinple for you? Geat! So mnuch the better for us. Enough of this.
l"'mtired. Leave ne al one, massaraksh. | want to sleep.”

He turned his back to Maxi m and shouted at the nen shooting dice: "Hey,
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you gravedi ggers! Hit the sack! Make it snappy, or else!"

Maxim |ay down on his back, folded his hands behind his head, and
stared at the low ceiling. Sonmething was crawing along it. The gravedi ggers
cursed each other softly as they bedded dowmm for the night. The man on
Maxim s | eft groaned and cried out 1in his sleep: he had been condemed to
death and was sl eeping, perhaps, for the last tinme. And everyone around him
was snoring, wheezing, and nuttering probably for the last tine. The world
was a dreary yellow, stifling and hopeless. The wheels runbled, the
| oconotive wailed, and funes drifted through the tiny barred w ndows.

“"Everything is rotten here,” thought Maxim "There isn't one real man
anong them Not a single clear head. And 1've gotten nyself into a ness
again because | relied on other people. You can't rely on anyone or anyt hing
here. Only on yourself. But I'm of no use alone: | know enough history to
realize that. Alone, a man can't acconplish a damed thing. Maybe the W zard
was right. Maybe | should stand aside from all this? But | can't. It goes
against my grain. And this business of arriving at a balance of forces is
frightening. But the Wzard did say that | was a force. And since we do have
a definite eneny, we have a point where this force can be applied. Sure,
"1l be knocked offshore. No question about it. But not tomorrow Not until
| can showthat I'"ma real force. W'I|l see... The Center. Yes, the Center
W nust find it. Al the underground' s efforts nust be focused on this one
task now And |I'mgoing to |l ead the way. Wrking with ne, they wll be doing
real work, doing what nust be done. Yes, Zef, you're going to get down to
sone real work now .. Listen to that guy snore. Snore away. Tonorrow |I'm
draggi ng you out of here. When will | ever get a decent night's sleep? In
acl ean, spacious room between two clean sheets? Massaraksh, what a strange
custom they have here -- sleeping night after night on the sane sheets. Ah,
yes, clean sheets, and a good book before | turn out the light and fall
asleep. The train is still nmoving and we haven't stopped for a long tine. |
suppose soneone decided that the war couldn't get going w thout us. | wonder
how Guy is doing in the corporals' car. | haven't thought about Rada for a
l ong tinme... Enough now, Mac, you hunk of cannon fodder. Get sone sleep."”

He didn't get nuch sleep. The train halted, a heavy door scraped open,

and a stentorian voice barked: "Fourth Conpany. Qut, on the double!"™ It was
five o'clock in the norning and dawn was breaking. It was foggy and
drizzling. Yawning and shivering in the norning chill, the penal detachnent

trudged sluggishly fromthe car. The corporals were already at their posts;
angrily and inpatiently they grabbed I|egs, pulled nen off the train, and
smacked them around, vyelling: "Break up into teans! Take your positions!
Where do you think you' re going? Wiat's your platoon? You, fathead, how nany
times do | have to tell you? Step lively. Take your positions!"”

They split up into teans and fell in beside the cars. Sone poor devil
who had strayed in the fog ran around searching for his platoon and was
yelled at from all sides. Zef, glumand tired, his beard all frizzy, called
out in a wheezy but distinct voice: "Cone on, step it up, fall in. You'll
get your bellyful of conbat today." A passing corporal slapped himin the
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face. Maximreacted instantly, and the corporal rolled in the nud. The
delighted prisoners |aughed heartily. "Brigade, attention!" shouted an
invisible figure. Battalion commanders shrieked orders; conpany conmanders
echoed themdown the line, and platoon |eaders began running. No one stood
at attention: the shock troops were running in place to warmup; the | ucky

ones were snoking; there was grunbling in the ranks about food -- it |ooked
as if they wouldn't be getting grub again -- and there was cursing: "To hel
with their dam war!"

“"Brigade, at ease!" shouted Zef. "Fall out! Take a leak!" The crews
were about to fall out, but the corporals rushed about again, and suddenly

| egionnaires in shiny black raincoats spread out in a thin line and ran with
drawn guns along the cars. A frightened silence followed in their wake; the
crews fell in quickly and strai ghtened up their ranks.

An iron voice pierced the fog: "If any of you bastards open your traps,
"1l have you shot!" Everyone froze. The anxi ous waiting dragged on. The fog
had di spersed sonmewhat, revealing an ugly station, wet rails, and tel egraph
poles. On the right, in front of the brigade, stood a dark crowd of people.
Low voices drifted fromit, and soneone snhapped: "Carry out your orders!"”

Maxi m gl anced back out of the comer of his eye: to their rear stood
noti onl ess | egionnaires, staring at them wth suspicion and hatred from
beneath their black rain hoods.

A baggy figure in canouflage fatigues energed from the crowd. It was
bri gade |eader Anipsu, an ex-colonel basted and inprisoned for trading
governnent fuel on the black market.

Twirling his cane, he addressed the nen:

“"Soldiers! | know !l am not m staken when | address you as sol diers,
al though all of us, nyself included, are still social outcasts. Be grateful
that you are being permtted to enter into battle today. In a few hours nost
of you will be dead, and that will be to your honor. But those of you who
survive will live well: soldiers' rations, whiskey, and the rest. W'Ill set
out for our positions now, and when you reach them you'll get into your
tanks. Then about a hundred mles -- no big deal. You' re not real tank
sol diers, but you know that whatever you get will be vyours. There is no
turning back; whoever retreats will be shot on the spot. There will be no

guestions. Brigade! Ri ght face! Forward! Cl ose order, march! Bl ockheads!
said close order! Corporals, massaraksh! Wat the hell are you |ooking at?
Cattle! Break up into fours. Corporals, break them wup into fours!
Massar aksh!"

Wth the |egionnaires' assistance the corporals arranged the brigade
into colums of four, and the order to conme to attention was repeated. Maxim
was standing rather close to the brigade commander. The ex-col onel was blind
drunk. He swayed, |eaned on his cane, shook his head now and then, and w ped
his hand across his savage bluish face. Battalion commanders, also blind
drunk, stood behind him one giggled senselessly; another tried stubbornly
to light a cigarette; a third grabbed his holster and staggered through the
ranks. The nen sniffed the whiskey funes enviously, and an approving mnurnur
ran through the ranks. "Let's go, let's go," nuttered Zef. "You'll get your
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bel | yful of conbat today." Maxim irritated, poked himwth his el bow

“Shut up,” he said through his teeth. "I'msick of listening to that."

Two nen approached the <colonel: a Legion captain, clenching a pipe
between his teeth, and a heavyset man, a civilian wearing a |ong raincoat
with a turned-up collar. The civilian seened famliar to Maxim and he
studied himnore closely. The civilian whispered sonething to the colonel.
"Hub?" answered the colonel, looking at himdully. The civilian began again,
pointing at the penal colums. The Legion captain puffed on his pipe
indifferently. "What do you need himfor?" yelled the colonel. The civilian
t ook out a docunent, but the colonel waved it away. "You can't have him" he
said. "They nust die together, as one man." The civilian insisted. "The hell
with vyou!" replied the colonel. "And your departnment, too. They wll al
die, every one of them AmIl right?" he asked the captain. The captain
agreed. The civilian grabbed the colonel's sleeve and jerked himforcefully.

The colonel alnobst fell, and his face darkened with anger; he slipped his
hand into his holster and pulled out an arny pistol. "I'm counting to ten,"
he announced to the civilian. "One. Two." The civilian spat and wal ked away

al ongsi de the penal colum, peering into the nen's faces. The col onel
continued to count; when he reached ten, he fired. The captain, alarned, got
himto put away his gun. "They're all going to croak, every |last one,"
decl ared the colonel. "Together with ne... Brigade! gade! Forward march! Damm
you all to hell!"

The brigade noved along the bunpy tracks nmade by caterpillar treads.
The columm, the nmen slipping and grabbing onto each other, descended into a
swanpy hollow and slogged away fromthe rail line. Here the platoon | eaders
overtook their columms. QGuy noved up beside Maxim His face was pale and
tense, and he said nothing for a long tine, although Zef had asked hi m what
he had heard. The hollow w dened gradually, bushes appeared, and a grove
| ooned up ahead. A clunmsy tank of ancient vintage, equipped with a small
square turret, stuck wup from the shoulder of the road where it had tipped
over into a nuddy ditch. Mrose figures in grease-stained jackets dawdl ed by
the tank. Then came the shock troops, hands in pockets, rigid collars
upturned, marching | oosely, out of formati on. Many gl anced ar ound
cautiously, hoping to slip away into the underbrush. The bushes were very
tenpting, but black-clothed figures with subrmachine guns were stationed
every two or three hundred paces. Three fuel trucks plunged into potholes
and craw ed toward the troops. Their glum drivers ignored the shock troops
as they passed. The rain grew heavier, and the troops nore dejected. They

wal ked in silence, submssively, like cattle, glancing around | ess and |ess
frequently.

“"Listen, corporal,” nuttered Zef, "is it true we're not getting any
grub?”

Quy took a piece of bread fromhis pocket and gave it to him

"That's it," he said, "until we're dead."

Zef slipped the crust through his beard and chonped away at it.

“"This is insane,” thought Maxim "Everyone knows that he's headed for
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certain death. Still they go, like <cattle. Maybe they are counting on
sonet hi ng unexpected? Docs each man have sone sort of private plan? These
fool s know not hi ng about the emtters. Each one thinks that sonmewhere al ong
the way he'll junp out of the tank and hide, while the other fools advance.
W should prepare leaflets about the emtters; we should set up radio
stations, although the radios work only on two frequencies. No nmatter, we

could still get our nessage through to the people -- during pauses, during
station br eaks. Qur under gr ound people should be spreadi ng
count er propaganda, not knocking down towers. But all that will have to cone

| ater; we nmust not divert our attention now W nust be vigilant and find
the tiniest |oopholes. W didn't see a single cannon at the tank stations,

only the Legion's marksnmen posted everywhere. | nust Kkeep that in mnd. The
holl ow i s a good, deep spot, and the guards w Il probably be renpved as soon
as we pass through. Guards? Everyone, including the guards, wll dash

forward as soon as the emtters are turned on."

Wth amazing clarity he could see what |ay ahead. The emitters would be
turned on. The shock troops' tanks would race forward with a roar, and the
arnmy would follow en nmasse behind them The entire prefrontal zone would be
deserted. "It's difficult to determne the depth of the zone, since we don't
know the emtters' effective radius -- surely a good two mles. So for two
mles inside the zone there won't be a single clear head left, except m ne.
No, not for just two mles. More than that. Al the stationary units and all

the towers will be turned on, too, and full blast for sure. The entire
border region will go crazy. Massaraksh, what about Zef? He won't be able to
hold out wth a dose Ilike that.” Maximcast a sidelong glance at the
red- bearded forner psychiatrist noving peacefully through the woods. "No,
he'll hold out. At worst, I'll have to help him although I'mafraid there
may not be tinme. And GQuy -- 1 <can't take ny eye off himfor a mnute. It's
going to be rough. Anyway, |'Il still be the boss in this nmurky whirl pool,

and no one is going to stop ne or even try to stop ne."”

As soon as they passed the grove, they heard the hum of | oudspeakers,
the roar of exhausts, and exasperated cries. Ahead, on a gentle grassy sl ope
rising tothe north, stood three rows of tanks. Men were wandering anong
them through a veil of blue-gray snoke.

“Well, nmen, there are your coffins!" shouted a cheerful voice ahead of
t hem

"Take a | ook at what they're giving us," said QQuy. "Prewar nachi nes,
junk, tin cans. Mac, what's going to happen to us? Are we really going to
di e here?"

"How far is it to the border?" asked Maxim "And what's beyond the
crest of the hill?"

"Aplain," replied Guy. "Flat as a pancake. It's about two mles to the
border. Then the lulls begin and they go as far as --"

"Ariver?"

"NO. "

"Ravi nes?"

“"No. | don't renmenber. Wy?"
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Maxi m caught his arm and squeezed it firmy.

“Don't give up, Quy. Everything will be all right."

"You nmean that? Oherwise, | can't see any way out of this. They've
taken away our weapons, given us blanks instead of real ammpb. No nachine
guns. No matter which way we turn, we're going to die."

“"Aha!" gloated Zef, picking at his teeth. "So, Guy, you've finally
gotten your feet wet. It's not as sinple as giving your prisoners a smack
across the nouth."

The columm straggled into the rows of tanks and halted. It was
difficult to carry on a conversation over the noise. Huge | oudspeakers had
been set up on the grass, and a taped voice kept repeating: "Beyond the
crest a treacherous eneny lies in wait. Forward! Forward! There 1is no
retreat! Pull your accelerators back and go forward. Against the eneny.
Forward! Beyond the <crest a treacherous eneny lies in wait. Forward!
Forward!..."Then the voice broke off in the mddle of a sentence, and the

col onel began to shout. He stood on the hood of his jeep while battalion
| eaders held his | egs steady.

"“Sol di ers!"” shouted the col onel. "Enough tal k! Get into your tanks! And
drivers, watch out, because | don't give a damm about you: if any one of yon
remains behind, ['Il..." He drew out his pistol and waved it in the air. "Do

you under stand, you nunb-skulls? Captains, |ead your crews to the tanks.

Pandenoni um br oke out. The colonel, swaying on the hood, continued to
shout, but he was drowned out by the | oudspeakers, repeating the sane taped
nmessage. The shock troops dashed to the third row of tanks. A fight erupted
and hobnail ed boots flew through the air. A huge gray crowd swarned slowy
around the last row of tanks. Sone tanks began to nove, and people
scattered. The colonel turned blue trying to nmake hinself heard above the
| oudspeakers and in desperation fired over t he sol di ers' heads.
Legionnaires, like a long black chain, came running fromthe woods.

“"Let's go." Maximgripped Guy and Zef firmy by the shoulders and | ed
them on the double, to the last tank in the first row

“"Wait a mnute," babbled Guy, bewildered. "W're in the Fourth Conpany;
we' re supposed to be over there, in the second row. "

"Keep going, don't stop!" said Maximangrily. "Maybe you still want to
| ead your platoon?"

“It's the soldier in his bones," said Zef.

Soneone (grabbed Mac fromthe rear by his belt. Wthout turning, Mxim
tried to free hinself but couldn't. He |ooked around. Behind his back,
hangi ng onto hi m stubbornly wth one hand and w ping a bl oody nose with the
other, trailed the fourth nenber of the crew, the driver. A crimnal,
ni cknamed t he Hook.

"Ch," said Maxim "I forgot about you. Cone on, nmake it snappy."

Annoyed at hinself, he nade a nental note of his oversight; in all the
comotion he had forgotten about a man who had been assigned an inportant
role in his plan. At that instant, the Legion's submachi ne guns opened fire,
and a hail of bullets pinged and hopped along the arnor of surrounding
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tanks, forcing Maximto bend over and race headlong toward the |ast tank.
When they reached it, Maxim halted.

“"Obey ny orders," he said. "Hook, you drive. Zef, to the turret! Quy,
check the | ower hatches. And thoroughly, or I'll have your head!"

He circled the tank and examned its treads. Bullets were flying all
around himand the | oudspeakers grunbl ed nonotonously, but he had prom sed
hinself not to Ilet anything divert him He nade another nental note: the
| oudspeakers -- @y -- don't forget. The treads were in fairly good
condition, but the front drive wheels didn't exactly inspire confidence.
“"Never mnd, it will do. We won't be riding this nonster for |long." CQuy,
covered with nud, crawl ed out from under the tank.

"The hatches are rusty!" he shouted. "I didn't close them | left them
open. OK?"
“"Beyond the crest, a treacherous eneny lies in wait!" repeated the

t aped voice. "Forward! Forward! Pull your accel erators back."

Maxi m caught Guy by the collar and pulled himclose.

“"You're ny buddy, right?" He stared hard into GQuy's w de-open eyes.
“"You trust nme, don't you?"

“"Of course!"
“"Oobey only ne! No one el se! Everything else you hear is a pack of Ilies.
| am your buddy. You can trust only ne and no one el se. Renenber that! | am

gi ving you an order: renenber it!"

@Quy nodded hastily and repeated: "Yes, yes. Only you. No one else.”

“"Mac!" someone shouted into his ear. Maxi m swing around. Before him
stood that strangely famliar man in the long raincoat. Mssaraksh. That
square, peeling face, those bl oodshot eyes. It was Fank. He had bl ood on his
cheek, and his |lip was cut badly.

“Massar aksh!" yelled Fank, trying to be heard over the noise. "Are you
deaf ? Don't you recogni ze ne?"

"Fank!" said Maxim "Wat are you doi ng here?"

Fank wi ped the blood fromhis I|inp.

“"Let's go!" he shouted. "Hurry!"

"Wher e?"

"Let's get the hell out of here!"

He grabbed Maximby his belt and pulled him Mxim pushed away his

hand.

"We'd be killed!'" shouted Maxim "The | egionnaires!"”

Fank shook his head.

“"Let's go! | have a pass for you." Maximrefused to budge. "I've been
searching for you all over the country. | alnost didn't find you. W nust

go, at once!"”

"I"mnot alone!" shouted Maxi m

"I don't understand."

“I"'m not alone,"” snapped Maxim "There are three of wus. | won't go
wi t hout the others.™

"Nonsense! \What kind of idiotic nobility is that? Are you tired of
living?" Fank choked fromthe strain of shouting.

file:///D]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...0Strugatsky%20-%20Prisoners%200f%20Power.htm (170 of 205) [2/24/2004 10:35:40 PM]



Arcady and Boris Strugatsky. Prisoners of Power

Maxi m | ooked around. Pale, his lips trenbling, Guy clung to his sleeve
and | ooked at him He had heard everyt hi ng.

In the next tank two | egionnaires were beating a soldier with their gun
butts.

"One pass!" yelled Fank, coughing and choking. "One!" He held up one
finger.

Maxi m shook hi s head.

"There are three of wus!" He held up three fingers. "I'mnot going
anywhere w t hout the others!"”

Zef's red beard stuck out from the side hatch. Fank bit his |ips.
Qovi ously he didn't know what to do.

"Who are you?" shouted Maxim "Wiy do you need ne?"

Fank gl anced at himfor an instant, then | ooked at Cuy.

Is this fellow with you?" he shouted.

"Yes," replied Maxim "and this one, too!"

Fank's eyes grew wild. He slid his hand under his raincoat, pull out a
pistol, and ained it at Guy. Maxim struck Fank's hand upward with all his
strength, and the pistol flew into the air Fank bent over, tucking his
i njured hand beneath his arm Wth a short accurate blow Guy struck himin
t he neck, and he coll apsed. Suddenly | egionnaires appeared beside themteeth
cl enched, faces taut with rage.

“Into the tank!" Maxi m bent over and grabbed Fank under the arnms.

Fank was fat and Maxi m had trouble shoving him Maximdived in after
him receiving a parting blow froma gun butt. Inside the tank it was as
dark and cold as a crypt. Zef pulled Fank away fromthe hatch and laid him
on the fl oor.

"Who is this?" he snapped. Maximdidn't have a chance to reply. After
tugging at the starter for a long tinme, Hook finally got the tank rolling.
Maxi m cl i nbed through the turret and stuck his head out. The rows between
the tanks were deserted now except for legionnaires. Al the engi nes had
been started, and the roar was incredible. Dense clouds of exhaust obscured
the slope. Sone tanks were noving: here and there heads protruded from
turrets. The shock trooper in the next tank thrust his head out, signaled to
Maxi m nmade a wy face, then di sappeared. The tanks noved forward and up the
sl ope.

Suddenly Maximfelt someone grab him around the waist and try to pul
him down. Bending over, he saw GQuy's eyes staring at him idiotically.
Massar aksh, it was the bonber scene all over again! Guy grabbed himwth
bot h hands and kept nuttering; his face grew repulsive as all its youthful
charm vani shed and sheer inanity and nurderous inpulses seized control.
“It's begun,” thought Maxim struggling to |oosen GQuy's grip. "Yes, it's
begun all right. The emtters have been turned on."

The tank clinbed onto the crest, and clods of earth shot out from under
its treads. Blue-gray snoke blocked visibility to the rear, and a gray,
clayey plain suddenly opened ahead of them |In the distance stretched
Khonti's low hills, and the aval anche of tanks swept toward them
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relentlessly. No longer in formation, the tanks raced forward, brushing
agai nst each other now and then and swnging their turrets around comcally.
Atread flew fromone tank racing full speed; the vehicle spun in place Iike
a top and turned over; its other tread tore off and flewinto the sky like a
shiny snake; its front wheels continued to spin, and two nen in gray junped
from its |ower hatches. They landed on the ground, waved their arns, and
rushed forward, forward, toward the treacherous eneny. A shell burst through
the clanging and roaring tanks with a resounding crash. Long red tongues
| eaped sinmultaneously fromthe tanks' guns. The tanks crouched, | eaped up,
and shrouded thensel ves in dense black gunsnoke. Wthin mnutes everything
was covered by a bl acki sh-yellow cloud. Maxi mwas too fascinated to tear his
eyes away from this spectacle, so inpressive inits crimnal absurdity.
Meanwhil e he patiently |oosened Guy's tenacious grip on him while GQuy
call ed out and pleaded, consuned wth a desire to shield Maxim from al
perils with his own body.

Maxi m remenbered that he nust take over the controls. As he dropped
down, he slapped Guy on the shoulder; then grabbing onto netal braces and
choking from the gasoline funmes, he surveyed the scene in the cranped,
swayi ng box. He glanced at Fank's dead-white face and at Zef, writhing under
t he ammuniti on case. He shoved CGuy aside, and made his way to the driver.

Hook had pulled the accelerator back all the way, as hard as he coul d;
and he sang so loudly that he could be heard over all the noise. Maxi mcoul d
di sti ngui sh the words of "The Hymm of Thanksgiving. " He nust tranquilize
hi m sonehow, take his place at the controls, and |Iook around in this snoke
for a convenient ravine or deep hollow where they could shield thensel ves
from nucl ear expl osi ons.

No sooner had he begun to unclench Hook's fists, frozen on the |evers,
than faithful Guy, angered that his master was not bei ng obeyed, |unged and
struck half-crazed Hook on the tenple with a heavy wench. Hook crunpl ed,
rel easing the | evers. Enraged, Maxi mshoved Guy aside. There was no tinme to
react with horror or synpathy. He pulled the body away, sat down, and took
t he control s.

Al nost nothing was visible through the observation hatch: only a small
patch of grass, and beyond that a dense shroud of blue-gray funmes. It would
be inpossible to find anything in this haze. He could do only one thing:
sl ow down and nove cautiously until the tank had made its way deep into the
hills. But it would be dangerous to slow down: if the atomic m nes went off
before he reached the hills, they would be incinerated. Guy kept clinging to
him hoping to hear a conmand.

"Never m nd, buddy," nuttered Maxim pushing him away with his el bows.
"E will pass. You'll get over it. Hold out a little |onger."

The tank slipped through a thick streamof black snoke, and as they
energed they had to swerve sharply to the left to avoid a man flattened by
tank treads. When the snoky shroud had partially cleared, Maxi msaw brown
hills not far away and the nuddy ronp of a tank crawing at an oblique angle
to the rest of the tank force. Then he saw a burning tank. Turning to the
| eft, he headed for a deep brush-covered hollow nestled between two hills.
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Just before he reached it, a flane spurted toward them and the whol e tank
vibrated from the heavy blow. Maxi mreacted instantly, racing the tank at
top speed. Bushes and a cloud of whitish snoke |eaped toward them white
hel mets, faces distorted with hate, raised fists flashed by; then sonething
made of steel crackled as it burst beneath the treads. Maximclenched his
teeth, made a sharp right, and maneuvered the heavily Ilisting vehicle
farther away, along the slope. It alnost overturned as it skirted a hill.
Finally he entered a narrow hollow overgrown wth saplings. He decided to
stop here.

He flung open the forward hatch and | ooked around. It was a suitable
spot; high brown hills cromded the tank on all sides. No sooner had Maxi m
muffl ed the engi ne than Guy how ed sone nonsense, absurdly rhythm c words, a
honmemade ode in honor of his great and bel oved naster, Mac Sim

“Shut up!" ordered Maxim "Cet the others outside and | ay them next to
the tank. Wait, | haven't finished yet! These are ny best friends, and
yours, too, so take it easy. Be very gentle."

“"Where are you goi ng?" Quy was terrified.

“"Nowhere. 1'Il be right here, nearby."

“"Don't go amay. O can | go with you?"

"I gave you an order. Do as you're told. And renenber, gently."

GQuy protested, but Maximignored him He clinbed fromthe tank and ran
up the slope. Sonewhere in the distance, tanks were rolling, engines roaring
full blast, treads clattering, and cannons thundering. A shell whined high
in the sky. Crouching, Maxim ran to the top, squatted between the bushes,
and congratulated hinself for choosing such a suitable refuge for their
t ank.

Bel ow, seemingly within armis reach, a wide corridor stretched between
the hills, and tanks rolled through it fromthe snoke-covered plain. Low,
snub- nosed, powerful, with enornmous flat turrets and | ong cannons, the tanks
streamed by in a solid mass. This was not the penal battalion, but the
regul ar army. ©Maxi m observed this awesone spectacle for several mnutes, as
if he were watching a historical film Al though the air reeled and shuddered
fromthe frenzied thundering and roaring and the lull trenbled beneath his
feet like a frightened animal, Maximfelt as if the tanks were noving in
sullen silence. He knew very well that beneath the arnored plates
hal f-crazed soldiers were gasping for breath. But all the hatches were
sealed, and it seened that each tank was a solid block of netal. \Wen the
| ast tanks had passed, Maxi m gl anced below at his own tank listing anong the
trees. It l|ooked like a pitiful tin toy, a decrepit parody of a rea
mlitary weapon. Yes, one arny had passed below, to confront an opposing,
nore fearsonme arny. Maxi m hastened back to the grove.

He skirted the tank and stopped short.

They lay in a row. Fank, his blood-drained face alnost as blue as a
dead man's; the withing, groaning Zef, his dirty fingers clutching his nop
of red hair; and the cheerfully smling Hook, wth the dead eyes of a
puppet. Hi's order had been executed to the letter. But Guy, in tatters and
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covered with blood, lay there, too, a short distance away; his face, wearing
a hurt expression, was turned away fromthe sky, and his arnms were flung
apart. The grass around himwas crushed and tranpled; a flattened white
helmet wwth dark stains lay in the nud, and a pair of boots protruded from
sone br oken bushes.

"“Massaraksh," nuttered Maxim imagining with horror how only a few
m nutes ago two snarling and howl ing dogs had grappled here to the |ast,
each for the glory of his master.

At that instant, the opposing arny inflicted a reciprocal blow It
caught Maximin the eyes. He snarled with pain, closed his eyes as tightly
as possible, and fell on GQuy, trying to shield himwth his body, although
he knew GQuy was already dead. It was an automatic reflex: he had no tine to
think about anything, to feel anything except the pain in his eyes. He was
still falling when he bl acked out.

Probably no nore than several seconds had el apsed before he regained
consci ousness, but he was drenched in sweat. H's throat was parched and his
ears rang as if he had been hit on the head wth a two-by-four. The world
had suddenly changed: it had turned crinson. It was strewn with | eaves and
broken branches, with scorching air, with bushes torn up by their roots.

Burning tw gs and clods of hot, dry earth fell like rain froma red sky. The
silence was norbid. CQuy, spattered with |eaves, |lay face down about ten
steps away. Next to himsat Zef, still clutching his head with one hand and

shielding his eyes wth the other. Fank had rolled into a gully, and was
t hrashi ng around and rubbing his face in the dirt. The tank had been swept
bel ow, where it had overturned. Thrown back against a tread. Hook was still
sm ling.

Maxi m junped up and pushed aside the fallen branches. He ran to Quy,
grabbed him lifted him looked into his glassy eyes, and pressed his cheek
to Guy's. He cursed this world where he was so al one and hel pl ess, where the
dead were dead forever, where there was no way of restoring themto life. He
cried, beat the ground with his fists, tranpled the white helnet; but he
recovered his senses when Zef screaned with pain. Now filled only with

hatred and a thirst to kill, Maxim wthout turning, plodded back up the
hill to his observation post.

Here, too, everything had changed. The bushes had vani shed, the baked
cl ay snoked and crackled, and the hill's northern slope was burning. To the

north the crinmson sky fused wwth a solid wall of blackish-browm snoke, and
above the wall rose oily bright orange cl ouds, which swelled before his very
eyes.

Maxi m | ooked down at the corridor between the hills. It was deserted.
The clay, plowed up by tank treads and burned by the nuclear strike, was
snoki ng; thousands of flanes danced on it. The plain to the south seened
very broad and deserted. It was no |onger obscured by the haze of burning
gunpowder; it was red beneath the red sky, and on it rested |lonely boxes,
the blackened ruins of the penal battalion tank corps. Along the plain,
approaching the hills, rolled a thin broken chain of strange vehi cles.
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They resenbled tanks, except that instead of gun turrets a high
|atticed cone with a dull circular object at its tip was nounted on each
vehicle. They noved rapidly, rocking gently on the uneven ground. They were

nei t her bl ack, like the tanks of the ill-fated shock troops, nor
grayish-green like the arny tanks at the breakthrough; they were yellow, a
vivid vyellow, |ike the Legion's patrol cars. Beyond the hills, the ranks of

the right flank were no longer visible. Mxim managed to count eight
emtters. How brazen they were, as if they knew they were masters of the
situation. Imagine -- plunging into conbat w thout cover or canouflage! They
deliberately flaunted their garish yellow paint, their wugly five-neter
prot uberance, and their absence of weapons. Their drivers probably believed

thenselves to be conpletely safe. From the way they rushed ahead, it
appeared that they scarcely gave safety any thought. They spurred on the
iron herd with their radiation whips, a herd nowrolling through hell. Yet

they thensel ves knew nothing about the whips, were unaware that they were
| ashi ng t hensel ves. Maxi mspotted an emitter on the left flank heading for
the hollow. He set out to neet it.

He wal ked erect. He realized that force nust be used to extract the
bl ack-uni forned | egionnaires from their iron shells, and that was precisely
what he wanted now. Never before had he craved the feel of human flesh
beneath his fingers. By the time he had descended into the hollow, the
emtter was very close. The yellow vehicle rolled straight at him staring
blindly with its glass periscopes. Its latticed cone rocked ponderously, out
of phase wth the vehicle's bobbing notion. Now Maxim could nmake out a
silver sphere, thickly covered with Ilong shiny needles, rocking at the
cone's peak.

Realizing that they had no intention of stopping, Maxim vyielded the
road, |et them pass, and ran alongside the vehicle for several yards. Then
he junped onto its arnor plating.

PART FIVE: EARTHLING

18.

The state prosecutor slept lightly. The telephone awakened him
instantly. Wthout opening his eyes, he renoved the receiver and said
hoarsely: "Hello."

H s assistant's whiny voice announced apologetically: "Seven o'clock,
your honor."
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"Yes," said the prosecutor, his eyes still closed. "Yes. Thank you."

He turned on the |ight, threw off the covers, and sat on the edge of
the bed. Staring at his pale, skinny legs, he sat there for sone tine,
reflecting on his ot in sad surprise: he could not recall a single day in
the past sixty years when his sleep hadn't been interrupted. Soneone was
al ways waki ng hi mup. When he was a lieutenant, that pig of an orderly woul d
awaken him after a drinking spree. Wen he was chairman of the Black
Tribunal, that idiot secretary would awaken himfor his signature on death
sentences. As a school boy, he would be awakened for school by his nother,
and that was the nost m serable of all awakenings. He was always told: You
nmust! You must, your honor. You nust, M. Chairman. You nust, ny dear little
boy. Now he was telling hinself that he nust. He rose, threw off his robe,
spl ashed eau de col ogne over his face, inserted his bridgewrk, stared at
hinmself in the mrror as he massaged his cheeks, then entered his study.

A glass of warmmlk and a dish of salted crackers under a starched
napkin waited for himon his desk. Before partaking of his special diet, he
went to the safe, renoved a green folder, and placed it on the desk beside
his breakfast. Wile he nunched crackers and sipped mlk, he inspected the
fol der thoroughly, wuntil he was convinced that no one had tanpered with it
since last night. How nmuch had changed, he thought. Only three nonths had
passed, but how everything had changed! He glanced nechanically at the
yell ow telephone and could not tear his eyes fromit for several seconds.
The phone was silent -- as bright and frivolous as a toy, but as frightening
as an infernal tine bonb that cannot be defused.

The prosecutor seized the green folder wth both hands and frowned. He
sensed fear getting the better of himand hastened to check it. No, this
woul dn't do: he nust remain absolutely calm nust reason wth total

objectivity. "Besides, | have no choice. If I'm taking a risk, well, [I"l

sinply have to take it. But I nust keep it to a minimum And | wll. Yes,
massaraksh, to a mninmum ... So, you aren't so sure about that, eh. Snmart?
Ch, so yon doubt it? You're always doubting. Well, let's try and di spel your

doubts. Have you ever heard of a certain Maxi m Kamrerer? Have you really?
Aha, you only think you have. You've never heard of the man before. Well,
get set. Smart, you're going to hear about himright now for the first tine.
Hear this out and formthe nobst objective and unbiased judgnent of him
Smart, it's very inportant for ne to know your objective opinion: ny hide,
you know, depends on it."

He chewed the | ast cracker and drained the mlK.

"Al'l right, M. Smart, let's get down to business!" he said al oud.

He opened the folder. "The man's past is hazy. A rather feeble
introduction to our acquaintance. But we not only know how to deduce the
present fromthe past; we can deduce the past from the present. And if we
need to know the past of our friend Mac, we can eventually deduce it from
the present. W call that extrapolation. So, what do we have here? Qur Mac
begins his present with his escape from the penal colony. Suddenly.
Unexpectedly. Precisely at the noment when Strannik and | were about to |ay
our hands on him Here's the conmmanding general's panicky report, the
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classical howing of an idiot who has screwed sonething up and doesn't
expect to escape punishnent: he is conpletely innocent, he nerely carried
out orders; he did not know that the subject had volunteered for service
with a sapper detachnent of condemmed nen and that said subject was bl own up
inamne field. He didn't know. Nor did Strannik and |I. But we shoul d have
known! The subject 1is an unpredictable individual, and you should have
antici pated sonething of the sort, M, Smart. Yes, at the tinme | was shocked
by the news, but now we understand what happened: soneone told Mac the truth
about the towers; he decided that he could not acconplish anything in the
Land of the All-Powerful Creators, so he escaped to the South, pretendi ng he
had perished." The prosecutor rubbed his forehead sluggishly. "Yes, that was
t he beginning of everything. It was the first mss in a series of msses: |
bel i eved that he had perished. And why shouldn't | have? Wat normal nman
woul d escape to the South? Anyone woul d have believed that he had perished.
But Strannik didn't."

The prosecutor picked up the next report. "Ch, that Strannik! Cever! A

genius! That's the way | shoul d have operated, like him | was sure Mac was
dead. After all, the South is the South. Stranni k saturated the other side
of the river wth his agents. Fat Fank -- too bad | never got to him never

took himin hand. That greasy pig wore hinself out running around the
country, sniffing, spying. He lost Kura to nalaria on Route Six, and Rooster
was captured by nmountaineers; and then Fifty-five -- whoever he is -- was
grabbed by pirates on the coast. But Fifty-five managed to get a nessage
t hrough: Mac, he said, had turned up and surrendered to the patrols.

“"That's how people with brains operate: they don't believe a damm thing
or feel sorry for anyone. That's how | should have acted. | should have
pushed everything el se aside and concentrated on finding Mac. Even then |
realized very well what an awesone force Mac was. But instead of working on

his case exclusively, | hooked up with Puppet and | ost the ganme. Then | got
involved in this idiotic war and | ost again. And now | woul d have | ost again
if | hadn't had a stroke of luck: Mac turned up in the capital, in
Strannik's lair, and | | earned about it before Strannik did. Yes, Strannik,
you boney-eared bastard, you' re the |oser now You had to dash off somewhere
on business. And I don't know where or why vyou went, but that doesn't

disturb me in the l|east. Wl |l and good! Naturally you relied on your Fank
for everything, and your Fank delivered Mc to you. But what bad luck --
your Fank <collapsed from his strenuous mlitary exploits and is lying
unconscious in the palace hospital. Ah, vyes, he's a very inportant figure:
only the big shots get hospitalized there! And this tinme | won't mss. This
time he'll lie there as long as | consider it necessary. You aren't here,
Fank isn't, but our boy Mac is, and that is a lucky break. ' '

The joy of triunph surged through him He stifled it at once. "There go
nmy enotions again, massaraksh. Cal mdown. Smart. You are getting to know a
new man, by the nanme of Mac, and you nust be very objective. Especially
since this new Mac bears no resenblance to the old one. He's no longer a
child; he knows now what finance and juvenil e delinquency are all about. Qur
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Mac has grown a good deal w ser and nore serious. For exanple, he nade his
way into the underground's | eadership (his sponsors, Meno G anenu and Allu
Zef) and hit themlike a bolt out of the blue with a proposal to expose the
real purpose of the towers to the entire underground. The staff screaned
bl oody murder, but Mac convinced them He frightened and confused them They
accepted his proposal and assigned Mac the task of working it out. He
| earned the ropes very quickly and sized up the entire situation correctly.
They understood this and realized who they were dealing with. Ah, here's the
| ast report: a faction of educators anong the |eadership involved himin a
di scussion of a plan to reeducate the population, and he agreed to it wth
ent husiasm |mediately he proposed a host of ideas. Lord only knows what
they were, but that's not inportant. The whole idea of reeducation is
idiotic. What's inportant is that he is no longer a terrorist, has no desire
to blow up anything or Kkill anyone; that he is now busy with his career,
buil ding prestige anong the underground |eadership, delivering speeches,
criticizing, and noving upward; that he has ideas and is anxious to
i npl enent them-- and that, ny dear M. Smart, is precisely what you need."

The prosecutor |eaned back in his chair.

“Ah, here's sonething else | need: a report on his life style. He works
hard in the |laboratory and at hone; still renenbers that girl, Rada Gaal
takes part in sports; doesn't snoke, rarely drinks, and eats in noderation.
On the other hand, he clearly l|eans toward a luxurious life style and knows
his worth. For exanple, cars. After expressing dissatisfaction with a staff
car's |ow power and ugly appearance, he appropriated it as if it were due
him He is also dissatisfied with his apartnment; he feels it is too small
and | acks basic conforts. He has decorated his quarters wth original
pai ntings and antiquarian art, spending alnost his entire advance on them

And so on. Good material, very good. | wonder how nuch noney he has at his
di sposal ? So-o0, he's a project I|eader in a chemcal synthesis |aboratory.
They set himup rather elegantly, and probably pronmised himstill nore. |

wonder what reasons they gave Mac for Stranni k's needi ng hin? Fank, the fat
pi g, knows, but he'd die rather than breathe a word. If only | could drag it
out of him Then it would give nme great pleasure to finish himoff. How nuch
unnecessary worry he's caused ne. And he stole Rada fromne. How useful she

could be to ne now Rada -- an excellent weapon when you're dealing with
pure, honest, courageous Mac! Well, maybe things haven't worked out so badly
after all. Mac, [|I'mnot the one who's holding your girl under |ock and key.

It's all Strannik's doing, that blackmailer."
The prosecutor started: the yellow phone jingled softly. He passed his
trenbling fingers across his forehead. No, it had to be a m stake. O course

it was. The <call was not for him The telephone is a conplicated device;
sone wires had probably crossed. He w ped his hands on his robe. At that
instant the ringing of the telephone tore through himlike a bullet, like a

dagger in the throat. He picked up the receiver.
"State prosecutor speaking.”
"Smart? This is Chancellor.”
There it was. Any nonent he'd hear: "I'lIl expect you in an hour,
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Smart."

"I recogni zed your voice,"

"Have you read the report?"

“"No." He was waiting for himto say: "You haven't? Well, cone over and
"1l read it to you nyself."

“You've really screwed up the war."

The prosecutor swallowed. He nust say sonet hing. He nmust - -
i medi ately. Sone good-natured banter. But tactfully. Please God, tactfully!

he said weakly. "How are you?"

"You' ve nothing to say? What did | tell you? Keep your nose out of it.
Stick to civilian matters and leave mlitary affairs alone.”
"You know, Chancellor, we are all your children. And children don't

always listen to their parents.”

Chancel lor tittered. "Children. But where is it said: '"If your child
fails to obey you...' How does the rest of it go. Smart?"

"Ch, God!" thought the prosecutor, "I renenber. Those were his very
words then: '"Wpe it fromthe face of the earth.' And Stranni k had picked up
a heavy black pistol fromthe desk, raised it slowy, and fired tw ce, and
Chancellor's child had clasped its balding head with both hands and sunk to
the floor."

"Has your nenory failed you? So, what are you going to do, Smart?"

"I made a m stake," he said hoarsely. "A mstake. It was all because of
Puppet . "

"So, you made a m stake. Well, all right, think about it. Smart. Think
it over. I'll call you again."

And that was it. Chancellor had hung up, and he didn't know where to
phone him-- to cry, to plead. "Ch, how stupid, how stupid of nme. Al right,
hold on. Get a grip on yourself, you coward!™ Wth all his m ght he struck
hi s open hand agai nst the edge of the desk, to draw blood, to inflict pain,
to stop the trenbling. It helped a little. Still bent over, he opened the
| ower desk drawer wth his other hand, renoved a flask and took a few
swal l ows. The warmh coursed through him "Now, that's the way. Take it
easy. This thing isn't over yet. The race is to the swiftest. You're not
finished with Snart yet. You won't get himso easily. If you could have, you
woul d have done it already. The call doesn't nean a thing. He al ways does
that. There's still time. Two, three, even four days. Yes, there's tine!" he
shouted to hinself. "Don't get hysterical." He rose and began to circle the
roomrapidly.

"You see, | have a hold over you. | have Mac. | have a man who doesn't
fear radiation. A man for whom no obstacle exists. W wants to change the
system Wo hates us. A nman so pure he is open to all tenptations. A man who
believes in ne. Who wants to neet ne. He is anxious to neet ne: ny agents
have told himmany tinmes that the state prosecutor is a good nman, a just
man, and a fine | egal expert, a real guardian of the law, that the Creators
detest himand tolerate himonly because they distrust each other. My agents
have already pointed me out to him in secret, and he was favorably
i npressed. And nost inportant of all, a hint was dropped to him in the
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strictest confidence that | knewthe Center's |I|ocation. Al though he has
excellent control over his physical expressions, | was told that he gave
hi nself away that tine. Yes, that's the kind of man | have -- a man who is
eager to seize the Center. The only man who can do it. O course, | don't
actually have this man in ny hands yet, but the |line has been cast, the bait
swal | owed, and today I'll set the hook. Oherwse, I'm finished. Yes,
finished. "

He turned sharply and stared at the yellow tel ephone.

Hi s i magi nation went wild. He visualized the cranped room uphol stered
in purple velvet, stuffy, sour-snelling, w ndow ess, with a bare dil api dated
table and five gilded chairs. "And the rest of us stood there: nyself,
Strannik with nurderous eyes, and that bal d-headed butcher. He nust have
known where the Center was: God, how many people he'd killed to find out.
What a drunkard and braggart! How could he blab about such nonstrous deeds
to his relatives? And to what relatives! And he's the chief of the
Department of Public Health, the Creators' eyes and ears, the nation's sword

and shield. | renenber Chancellor's words: 'Wpe himfromthe face of the
earth!,' and Strannik fired point-blank twice. And Baron was annoyed:
"You' ve spattered the uphol stery again.' Then they argued about why the room
reeked, and ny legs felt |ike water, and | thought: 'Do they or don't they
know?' Stranni k stood there, grinning and |looking at nme know ngly. But he
didn't know a thing. Now | understand why -- he always took great pains to

prevent anyone from |earning the secret of the Center. He always knew its
| ocation and was waiting for a chance to seize it hinself. Too |ate,
Strannik, too |ate. And you, too, Chancellor, are too |late. You, too. Baron.
And you. Puppet -- well, there's no point tal king about you."

He pushed aside the drapes and pressed his forehead against the cold
glass. He had alnpost stifled his terror. Attenpting to stanp out the |ast
vestige of fear, he tried to visualize Mac bursting into the Center's
control room

"Of course, Voldyr <could have done it, too, wth his personal
bodyguard, that gang of relatives -- cousins, nephews, adopted brothers, and
prot(g(s, those dregs who have al ways known only one |law. shoot first. You
had to be a Strannik to dare point a finger at Voldyr. That sane eveni ng
they had attacked Strannik at the gates of his mansion, shot up his car,
killed his chauffeur and secretary, and then, in sone nysterious fashion,
every |ast one of themwas knocked out, all twenty-four of themand their
two nmachi ne guns. Yes, Voldyr, too, could have nade it to the control room
but he wouldn't have gotten any farther, because a barrier, a depression
emtter, maybe two by now, would have stopped him Actually, one is
sufficient. No one could get through it: a degen would pass out from pain,
and an ordinary, loyal citizen would fall to his knees and cry quietly,
overcone by a severe depression. Mac alone could get through, thrust his
skillful hands into the generator, and switch the Center and the entire
tower network onto the depression field. | can see it now. with nothing to
bar his way, he clinbs to the radio studio and broadcasts a taped speech
simul taneously on all frequencies. The entire country, fromthe Qutlands to
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the Khonti border, is overcone by depression; mllions of idiots drop to
their knees and drown in tears, sunk in total apathy. And the |oudspeakers
roar full blast that the Al-Powerful Creators are crimnals, their nanes

are so-and-so, they are now at such-and-such place, kill them save the
nation. This is M Sim addressing you, Mac SSm a Iliving god (or the
legitimate heir to the Inperial Throne -- or the great dictator -- whichever

Mac prefers). To arnms, ny Legion! To arnms, ny arny! To arns, ny subjects!
Wiile the tape is playing, he returns to the control roomand switches the
generators to the heightened attention field; then the entire country
listens, open-nouthed, trying to catch every word, nenorizing and repeating
everything silently. The |oudspeakers roar on, the towers blast away, and
all this continues for another hour. Then he switches the emtters to
‘ecstasy,’ thirty mnutes of ecstasy, and that ends the broadcast. Wen |

come to, after ninety mnutes of agonizing pains -- which | nust bear --
Chancel lor and the rest of themwll be w ped out. There wll be only Mac,
the G eat God Mac, and his | oyal adviser, the forner state prosecutor, now
chief of the Geat Mac's governnent. |I'lIl be safe. Mac is not the kind who
abandons wuseful friends, or even those who aren't. And | shall be a very
useful friend. Oh, what a useful friend I'lIl bel"

He interrupted his reverie and returned to his desk. Casting a sidel ong
gl ance at the yellow tel ephone, he smled ironically, picked up the receiver
of the green telephone, and called the deputy chief of the Departnent of
Speci al I nvestigation.

"Hed? Good norning. This is Smart. How are you feeling? How s your
stomach? Well, that's fine. Strannik's still away? Baron's office called,
asked us to take a | ook at your departnent. No, no, it's a nere formality. |
don't have the slightest understanding of your work, anyway. So prepare a
report. You know, conclusions regarding the inspection and that sort of
thing. Be sure that everyone is in his place, not like the last tinme. Around
el even o'clock. Arrange things so | can be out of there wth all the
docunents by noon. See you later. Emtters goonina fewmnutes. Wll,
let's go suffer. You do, don't you? O maybe you figured out sone defense
against it along time ago and are keeping it fromthe authorities. Take it
easy. |I'monly kidding. So |ong."

He hung up and gl anced at the clock. Nine forty-five. He began to groan
| oudly and dragged hinself to the bathroom That nightrmare again. Thirty
m nut es of agony. No defense against it. No escape fromit. God, all you
want to do is die. How humliating: Strannik nust be spared. W'll need him

The tub was already filled with hot water. The prosecutor flung off his
robe, pulled off his nightshirt, and placed an anal gesi c under his tongue.
And so it went, day after day. One twenty-fourth of his life was pure hell.
More than four percent. Not counting the tinmes he was summoned to the
pal ace. That part would be over soon, but he nust tolerate the four percent
for the rest of his life. "Well, we'll see about that, too. When everything
is settled, 1'll take Strannik in hand nyself.” He clinbed into the tub,
made hinself confortable, relaxed, and began to devise ways of taking
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Strannik in hand. He didn't get very far; the famliar pain struck himin
the tenple, traveled down his spine, dug its claws into every nerve, every
cell, and began beating, nethodically, ruthlessly, to the rhythmof his
madl y poundi ng heart.

When everything was over, he lay a little while |longer in |anguid
exhaustion. Yes, those infernal pains had their conpensation: the half-hour
ni ght mare was succeeded by a few m nutes of heavenly bliss.

He clinbed out, dried hinself in front of the mrror, opened the door
slightly, and received a fresh towel from his valet, dressed, returned to
the study, drank another glass of warmmlk, ate a bow of thin gruel with
honey, sat idly for a while wuntil he had conpletely recovered fromhis
ordeal , then phoned his assistant and ordered his car.

A road reserved for governnment vehicles, deserted at this hour, led to
the Departnent of Special Investigation. |Ignoring traffic lights, the
chauffeur turned on a loud, deep-throated siren fromtine to tinme. At three
mnutes to eleven they reached the departnent's high yellow gates. A
| egionnaire in dress uniform crossed over to the car and glanced in.
Recogni zing the prosecutor, he saluted. Instantly, the gates swng open,
revealing a thickly planted garden, yellow and white apartnent houses, and,
behind them the institute's gigantic rectangul ar buil ding.

As they rolled slowy along the narrow road posted w th speed-limt
signs, they passed a playground, a squat building that housed a sw mi ng
pool, and the club restaurant's colorful building. Al of this was bathed in
cl ouds of dense foliage and the purest air. It had a fragrance that no field
or forest could duplicate. "Ah, that's Strannik for you. It's all his doing.
What a mint of noney he's squandered on this project. But it certainly has

produced results. His enployees like him This is the way to live; this is
the way to doit. A mnt of noney was squandered, and Sultan was terribly
annoyed, and still is. Wat about the risk? O course there was one;

Strannik took it, but the result is that the departnent is really his. H's
peopl e would never betray him or schene against him He has five hundred
enpl oyees working for him nostly young people. They don't read newspapers
or listen to the radio; they don't have tine -- they're too involved in
i mportant research. So the emtters are mssing their mark here; or rather,
they're aimng elsewhere, where it benefits Strannik. Yes, Strannik, if |
were in your place, I'd take nmy tine with those protective helnets. Most
likely you are. But, damm it, how can | get mnmy hands on you? If only | could
find another Strannik. No, there isn't another brain like his in the whole
worl d, and he knows it. He keeps a sharp eye out for talent. Gets a solid
hol d on a person when he's young; is very kind to him takes himaway from
his parents -- and the parents, the fools, are tickled pink! -- and anot her
little soldier joins his ranks. Wiat a |lucky break for me that Strannik is
away now "

The car halted and his assistant opened the door wi de. The prosecutor
clinbed out, walked up the steps to a glass-enclosed | obby. Hed and his
assistants were waiting for him Deliberately assum ng a bored expression,
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he shook Hed's hand flaccidly, glanced at his assistants, and all owed them
to escort himto the elevator. They filed in according to protocol: first
the state prosecutor, next the deputy chief of the departnent, then the
state prosecutor's assistant and the deputy chief's senior assistant. The
rest remained in the | obby. The group proceeded to Hed's office and filed in
according to protocol again: the state prosecutor, then Hed; the
prosecutor's assistant and Hed's senior assistant remained in the reception
room As soon as they entered the inner office, the prosecutor sank into an
arnchair wearily and Hed busied hinself at once. He pressed the buttons at
the edge of the desk; when a whole horde of secretaries cane running into
his office, he ordered tea.

To anuse hinself, the prosecutor spent the first few m nutes studying
Hed. He had an uncommonly guilt-ridden face. He avoi ded direct eye contact,
snoothed his hair, nibbed his hands convulsively, and nmade nunerous
sensel ess, restless novenents. He al ways behaved this way. It constituted,
so to speak, his basic capital. Constantly arousing suspicions of a guilty
consci ence, he was continuously subjected to neticulous checks. The
Departnment of Public Health investigated his |life around the «clock. And
since it was inpeccable, every new check nerely confirnmed his surprising
i nnocence. Hed's rise up the | adder was spectacul ar.

The prosecutor knew all this very well: he had checked Hed personally
on three occasions, and yet, while studying himnow and anusing hinmself with
his antics, he suddenly caught hinself wondering if the old fox knew where
Stranni k was and was scared stiff that the information would be dragged out
of him The prosecutor couldn't resist the tenptation.

"Regards from Strannik," he said casually, tapping his fingers on the
armrest.

Hed focused on the prosecutor for an instant and then | ooked away.

"Yes," he said, biting his lip. "Uh, we'll have tea in a mnute."

"He asked that you phone him" said the prosecutor even nore casually.

“"What? Uh... all right. The tea will be exceptionally good today. My
new secretary is an expert at brewng tea... that is... uh... where should I
cal | hi nP"

"I don't understand," said the prosecutor.

“I mean that if I'"'mto phone him | need his nunber. He neve |l eaves
his nunber." Flushing painfully, Hed began to fuss about the desk, sl apping
it here and there until he found a pencil. "Were did he say | should cal

hi n?"

The prosecutor abandoned his probe.

"I was only kidding."

Fl i ckers of suspicion crossed Hed's face. "Ah! So you were kidding?" He
roared with forced | aughter. "You sure put one over on ne. Sone joke! And I
really thought... ha-ha-ha! Ah, here's the tea."

The prosecutor accepted a glass of strong tea fromthe well-grooned
secretary's well-groomed hands.

“"All right, Hed, let's get down to business. | don't have nuch tine.
Where's the report?”
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After maki ng many superfl uous novenents, Hed drew the inspection report
fromhis desk and handed it to the prosecutor. H s hesitant nmanner suggested
that the report was full of false information, was ainmed at m sl eadi ng the
I nspector, and had been conposed with subversive intentions.

“"Well now." The prosecutor sipped his tea. "Let's see what you have
here. 'Inspection Report.' Well. Interference Phenonena Laboratory. Integral
Radi ati on Laboratory. | don't understand anything. It beats nme! How do you
manage to understand this stuff?"

R PR you know, | don't understand it either. |I'm really an
adm ni strator. Yes, an admnistrator. M job is to provide general guidance
and | eadership."

Hed avoided the prosecutor's eyes, bit his lips, and ruffled his hair
Wi th a sweeping gesture. It was now quite clear that this nman was not an
adm ni strator but a Khonti spy with very highly specialized training.

The prosecutor returned to the report. He nade a profound renmark about
the power anplification sector's overexpenditure of funds; he asked who Zon
Barutu was, and if he wasn't related to Moru Barutu, the well-known witer
and propagandist; he reproved Hed for acquiring a |ensless refractoneter
t hat had cost an outlandish sumand still hadn't been put into operation. He
summed up the work of the radiation research and devel opnent sector by
sayi ng that evidence of significant progress was |acking ("And thank God!"
he added to hinself) and that this opinion nust be included in the final
draft of the Inspection Report.

He was even nore casual about the part of the report dealing with the
work of the antiradiation sector. It was engaged in research on protective
devi ces.

“"You're on a treadml!ll, Hed. You ve made no progress with either
physi cal or physiol ogi cal defense. The physiol ogi cal approach is all wong:
if | were to let you cut me up, you'd turn me into an idiot. Your chem sts,

on the other hand, are doing a fine job. They've won another mnute for us.
One mnute last year, and a minute and a half the year before. Now when
take a pill, | experience only twenty-two mnutes of agony instead of
thirty. Well, not bad. Alnbst a thirty percent reduction. Insert my opinion
In your report: increase the tenpo of work on physical defense, encourage
t he personnel in the chem cal defense sector. That's all."

He tossed the report back to Hed. "Have a final draft typed up and
i ncl ude ny opinion. And now, for the sake of formality, take ne to... well,
| visited your physicists last tine. Take ne to your chemsts; I'd like to
see what they're doing."

Hed junped up and struck the buttons on his desk again. Waring an
expression of utter fatigue, the prosecutor rose fromhis chair.

Acconpanied by Hed and his day assistant, he toured the chem cal
defense | aboratories at a leisurely pace, smling politely at personnel wth
one service stripe on the sleeves of their snocks, slapping the stripel ess
ones on the shoul der, pausing by the two-stripers to shake hands, nodding in
a knowi ng way and inquiring if there were any conpl ai nts.
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There weren't any. They all were working or pretending they were.
Lights flickered on various devices, |liquids bubbled in vessels, sonme stuff
emtted a terrible odor, and sonewhere in the |aboratory animls were being
tornented. The |aboratory was clean, bright, and spacious; people seened
satisfied and serene. They didn't display enthusiasm and conduct ed
t hensel ves very correctly with the inspector, but w thout any warnth and, in
any case, without servility.

Strannik's portrait adorned the walls of many offices and | aboratori es:
it hung above work counters, next to charts and graphs, in wall space
bet ween w ndows, above doors, sonetines beneath plate glass on desk tops.
There were photographs, pencil and charcoal sketches, even a portrait in
oils. Here was Strannik playing ball; Strannik delivering a |ecture;
Stranni k chewi ng an apple; Strannik neditating, fatigued, furious, and even
roaring with |aughter. Those sons of bitches had al so drawn caricatures of
him which they hung in the nost visible places. Shocking! Just imagine,
t hought the prosecutor, entering the office of junior attorney Filtik and
finding a caricature of hinself t here. WMassaraksh, that woul d be
i nconcei vabl e, inpossi bl e!

He continued smling, slapping shoulders, shaking hands, thinking all
the while that this was his second visit to the |aboratory since |ast year
and nothing seened to have changed. But until today he had never paid any
serious attention to it. "Today | nust," he thought to hinself. "What did
Strannik nean to ne a year or tw ago? Formally he was one of wus; in
reality, a cabinet officer wthout any influence on policy, without a role
in policy-making, w thout political aspirations. Since then he has nmade a
great deal of progress: the nationw de operation to clean up foreign spies
was Stranni k's doing." The prosecutor hinmself had conducted the trials and
was shaken when he realized that they were dealing not with your ordinary
spy-degens but with real, experienced intelligence agents planted everywhere
by the Island Enpire to gather scientific and economc information. Strannik
had caught themall, down to the |last one, and since then he had becone the
per manent chi ef of Special Counterintelligence.

It was Stranni k who had exposed the conspiracy engi neered by Vol dyr.
That character had been solidly entrenched in his position and had been
dangerously wundermning Strannik's control over counterintelligence. Not
trusting anyone else to do the job, Stranni k had knocked himoff hinself. He
al ways operated openly and alone. No coalitions, no tenporary alliances. He
had overthrown three successive chiefs of the War Departnent in the sane
manner (before they could even open their nouths, they were sumoned
upstairs), until he finally secured Puppet's appointnent. Puppet was scared
stiff of war. It was Strannik who, a year ago, had killed Project Cold,
presented upstairs by the Inperial Union of Industry and Finance. At that
time it appeared that Strannik would be sacked at any nonment because
Chancel l or hinmself was very enthusiastic about the project. Sonmehow Strannik
convinced himthat the project's benefits were very tenporary, and in ten
years there would be an epidemic of insanity and utter devastation. "He
al ways manages to prove what he wants to prove to them no one but Strannik
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is successful at that. Generally, one can understand why. He never fears
anything. True, he hid hinself in his office for a long tine, but eventually
he realized his power. He realized that we all needed him regardl ess of who
we were and how we fought anong ourselves. Only Strannik is capable of
devel opi ng a defense against radiation; only Strannik can save us fromits
torments. And to think that those snotnoses in white snocks draw caricatures
of him"

Hi s assi stant opened the door. He caught sight of Mac. Mac, in a white
snock with one stripe on his sleeve, was sitting on a w ndow | edge and
| ooking out. If any attorney were to take the liberty of sitting on a w ndow
| edge to count shingles during working hours, one could wth an easy
consci ence have him deported as a downright | oafer, even a saboteur. But in
this case, massaraksh, one had to keep quiet. Try taking himby the scruff
of the neck and he'd tell you off in a hurry: "Excuse ne! | amperformng a
nmental experinment! Kindly nove aside and don't disturb ne!"

The Geat Mac was counting shingles. He glanced briefly at the
visitors, started to return to his work, then glanced around again for a
closer look. "He's recognized ne," thought the prosecutor. "Ah, he's
recognized ne, ny clever boy." He smled politely at Mac and cl apped a
yout hful [ aboratory assistant on the shoulder. Halting in the mddle of the
room he glanced around.

“Well," he said, standing between Mac and Hed, "what do we have here?"

"M. Sim" said Hed, flushing. "Explain to the inspector what you are

"I believe | know you," said the Geat Mac. "Pardon ne if |'m m staken,
but aren't you the state prosecutor?"

Dealing with Mac was not an easy matter: his carefully thought out plan
had just gone down the drain. Mac wouldn't think of concealing anything; he
feared no one and was curious about everything. Drawn up to his full height,
the giant | ooked down at the prosecutor as if he were gazing at sone exotic
animal . He would have to play it by ear.

“"Yes, | am" The prosecutor stopped smling and |ooked at Mac in cold
surprise. "As far as | know, | am the state prosecutor, although |I don't
understand..." He frowned and | ooked into Mic's face. Mac smled broadly.
"Well, well, of course. Mac Sim Maxi m Kanmerer. Pardon ne, but you were
supposed to have perished. Massaraksh, how did you ever get here?"

“"It's along story," replied Mac, waving his hand. "By the way. |I'm
surprised to see you here. | never realized that the Departnent of Justice

was interested in our work."

"The nost surprising people are interested in your work." He took Mac
by the arm and |led himto a far wndow. In a confidential whisper he
inquired: "When will you have those pills for us? Real ones, that will | ast
a full half hour?"

“Are you one, too?" asked Mac. "That's right, you'd have to be."

The prosecutor shook his head sadly. "It's our blessing and our curse.
The good fortune of our state and the msfortune of its rulers. Mssaraksh,
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l"mawfully glad you're alive and well, Mac. | nust tell you that your trial
was one of the fewin ny career that left nme wth a nost unhappy feeling.
No, no, don't try to dismss it: according to the letter of the |law you were
guilty. Fromthat point of view everything was proper. You attacked a tower

and evidently killed a | egionnaire. For such an action, as you well know,
one doesn't deserve a pat on the head. But | nust confess that ny hand
trenbl ed when | signed your sentence. Please don't be offended, but | felt

as if | were sentencing a child. Wen it cones down to brass tacks, it nust
be said that the escapade was of our rather than your nmaking, and the entire
responsibility --"

“I"'mnot offended. What you say isn't far from the truth: the tower
escapade was childish. Thank God you didn't have us shot."

“I't was all I could do for you. | renenber how upset | was when
| earned of your death.” He I|aughed and gave Mac's shoulder a friendly
squeeze. "AMully glad that everything turned out all right. Delighted to

nmeet you." He glanced at his watch. "By the way, Mac, why are you here? No,
no. |'m not going to arrest vyou. That's not ny job; let the mlitary
authorities worry about you. But what are you doing in this institute? Are
you really a chemst? And this, too." He pointed to the service stripe on
hi s sl eeve.

"You mght say I'm a little bit of everything. Part chem st, part
physicist --"

" And part under gr ound conspirator."” The pr osecut or | aughed

good- nat ur edl y.

“"A very small part of ne," said Mac firmy.

“Part conjurer,"” said the prosecutor.

Mac | ooked at himattentively.

“Part dreamer," continued the prosecutor, "part adventurer."

“"That's no |onger a profession,” replied Mac. "It is, if | may say so,
sinply a trait possessed by any decent scientist."”

"“And decent politician.”

“A rare conbination of words," qui pped Mac.

For a nonment the prosecutor |ooked at him quizzically, then |aughed
agai n.

“"Yes," he said, "political activity has its unique character. Never
| ower yourself to politics, Mac. Stay with your chem stry." He | ooked at his
wat ch unhappily: "Ch, dam it. I'mterribly pressed for tine. | would have
liked to stay and chat with yon. | |ooked at your dossier. You're a very
interesting individual. Well, | suppose you're terribly busy, too."

"Yes," replied his clever Mac. "Although not as busy, naturally, as the
state prosecutor."”

“Conme now, Mac, your chief assures ne that you work day and ni ght. Now
take me, for exanple... | can't say that about nyself. The state prosecutor
does have sone free evenings. You'll be surprised to know that | have lots
of questions for you. | nust confess that | wanted to talk with you, even
then, after the trial. But | had so many cases, an endl ess stream of cases."

“I"'m at your service," said Mac. "Especially since | have a |ot of

file:///D]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...0Strugatsky%20-%20Prisoners%200f%20Power.htm (187 of 205) [2/24/2004 10:35:40 PM]



Arcady and Boris Strugatsky. Prisoners of Power

guestions for you."

“Now, now, Mac!" the prosecutor thought to hinself. "Don't be so open
about it. W're not alone." He said aloud, calmy: "Fine! I'll do ny best.
Now | nust ask you to excuse ne. | nust run."

He shook Mac's enornmous hand. Ah, yes, he had finally hooked his Mac.
He was all his now "He fell right into nmy hands. He's anxious to neet with
me, and now I1'Ill set the trap." The prosecutor paused in the doorway,

snapped his fingers, and said as he turned around: "Ch, Mac, what are you
doing this evening? | just realized that I'mfree tonight."
"This evening? Well, tonight | have --"

"Then cone together!" exclainmed the prosecutor. "That's even better.
You'll neet ny wife and we'll have a fine evening. Is eight o' clock all
right? 1'll send a car for you. Agreed?"

" Agreed. "

The prosecutor was jubilant. He made the rounds of the chemstry
sector's renmmining |laboratories, smling, clapping shoulders, and shaking
hands. "He agreed!" be thought as he signed the re-port in Hed's office. "He
agreed, massaraksh, agreed!" he chortled to hinself triunphantly on the way
hone.

He gave instructions to his chauffeur and ordered his assistant to
i nformthe departnent that the prosecutor was occupied. "Don't admt anyone,
di sconnect the phone. Go to the devil, get out of ny sight, but stay wthin
easy reach." He summoned his wife, kissed her on the neck, renenbering in
passing that they hadn't seen each other in about ten days. He asked her to
arrange a supper -- a light, tasty neal for four -- to be a good hostess,
and to be prepared to neet a nost interesting person. Be sure, he added, to
have plenty of wine. An assortnment of the very best.

He shut hinself up in his study, laid out the case in the green folder,
and reviewed it again, fromthe very beginning. Only once was he di sturbed,
when a nessenger fromthe War Departnent delivered the latest bulletin from
the front. The front had coll apsed. Soneone had drawn the Khontis' attention
to the yellow vehicles, and last night they had destroyed ninety-five
percent of the emtter-equipped tanks with nucl ear weapons. No news had been
recei ved yet about the fate of the arny. It was the end. The end of the war.
The end of General Shekagu and General Odu. The end of Cchkarik, Chainik,
Tucha, and other rather mnor figures. Very possibly the end of the Count.
And it certainly would nean the end of Smart, too, if Smart weren't so
cl ever.

He di ssolved the report in a glass of water and paced around his study.
He felt a trenendous sense of relief: now at |east, he knew precisely when
he woul d be summoned wupstairs. "First they wll finish off Baron, and it
will take at |east twenty-four hours to choose between Puppet and Zub. Then

they will have to deal wth GOCchkarik and Tucha. That will take another
twenty-four hours. While they're at it, they'll knock off Chainik. It wll
take themat |east two days to knock off General Shekagu. And that will be

it."
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He didn't |eave his study until his guest had arrived.

The guest nade a nost pleasant inpression. He was splendid. So splendid
that the prosecutor's wfe, a cold high-society matron, shed twenty years
and behaved in an incredibly fem nine manner fromthe nonent she laid eyes
on Mac... as if she knew the role Mac would play in her future.

"Why are you al one?" She was surprised. "M husband ordered supper for
four."

“"Yes, | did," said the prosecutor. "I thought you would becom ng with
your girlfriend. | renmenber that girl. Because of you she alnbst got into a
ot of trouble."

“"She did," said Mac calmy. "But, with vyour permssion, we'll discuss
that later.™

They dined for a long time; they laughed a lot, drank a little. The
prosecutor repeated the |atest gossip; his wife told sone very risqué jokes;
and Mac described his flight on the bonber. As he roared with |aughter, the
prosecut or thought to hinself with horror what woul d have happened to himif
even one rocket had hit its mark.

When supper was over, the prosecutor's wfe excused herself. The
prosecutor took Mac by the armand led himinto his study for a wine that no
nore than three dozen people in the country had had the chance to savor.

They settled down in confortable chairs on either side of a coffee
table in the study's coziest corner, sipped the precious wi ne, and | ooked at
each other. Mac wore a very serious expression. He obviously knew what was
com ng, so the prosecutor abruptly rejected his original plan for their
di scussion, a clever plan built on innuendoes and the gradual recognition of
each other's goals. Rada's fate, Strannik's intrigues, the Creators
machi nations -- all these issues had lost their significance. He recognized
with an amazing clarity that reduced himto despair that all his skill in
conducting such conversations was superfluous wth this man. Mc would
either agree to his proposals or reject themoutright. It was extrenely
sinple, as sinple as the question of the prosecutor's fate; he would either
live or be crushed in a few days. H s fingers trenbled; he set the w negl ass
on the table quickly and went straight to the point.

"I know, Mac, that you are a nenber of the underground, a nenber of its
staff, and an eneny of the existing order. And that you are an escaped
convict who nurdered the crew of a special operations tank. Now, about
nyself. | amthe state prosecutor, a trusted governnent official with access
to the highest state secrets, and also an eneny of the existing order. Here
is ny proposal: | ampreparing a coup. You are to overthrow the Creators.
Wen | say 'you,' | nmean you and only vyou: this does not concern your
organi zation. You nust understand that any interference by the underground
will lead to total disaster. The conspiracy | am proposing to you is based
on ny know edge of the highest state secret. | shall tell you this secret.
Only you and | nust know it. If a third party should learn it, we wll be
exterm nated very quickly. Keep in mnd that the underground and its staff
are teemng wth provocateurs. So don't consider trusting anyone, not even
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your closest friends."

Wt hout savoring its contents, he drained the glass of wine. Then,
| eani ng toward Mac, he conti nued.

“I know where the Center is. You are the only man capable of seizing

control of it. I am now proposing a plan I've worked out for the Center's
capture and subsequent neasures. You will exe-cute this plan and becone
Chief of State. | shall remain with you as your political and economc
advi ser, since you are conpletely unschooled in such matters. | amfamliar
with the general features of your objectives. | amnot opposed to them |
support themsinply because nothing can be worse than what we have now.
That's it. I'"'mfinished. Nowit's your turn."

Mac said nothing. He twirled the wneglass in his fingers and renai ned
silent. The prosecutor waited: he felt a peculiar sense of detachnent from
his body, as if he were not in it, but suspended sonewhere in space; as if
he were | ooking down upon this softly illumnated cozy corner, upon the
silent Mac, and upon sonething stiff, wunseeing, and lifeless propped in a
chair beside Mac.

Finally Mac broke the silence.

“"When | capture the Center, what are ny chances of survival ?"

"Fifty-fifty. Maybe better. | don't know. "

Mac paused again for a long tine.

“"It's a deal," he said finally. "Were is the Center?"

19.

Toward noon the phone rang. Maxim picked up the receiver. It was the
pr osecut or .

“I would like to speak with M. Sim"

“Speaking,"” replied Maxim "Hello." He sensed instantly that sonething
had happened.

"He's back. Can you begin at once?"

"Yes," replied Mac in a | ow voice. "But you promnm sed ne sonething....'

“I didn't have tine." There was a note of panic in his voice. "And
there isn't tine now Begin at once. We can't delay another m nute! Mac, do
you hear ne?"

"Yes. Fine. |Is that all?"

"He's on his way to the institute now. He'll be there in thirty or
forty mnutes.”

"1 understand. Anything el se?"

“"That's all. Get going, Mac. Good | uck!"

Maxi m hung up the receiver and sat there for several seconds, pondering

hi s next nove. "Massaraksh, what a ness. But | still have tinme to think." He
grabbed the receiver again. "Professor Allu Zef, please.”
" Speaki ng! "
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"This is Mac."

"“Massaraksh, | asked you not to disturb ne today."

"Keep quiet and listen. Go down to the |obby imediately and wait for
nme. "

"“Massar aksh, |'m busy!"

Maxim ground his teeth and cast a glance at his assistant. He was
diligently conputing on the cal cul ator.

“Zef, get down to the |obby right nowi Do you understand? Now " He hung
up and dialed Vepr's nunber. He was in luck: Vepr was hone. "This is Mac. Go
outside and wait for ne. It's urgent!"

“"Fine," said Vepr. "lI'mon ny way."

Maxi m hung up, thrust his hand into a desk drawer, and pulled out the
first folder he could lay his hands on. Wile he leafed through it
nmechani cally, he feverishly reviewed in his mind the preparations he had
made. "The car is in the garage. The bonmb is in the trunk. And we have a
full gas tank. No weapons. The hell wth it, we don't need them The
docunents are in ny pocket, and Vepr is waiting. It's a good thing | thought
about taking Vepr. True, he mght refuse to go along with this. No, | doubt

that he will; | wouldn't. Well, that seens to be about everything." He gave
instructions to his assistant. "If anyone calls, tell them |I'mat the
Construction Departnent. |I'll return in an hour or two. See you later.”

He tucked the folder under his arm left the |aboratory, and ran down
the stairs. Zef was already pacing the |obby. Wen he spotted Maxim he
hal ted, placed his hands behind his back, and scow ed.

"What the hell's going on? Massaraksh!"

Maxi m gr abbed himby the armand pulled himtoward the exit.

“"What the hell is going on here?" nuttered Zef. "Were are we goi ng?
Vhy ?"

Maxi m shoved him out the door, pulled himalong the asphalt path and
around the corner toward the garage. The area was deserted except for a | awn
nmower chuggi ng in the distance.

“"Where the hell are you taking ne?" shouted Zef.

“"Shut up and listen! Get all our people together at once. Al of them
Whoever vyou <can |ay your hands on. To hell with their questions! Listen!
Whoever you can get. And with weapons. There's a pavilion opposite the gate.
You know where it 1s? Digin and wait. In about thirty mnutes. Are you
listening to ne, Zef?"

"Wel | ?" said Zef inpatiently.

“I'n about thirty mnutes Strannik will arrive at the gate."

"He's back?"

“"Don't interrupt ne. Strannik will probably arrive at the gate in about
thirty mnutes. If he doesn't -- fine. Just sit tight and waitfor nme. |If he
does cone -- shoot him"

"Have you gone out of your mnd?" asked Zef. Maxi mkept walking, and
Zef ran after him cursing. "We'll all be killed, massaraksh! There are

guards! Police spies all over the place!"
“"Do your best. Strannik nust be shot."
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They wal ked up to the garage. Maxi m | eaned his weight against the bolt
and rol |l ed open the door.

"This 1is insane," said Zef. "Way Strannik? He's not that bad a guy;
everyone |ikes him"

"Suit yourself!" said Maximcoldly. He opened the trunk, felt the fuse
and timng device through the oiled paper, and slammed it shut again. "I
can't tell you anything right now But we have a chance. Qur only chance."
He sat behind the wheel and inserted the ignition key. "And keep this in
mnd: if you don't finish himoff, he'll finish you off. You don't have
time. Get going, Zef!"

He turned on the engi ne and backed out of the garage slowy.

Zef stood in the doorway. It was the first tinme Mac had ever seen Zef
like this -- frightened, stunned, bew | dered.

The car rolled toward the gate. A stony-faced |egionnaire recorded the
| i cense nunber unhurriedly, opened the trunk, |ooked in, closed it, returned
to Maxi m

“"What do you have in the trunk?"

"Arefractoneter,” said Maxim extending his pass and a permt to
transfer equi pnent.

"Refractometer RL- seven, i nventory number...," mutt ered, t he
| egionnaire. "I'll wite it down in a mnute."

He poked around in his pocket for a pad.

"Hurry, please. I'min a rush," said Maxim

"Who signed this permt?"
"I don't know. Probably Hed."
"You don't know? If | could nmake out his signature, everything would be

XK "

Finally he opened the gate and Maximdrove onto the road. "If this
doesn't work out," he thought, "and | manage to survive, 1'Il have to
escape. Damm Stranni k, he sensed that sonething was up and returned. Suppose
we' re successful -- then what? Nothing is ready, we don't have a plan of the

pal ace. Smart didn't have tinme to get it, and he didn't get those photos of
the Creators either. Qur people aren't prepared; we don't have a plan. Damn

Stranni k! If it weren't for him 1'd still have three days left to work out
a plan. And then there's the arny and the staff, too, to worry about.
Massar aksh! They're going to get noving fast. W'll have to take care of
them Well, that's Vepr's job. He'll be glad to do it. He knows how to
handle it."

Maxi mturned off the main thoroughfare into a narrow | ane between two
gigantic pink stone skyscrapers and drove along the cobbl estones toward a
ranshackl e bl ackened cottage. Vepr was waiting for him |eaning against a
| anp post and snoking a cigarette. Wen the car pulled up, he threw away the
butt, squeezed through the small door, and sat down beside Maxim As usual,
he was cal m

“"H, Mac. What's up?”

Maxi m swung the car around and returned to the main thoroughfare.
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“"Do you know what a thernmal bonb is?"

“I've heard about them™" replied Vepr.

"Good. Have you ever handl ed synchronized fuses?"

"Only yesterday," said Vepr.

"Excel lent."

They rode in silence for sone tinme. The traffic was heavy. Tuning out
everyt hi ng, Maxi m concentrated exclusively on breaking through, on squeezing
bet ween huge trucks and old buses without hitting anyone or being hit, on
maki ng green lights and maintaining his speed, as slowas it was. Finally,
t hey broke through onto a famliar expressway |lined with enornous trees.

"It's strange,” thought Maxi m suddenly. "I entered this world on this
very sane route -- or, | should say, Fank brought nme into it. It's entirely
possible that | shall leave this world, and all worlds, by the very sane
route, and take a good man wth ne." He cast a sidelong glance at Vepr's
serene face: he sat there wth his artificial arm hangi ng out the w ndow,
waiting patiently for an explanation from Mac. Perhaps he was surprised or
excited, but his face renained inpassive. Maximfelt proud that a man of his
caliber trusted himand relied on himinplicitly.

“I"'mvery grateful to you, Vepr," he said.

"How s that?" asked Vepr, turning to him

“"Do you renenber how you called ne aside once at a staff neeting and
gave nme sonme good advi ce?"

"I do."

"So, I'mgrateful to you for it. | listened to you."

"Yes, | noticed. But you disappointed ne a little, too."

“You were right then," said Maxim "I took your advice. As a result, a
very special opportunity has just presented itself: the opportunity to
capture the Center."

Vepr started.

“Now?" he asked qui ckly.

"Yes, now. We nust hurry. | didn't have tine to prepare anything. It's
possible that 1'll be killed; then the whole thing will be a waste. That's
why | brought you al ong."

"Keep tal king."

“I'"l'l enter the building, and you'll stay in the car. An alarmwll go
off after a while and shooting may begin. Don't |et that bother you. Stay
put in the car and wait. Wit twenty mnutes. If you receive a radiation
strike during that tinme, it neans that everything went OK You can pass out
with a happy smle on your face. If there's no radiation strike, step out of

the car. You'll find a bonb in the trunk. It has a synchroni zed fuse set for
ten mnutes. Unload the bonb on the roadway, turn on the fuse, and |eave.
Panic will break out. Play it for all it's worth."

Vepr pondered Mac's instructions.
"Can | make a call?"

n m. n
"Listen, Mac, if you're still alive, you'll need people who are
prepared to fight. If you're dead, |I'll need them That's why you brought ne

file:///D]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...0Strugatsky%20-%20Prisoners%200f%20Power.htm (193 of 205) [2/24/2004 10:35:40 PM]



Arcady and Boris Strugatsky. Prisoners of Power

along. If I'malone, all | can do is begin. And then there will be too
little time. So people must be warned beforehand. I'd like to warn them ™
"The underground staff?" asked Maxi m hostilely.
“"Certainly not. |I have ny own group."

Maxim said nothing. Afamliar gray five-story building with a stone
wal | along its pedinent | ooned ahead of them Sonewhere along its corridors
wandered Fi shface, and enraged H ppo was shouting and sputtering. This was
the Center. He had cone full circle.

"OK," agreed Maxim "There's a phone booth by the entrance. Wen |
enter -- but no sooner -- you can |leave the car and call."

"Good, " said Vepr.

As they approached the exit ranp fromthe expressway, thoughts of Rada
crossed Maxims mnd; he wondered what would becone of her if he failed to
return. She would have a bad tine of it. Perhaps nothing woul d happen, and
they would release her. "Still, she'll be all alone. Wth Guy gone. And
nysel f, too. Poor girl."

“Do you have a fam|y?" he asked Vepr.

"Yes, a wife."

Maxi mbit his |ip.

“I"'msorry that things turned out so awkwardly."

"Forget it, Mac," said Vepr calmy. "I said ny farewells. | always do
when | | eave the house. So this is the Center. \Woever woul d have thought ?"

Maxi m parked the car, maneuvering it between a shabby conpact and a
| uxurious state |inpusine.

“Well, | guess that's it," he said. "Wsh ne |uck, Vepr."

"Wth all ny heart."” Vepr's voice broke. "Still, I've lived to see this

day.

Maxi mrested his cheek on the wheel.

“If only we live through this day," he said. "To see the evening."

Vepr | ooked at hi m anxi ously.

“I't's hard for nme to go, Vepr," explained Maxim "Dammed hard. By the
way, renenber this and be sure to tell it to your friends: you people do not
live on the inner surface of a sphere, but on the outer surface. The
uni verse has many nore such spheres. The inhabitants of sone are far worse
off than you, and the inhabitants of others live nuch better than you. But |
can tell you this: nowhere else in the universe do people live nore stupidly
t han you. You don't believe it? Then the hell with you. |I'm going."

He opened the door and clinbed out. He wal ked through the parking | ot
and ascended the stone steps. Step by step he went up, groping in his pocket
for the entrance pass prepared for him by the prosecutor, for the building
pass that the prosecutor had stolen, and for the plain pink piece of
cardboard, representing another pass that the prosecutor could neither
counterfeit nor steal for him It was hot, and the inhabited island s
i npenetrabl e sky glistened |ike alumnum The steps seened to burn through
his soles. What a sensel ess venture! "Why the hell go through with it if we
didn't have the tinme to prepare properly? Suppose, instead of one officer in
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that little room there are two, even three, waiting for me with their guns?
Captain Chachu used a pistol, but there's going to be a lot nore bullets
this tinme. | was in nuch better condition then, and Chachu al nost did ne in.
This tinme they won't let ne slip away. I'ma fool. I was a fool then and I
still am The prosecutor sure hooked ne. But how cone he trusted ne? | can't
figure it out. Ah, hownice it would be to escape fromall this and run off
to the nountains, breathe the pure, fresh nmountain air. | never did manage
to get to them Such a clever, distrustful man -- yet he trusted ne wth
such a precious secret! H's world's suprene treasure!”

He opened a glass door and handed a |l egionnaire his entrance pass.
Crossing the | obby, he went past a bespectacled girl stanping passes and an
adm ni strator exchangi ng curses with sonmeone on the tel ephone. He showed his
buil ding pass to another | egionnaire at the corridor entrance. The
| egi onnai re nodded amicably to the famliar figure: Mac had been com ng here
daily for the past three days.

He kept wal ki ng.

He passed through the |ong, doorless corridor and turned left.

This was his second visit here. Yesterday, he had been here "by
m stake." ("What room are vyou looking for, sir?" "Sixteen, corporal.”
“"You're in the wong corridor, sir. It's in the next one." "Sorry, corporal.
Thank you.")

He handed the corporal his building pass and cast a sidelong glance at
two strapping | egionnaires, arnmed with submachi ne guns and standing stiffly
at either side of the door opposite him Then he | ooked at the other door,
t hrough which he woul d be passing in a few seconds. "Departnent of Special
Transportation.” The corporal inspected his pass carefully and pressed a
button on the wall. A bell rang behind the door. "Now the officer sitting
besi de the green drapes has been alerted. Maybe two officers. O even three.
They are waiting for me to enter. If | frighten themand junp back, I'Il run
into the corporal and those |egionnaires guarding the other door. And that
roomis probably crawing with soldiers.”

The corporal returned the pass and said: "Please have your docunents
ready."

Taking out the pink piece of cardboard, he opened the door and entered
t he room

Massar aksh! Not one room But three. A suite of roons, green drapes at
one end. A runner beneath his feet, |eading directly to the green drape.
Thirty neters, at |east.

And not two officers, or three. Six!

In the first room tw in arny gray. GQuns already trained on him In
the second room two in Legion black. Guns not ained, but drawn. 1In the
third room two in civilian clothes, on either side of the drapes.

One turned his head.

"Go toit, Mac!"

He sprang forward with a trenendous |eap and wondered in that split
second if he would pull a tendon. Air rushed into his face.

“"There it is: the green drapes.
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“"Civilian on the left is looking to one side. Gve it to him-- a chop
in the neck.

“"Civilian on the right blinks. Hs eyes freeze.

"Now, clobber him and then into the el evator.

"The el evator is dark. Were's the button? Massaraksh, where is it?"

Al one submachine gun clattered slowy, echoing through the corridors.
Instantly, a second one joined in.

"But they're still firing at the door, where they saw ne last. They
haven't realized yet what happened. Purely a refl ex.

"The button! Wiere is it? Massaraksh, here it is, in the nost obvious
pl ace. "

He pressed the button and the car descended. The car noved rapidly: it
was an express elevator. His foot began to hurt. "Did | sprain ny ankle?
Forget it, that's uninportant now. Massaraksh, | got through!”

The car stopped, Maxi mjunped out, and the shaft runbled and rang as
chips started to fly. Three guns kept firing from above at the roof of the
car. "Fire away. You'll realize in a mnute that you re wasting your tine,
that you have to get the elevator back upstairs so you can cone down
your sel ves. You m ssed your chance."

He gl anced around. "Massaraksh, wong again. Not one entrance, but
three. Three absolutely identical tunnels. Aha, tw are only spare
generators. Wiile one's working, the others are being overhaul ed. Wich one
I's working now? Looks |ike this one.™

He dashed into the mddle tunnel. The el evator grow ed behind his back.
"You guys are too late. You'll never nmake it, even though the tunnel is |ong
and nmy ankle hurts. Ah, here's a turn. You turds wIl|l never get ne now " He
reached the generators runbling beneath a steel plate and rested for a few
seconds. "Mbst of the job is finished; the rest is easy. In a few mnutes
they' Il come down in the elevator and barge into the tunnel. But they don't
know that the depression emtter will drive them back. Wat else could
happen now? They m ght toss a tear-gas shell down the corridor. But | doubt
it: they probably don't have any. They've probably sounded the alarm by now.
O course the Creators could turn off the depression barrier. But they won't
bring thenselves to doit. And they couldn't do it in tine even if they
wanted to. Five of them would have to assenble with five keys, and all agree
on a decision; first, they would have to consider whether one of their
nunber is playing a trick, or sone sort of provocation is involved. After
all, who in this world could breakthrough the radiation barrier? Possibly
Strannik, if he has secretly invented a protective device. But those six
armed guards up-stairs would have stopped him And there's nobody el se.™

Submachine guns were chattering away around the conmer in the dark

tunnel. "Fire away, jerks. | don't mnd." He bent over the power
swi tchboard, renoved the casing carefully, and tossed it into the corner.
“"Yes, a very primtive device. It's a goodthing | read up on their
el ectronics. Suppose | hadn't? And suppose Stranni k had returned two days
ago? Yes, ny fine friends, here | amlike a novice nechanic who nust
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troubl eshoot in a big hurry. | don't even know what to | ook for. Massaraksh,
what kind of design is this -- no insulation! Aha, there you are. WlIl, good
| uck, as the state prosecutor would say!"

He sat down on the floor in front of the power sw tchboard and w ped
his forehead with the back of his hand. He had done his job: the powerful
bl ows of a depression field were overwhelmng the entire country, fromthe
Qutlands to the Khonti frontier, fromthe ocean to the Al ebastro Muntai ns.

The guns were quiet. The guards had been laid low by the depression
field. "lI"lIl have to see how they | ook when they're sunk in depression.

“"For the first tinme in his |ife the prosecutor is welcomng a radiation
strike. But I'"'mreally not interested in seeing how he | ooks. The Creators
never knew what hit themand are now withing in pain, hoofs up, as Captain
Chachu used to say. He's been laid low, too, with the rest of them And I'm
dam gl ad.

"Zef and the boys are lying there, too, hoofs up.

"Stranni k! Geat! That bastard Strannik is down, too, hoofs up, wth
t hose enornous ears of his spread out on the floor. The biggest ears in the
whol e country. Maybe they've shot himby now. That would be even better.

"Rada, ny Rada, is lying sonewhere in a fit of depression. Never m nd,
it probably isn't painful, and it will soon be over.

“"Vepr."

He junped up. How nmuch tinme had passed? He dashed back through the
tunnel. Vepr had probably been laid low, too. But if he had heard the
shooting before the strike, he mght not have stayed put.

He ran toward the el evator and paused briefly to glance at the officers
laid out by the strike. It was a distressing scene: all three had flung down
their guns and were crying;, they were even too weak to w pe away their
tears. "Fine, cry, it will do you sone good. Cry over ny buddy Quy; cry over
Ordi; over Gel; over nmy friend Forester. Fromthe | ooks of you, you haven't
cried since you were kids; in any case, you've never cried over those you've
killed. So cry, at |east, before your own death."”

The el evator carried himto the surface quickly. The suite of roons was

full of officers, noncons, |legionnaires, civilians -- all arned, all sitting
or lying and grieving. Sobbing, nmunbling, shaking their heads, and beating
their breasts. "Massaraksh, what a sight. The black radiation... | can see
why the Creators were saving it for a rainy day."

He ran into the |obby, |eaping over bodies stirring feebly on the

floor. After nearly toppling head over heels down the stone steps, he halted
in front of his car and caught his breath. Vepr's nerve shad held out after
all: he lay on the front seat wth his eyes cl osed.

Maxi m dragged the bonb fromthe trunk, renoved it from the w apping,
and returned to the elevator unhurriedly. He exam ned the fuse thoroughly,
set the timer, laid the bonb inside the elevator, and pressed the "down"
button. The car vani shed, carrying into the nether world a fiery spirit that
woul d expl ode into freedomin ten m nutes.

Returning to his car, he propped Vepr into an upright position and
maneuvered the car fromits parking space. The gray building rose above him
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heavy, stupid, doonmed, packed wi th doonmed people who could neither wal k nor
under st and what was happeni ng.

“"The place is a nest, a snake's nest, full of the nost choice trash,
trash collected wwth great care, gathered here for the ex-press purpose of
converting into nore trash all those within reach of the emtters' sorcery.
All of themare enemes of the people, and not one of themwould hesitate

for a nonment to shoot, betray, or crucify ne, Vepr, Zef, Rada -- all ny
friends. Still, it's just as well that ny thoughts didn't run this way
before. |If they had, they would have gottenin ny way. | would have

renmenbered Fishface. She's the only person in this dooned snake's nest who
-- why am|l so concerned about Fishface? Wwat do | really know about her?
That she taught ne their |anguage? And nade ny bed? Forget about her; you
realize very well that there's nuch nore at stake here than Fishface. The
point is that from now on, you nust fight in dead earnest, as everyone el se
does. And you will have to struggle against fools, vicious fools created by
the radi ation strikes; against clever, ignorant, greedy idiots who directed
the radiation strikes; against well-neaning idiots who, using the sane
emtters, would be glad to transform vicious, diabolic puppets into
I ngratiating, quasidecent puppets. And every one of themwll try to w pe
out you, your friends, and your cause. The Wzard said: 'Don't Ilet your
conscience interfere with clear thinking, and Ilet your reason learnto
stifle your conscience when circunstances demand it.' He was right. A bitter
truth. Yes, what | acconplished here today, ny friends would call a feat!
Vepr lived to see the day; and he believed in it as in a fairytale with a
happy ending. So did Forester, Odi, Geen, and Gel Ketshef, and ny buddy
GQuy, and dozens of others, and hundreds and thousands of people |I've never
| aid eyes on. Yet, | feel bad. But if I want people to trust and follow ne
in the future, | nust never tell anyone that the nbst courageous nonent for
nme today was not when | |eaped and ran through a hail of bullets, but now,
right now, when there is still time to turn back and deactivate the bonb,
and |'m speeding away fromthis accursed place."

He drove al ong the strai ght expressway, where Fank had driven himsix
nmonths ago in a luxurious linmousine and had passed an endless col umm of
arnored vehicles. Fank had driven at a furious speed to deliver him to
Stranni k. Now he understood why Stranni k wanted him "He knew then that |
was immune to radiation, that | was very naive, that he could mani pul ate ne
as he pleased. Yes, Strannik knew all right. Damm him He's the devil
hinmself; the nost terrifying man in the country, perhaps on the entire

planet. 'He knows everything,' the prosecutor said. No, not everything.
You' ve gai ned the upper hand, Mac. You' ve won around fromthe devil. Now you
must kill himbefore it's too |ate, before he manages to recover his senses.

Maybe they've killed himalready -- right at the gates of his own den. No, |
don't believe they got him he's too nuch for them Even with twenty-four
rel atives and a couple of machine guns, Voldyr couldn't get him Massaraksh!
Too bad | didn't have tinme to contact the General. He's serving tine in the
penal colony. | wanted himto be prepared to start an insurrection anong the
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political prisoners and send them here by troop train. But whatever happens

there, | nust knock off Stranni k. Yes, | must knock himoff and hold out for
several hours wuntil the arny and the Legion are overwhel ned by radiation
deprivation. None of them know about radiation deprivation -- not even

Stranni k. How coul d he?"

The expressway was strewn wth cars parked at every concei vabl e angl e;
sonme had toppled over the shoulder into the drainage ditch. Drivers and
passengers were overwhel ned by the depression strike: sonme sat grieving on
runni ng boards; others were drooped over their seats or sprawl ed along the
shoul ders. It slowed Maxi mdown, forcing himto skirt vehicles and bodi es,
to brake, to detour. He failed to notice a bright yell ow car speedi ng toward
himfromthe city. It, too, skirted and detoured but rarely sl owed down.

The two vehicles net on a relatively deserted section of the expressway
and al nost collided as they sped past each other. Maxim caught sight of a
bare skull, round green eyes, and enornous protruding ears, and his heart
sank. Everything was fouled up again. "Stranni k! Massaraksh! The whole
country is knocked out by the depression field, every degen is out cold, and
this bastard, this devil, has managed to escape it. Wich neans that he's
invented a protective device. And | don't have a gun on ne." Maxi m gl anced
inthe rearview mrror and saw the long yellow car turn around. "Well, 1"l
have to nmanage w thout one. M conscience won't bother ne in the | east when
| finish off that guy." Mxi mpushed the accelerator to the floor. "Step on
it, let's go. Cone on, baby." The flat, yell ow hood noved cl oser and cl oser
until a pair of steely green eyes were visible behind the wheel." Cone on,
Mac! "

Shi el ding Vepr with one hand, Maxi mbraced hinself and slamred on the
brakes. Amd the squealing and screeching of brakes, the grinding and
crunching of netal, the yellow hood smashed into his trunk, collapsed |ike
an accordion, and stood on end. G ass scattered everywhere. Kicking out the
door, Maxim tunbled out. Pain wacked his body, tearing through his heel,
broken knee, and skinned arm but it was quickly forgotten at the sight of
Strannik standing before him Stranni k! |npossible! Butt here he was.
Di abol i cal Stranni k, cool and nenacing, his armraised to strike a bl ow

Maxi m rushed at him swinging at himwith every ounce of his renmaining
strength. Mssed! Aterrific blow at the back of his head sent himreeling.
Regai ning his bal ance, he saw Strannik | oom ng before himagain: the bare
skull, the steely green eyes, and the armraised to strike again. Hs face a
frozen nmask, Strannik stared over Maxims head. Maxi m|lunged at hi m again,
and this tinme he hit his mark. The dark, lanky figure folded up and sank to
t he pavenent slowy. Maxi m caught his breath and turned around.

The Center, a cube, was clearly visible. But then it flattened before
his eyes, flow ng dowward and collapsing i nward. Above it rose shinmrering
hot air, steam and snoke; and sonething blindingly white, whose heat was
felt even at this distance, showed through the long vertical girders and
wi ndow franes. OK, everything was going according to plan. Maximturned to
Stranni k triunmphantly. The devil lay on his side, eyes closed, clasping his
stomach with his long arns. Maxi m approached hi m cautiously. Vepr stuck his
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head out of the twisted car. Wiggling and squirmng, he tried to force his
way out. Maxim halted next to Strannik and |eaned over, debating how and
where he should deliver the final blow As he raised his arm over the
sprawmed figure, Strannik opened his eyes slightly and gasped hoarsely in
Li ngcos: "ldiot!" Maximfelt hinself go |inp.

"You goddamm idiot! You snotnose!" continued Strannik.

Qut of the gray enptiness cane Vepr's voice, loud and clear: "Step
aside, Mac, | have a gun.”

Maxi m caught Vepr's hand.

Strannik sat up with difficulty, still clasping his stomach. "Dam it,"

he whi spered painfully. "Don't just stand there. Find a car. Get a nove on!"

Maxi m | ooked around vacantly. The expressway had sprung to |ife again.
The Center had vanished: it was now a puddle of nolten netal, steam and
stench. The towers were not functioning, the puppets had ceased to be
puppets. Stunned figures tranped around near their cars, trying to figure
out what had happened to them how and why they had cone here, and what to
do next.

"Who are you?" asked Vepr.

“None of your business," said Strannik in Lingcos. He was in obvious
pai n.

"I don't understand," said Vepr, raising his gun.

“"Kamerer," called Strannik, "get your terrorist to shut up. And go
find a car."

"A car?" said Maxi mvacantly and hel pl essly.

"Massar aksh, " groaned Strannik, still pressing his hand against his
stomach. He managed to rise to his feet, then walked unsteadily to Maxinis
car, and crawed inside. "Sit down!" he said from the driver's seat. He

gl anced over his shoulder at the flame-tinged colum of snoke. "Wat the
hell did you plant there?"

"A thermal bonb."

“I'n the basenent or | obby?"

“I'n the basenent.”

Stranni k groaned, rested briefly wth his head thrown back, and then
started the engine. The car shook and rattl ed.

"For God's sake, get in!" he yell ed.

"Who is he?" asked Vepr. "A Khonti?"

Maxi m shook his head, jerked open the jamred rear door, and ordered
Vepr to get in.

Maxi m wal ked around the car and sat down beside Strannik. The car
| urched, then wobbl ed al ong the expressway.

“What are you planning to do now?" asked StranniKk.

"Hold on," said Maxim "At |east tell nme who you are.”

“I'm an agent of the Glactic Security Council,” replied Strannik
bitterly. "l've been here five years. W' ve been |laying the groundwork for
an inportant operation; we're trying to save this planet. W've been
pl anning thoroughly, taking into consideration all possible consequences.

file:///D]/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...0Strugatsky%20-%20Prisoners%200f%20Power.htm (200 of 205) [2/24/2004 10:35:40 PM]



Arcady and Boris Strugatsky. Prisoners of Power

All! Do you understand? Then you cane along. Wo the hell are you to stick
your nose into other people's affairs and ness up everything, set off
expl osi ons? Who do you think you are?"

"How was | supposed to know?" Maxim s voice fell

"You knew damm well that independent intervention was forbidden. As a
menber of the | ndependent Reconnai ssance Unit, you should have known. Back
on Earth your nother is going out of her mnd with worry, your girlfriends
keep phoning, your father quit his job. Wiat the hell were you going to do?"

"Shoot you," replied Maxi m

"What ?"

The car swerved sharply.

"Yes," said Maxim subm ssively. "Wat else could | have done? | was
told that you were responsible for all the evil | saw "

"And that wasn't so hard to believe, was it?"
"No, it wasn't."

“Well, all right. Then what were you planning to do?"

“A revol ution was supposed to begin."

"For whose benefit?"

"Well, with the Center destroyed and no nore radiation, |I thought
that..."

"“You t hought what ?"

“"That they would wunderstand at once that they were being oppressed,
that their lives were mserable, and that they would revolt."

"Why would they revolt?" said Strannik sadly. "Who would revolt? The
Creators are alive and thriving; the Legion is intact and unharned; the arny
is nobilized, and the country is at war. What were you counting on?"

Maximbit his lip. OF course he could tell Strannik about his plans and
goals, but it would be pointless since nothing was ready and everything had
turned out this way...

“It's up to them to take care of the rest.’

Maxi m pointed over his

shoul der to Vepr. "This man, for exanple. Let himtake over. My job was to
give themthe opportunity to do the planning thensel ves."
"Your job," nmuttered Strannik, "was to stay put until | caught you."
“I'"l'l keep that in mnd next tine."
“"You W ll return to Earth today!" commanded Stranni k.
“I don't think I will," replied Maxi m
"You will return to Earth today!" Strannik raised his voice. "l've

enough trouble on this planet w thout you. Pick up your Rada and clear out."
"Do you have Rada?"

"Yes. She's alive and well. Don't worry."

"Thank you for taking care of her,"” said Maxim "lI'mvery grateful to
you. "

The car rolled into the city. The nain street was jamed w th weavi ng,
honking cars, and reeked of exhaust fumes. Strannik turned into a side
street and passed through the sluns. Everything was dead here. On street
corners mlitary police in conbat hel mets, hands cl asped behind their backs,

stuck up like lanp posts. The reaction to events had been very rapid here: a
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general alarm had been sounded, and everyone was at his station as soon as
he recovered fromthe depression strike. "Maybe |I blew up the Center too
soon. Maybe | should have stuck to the prosecutor's plan? No, massaraksh!
It's just as well. Let themfigure out for thenselves what's what." Strannik
turned onto the main thoroughfare again. Vepr tapped Strannik on the
shoulder gently with his pistol. "Please drop ne off. Over there. Were
t hose peopl e are standing."”

Besi de a newsstand five figures huddl ed, their hands thrust deep inside
t he pockets of their long gray raincoats. The sidewalks were deserted.
Apparently, the depression strike had frightened people badly and sent them
scurrying for cover.

“What are your plans?" asked Strannik, slow ng down.

“"To breathe the fresh air," replied Vepr. "The weather is exceptionally
beauti ful today."

"He's one of us,
you want."

The car stopped by the shoulder. The raincoated figures retreated
cautiously behind the newsstand and peered out.

"One of us?" Vepr raised his eyebrows.

Maxi m | ooked at Strannik awkwardly, but Strannik nmade no attenpt to
hel p hi m

"I believe you, Mac," said Vepr. "W nust get to work on the staff now.

Maxi m explained to Vepr. "Feel free to say anything

That's where we nust Dbegin. You know what [|'m talking about. There are
people on it who nust be renoved before they dom nate the novenent."
"Good thinking," nmuttered Strannik. "By the way, | think I know you.

You are Tik Fesku, alias Vepr. AmI| right?"

"Yes, you are. Mac, get to work on the Creators. It's a tough job, but
right up your alley. Wiere can | get in touch with you?"

"Hold on, Vepr, | alnost forgot,” said Maxim "In a few hours the
entire country will be knocked out by radiation deprivation. Everyone wl |
be conpletely hel pl ess. ™

“Everyone?" Vepr was dubi ous.

"Everyone except the degens. You will have to take advantage of those
few days."

Vepr thought about it.

"That's great if it's true. Then we'll get to the degens at once. \Were

can | reach you?"

Maxi m didn't have tinme to reply.

"Sanme phone nunber as before,” said Stranni k. "Sane place. Now, here's
what you nust do. Organize your conmttee. Revive the organization that
exi sted under the Enpire. Sone of your people work for ne at the institute.
Massar aksh! We don't have enough tinme or people. Dam you, Maxim™"

“"The main thing," said Vepr, placing a hand on Maxi mM's shoul der, "is
that the Center is gone. You ve done a great |job, Mac. Thanks." He squeezed
Mac's shoulder, and dangling his artificial arm clinbed from the car
clunsily.
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The car darted forward. Maxim gl anced back. Vepr was standing in a
cluster of nmen in gray raincoats, talking to them and waving his pistol with
his good arm The nen remai ned i npassive. They didn't understand yet. O
didn't believe.

The street was deserted. Arnored trucks filled wwth | egionnaires rolled
toward them Up ahead, where the road turned into the institute, vehicles
had already straddled the road, and nen in black were pouring fromthem A
revoltingly famliar bright vyellow patrol car, equipped with a |long
tel escopi ¢ antenna, appeared anong the col umm of arnored trucks.

“Massar aksh,” nuttered Maxim "I conpletely forgot about them™

"You seemto have forgotten about a |lot of things," said Strannik. "You
forgot about the nobile emtters; you forgot about the Island Enpire; you
forgot about econom cs. Do you know that the country is about to coll apse,

econom cally? That it's threatened by famne? That the soil is not
produci ng? Do you know that you failed to set aside grain reserves and
nmedi cal supplies? Do you know that your radiation deprivation will lead to

insanity in twenty percent of the cases?" He wped his forehead with his
palm "W need doctors, twelve thousand of them W need protein
synt hesi zers. W nust, for a beginning, decontamnate one hundred mllion
acres of contam nated soil. W nust halt the deterioration of the biosphere.
Massar aksh, we need at |east one Earthling on the |Islands. Qur own people
can't hold out there; they <can't even give us a clear picture of what's
goi ng on."

Maxi m sai d not hi ng. They approached the roadbl ock. A strangely famli ar
stocky officer noved toward them waving his hand, and demanded to see their
docunents. Stranni k thrust a shiny badge under his nose. The officer sal uted
glumMy and glanced at Maxim It was Captain... no, not Captain, but
Bri gadi er Chachu of the Fighting Legion!

“I's this man with you, your excellency?" he asked.

“"Yes. I'min a hurry. Order themto |let ne through at once."

"I beg your pardon, your excellency, but this man --"

“Let nme through at once!" ordered Strannik.

Bri gadi er Chachu sal uted again, swng around on his heels, and waved to
his nmen. One of the trucks noved aside, and Strannik sped into the open
corridor.

"You see how it is, Mac," he said. "One-two, you thought, and the whole
thing would be over. Shoot Strannik, hang the Creators, drive the cowards
and fascists out of the wunderground staff, and your revolution would be
over."

“No, | never thought it would be that sinple.” Mxim felt defenseless
and st upi d.

Stranni k glanced at himand smled sadly. Maxim realized that he was
nei ther devil nor nonster, but a very kind and very vul nerabl e elderly man,
burdened by enornobus responsibilities, tornmented by the |oathsone disguise
of a «cold-blooded killer, and frustrated by another setback to a
nmeti cul ously worked out plan. And he was particularly upset now because one
of his own, an Earthling, had been the culprit.
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“I didn't reach you in time," he said regretfully. "I underestinated
you. Thought you were just a kid. Felt sorry for you." He smled ironically.
"You boys in the Independent Reconnai ssance Unit are fast workers."

"I don't think you should be so hard on yourself,” said Maxim "I'm
certainly not tornenting nyself. By the way, what's your nanme?"

“"Call me Ernst.”

“"No, I'"'mnot tornmenting nyself, Ernst, and | don't intend to. |I'm going
to get down to work. We're going to nake a revolution."

“I think you had better go hone," Stranni k advi sed hi m despairingly.

"But | amam hone." Maxim was inpatient. "Let's change the subject. |I'm
interested in the nobile emtters. What should we do about then®"

“Not hing," replied Stranni k. "Think what you should do about fam ne."

“1'm asking you about the emtters."”

Stranni k si ghed.

“"They're powered by batteries. They can be charged up only in ny
departnent. They'll go dead in about three days. The invasion will begin in
about a nmonth. Usually we've nmanaged to throw the subs off course, and only
a few reached the coast. This tine they're preparing an armada. | had
counted on the depression emtter, but now we'll have to sink them" He
paused briefly. "So you're hone. WlIl, let's see. Wiat exactly are you
pl anni ng to do now?"

They drove up to the departnent. The heavy gates were tightly shut, and
the stone wall enclosure was studded with the dark slots of newy installed
gun enbrasures. The departnent resenbled a fortress, ready for battle. Three
figures stood near the pavilion, and Zefs red beard burned through the
foliage |like an exotic flower.

"I don't know," replied Maxim "I'lIl do anything that people who
understand this world tell ne. If necessary, I'll work on economcs. |If |
have to, I'll sink submarines. But |I'm damed sure about one thing: |'1l]
never permt another Center to be built as long as | live. Even wth the

best of intentions."

Stranni k remained silent. The gates were now cl ose by. Zef shoul dered
his way through a hedge and canme out onto the road. His gun hung fromhis
shoul der, and even fromafar it was clear that he was angry and bew | dered.
Now, amd a string of <curses, he wuld demand an explanation. Wy,
massar aksh, had he been dragged away from his work, sold all that bull about
Stranni k, and forced to sit like a garden statue in a bed of petunias for
two hours straight!
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BORI S STRUGATSKY i s an astrophysicist and conputer expert who worked at
the fanobus Pulkovo Observatory. ARKADY STRUGATSKY is a specialist in
Japanese |literature and has translated works from Japanese into Russian.
Their works include Prisoners of Power, Roadside Picnic/Tale of the
Troi ka, Pri soners of Power, Roadside Picnic/Tale of the Troika, and Noon:
22nd Century.

Noon: 22nd Century.

ABOUT THE TRANSLATOR

HELEN SALTZ JACOBSON is a |ongtinme enthusiast of Soviet science fiction
and has transl ated several books fromthe Russian, including RUSSI AN SCI ENCE
FI CT1 ON (1968).

ABOUT THE SERIES

In the Soviet Union, as in the US. A, the fascination wth the
possibilities of science and technology has led to a rich and long tradition
of science fiction. Mcmllan's BEST OF SOVIET SCIENCE FICTION is now
presenting the magjor works in |lively, readable translations, allowng the
American reader to explore -- for the first tine -- the wde range of
vi sions of space, tine, and nan's future in the other najor SF tradition.
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