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I


The trap had closed at sundown. In the last red light, the
rabbit had battered himself against its walls until fear and
numbness ached home and he crouched shaken by the flutterings of
his heart. Otherwise there was no movement in him as night and the
stars came. But when the moon rose, its light was caught icily in
his great eyes, and he looked through shadows to the forest.

His vision was not made to focus closely, but after a while it
fell on the entrance to the trap. It had snapped down after him
when he entered, and then there had been only the flat bruising
beat of himself against the wood. Now slowly, straining through the
white unreal haze that was the moonlight, he recalled a memory of
the gate falling, and he squeaked ever so faintly with terror. For
the gate was there now, solid and sullen against the breathing
forest, and yet it had been up
and had come thunking down, and this now-then
doubleness was something the rabbit had never known before.

The moon rose higher, swinging through a sky full of stars. An
owl hooted, and the rabbit froze into movelessness as its wings
ghosted overhead. There was fear and bewilderment and a new kind of
pain in the owl's voice, too. Presently it was gone, and only the
many little murmurs and smells of night were around him. And he sat
for a long time looking at the gate and remembering how it had
fallen.

The moon began to fall too, into a paling western heaven.
Perhaps the rabbit wept a little, in his own way. A dawn which was
as yet only a mist in the dark limned the bars of the trap against
gray trees. And there was a crossbar seated low on the gate.

Slowly, very slowly, the rabbit inched across until he was at
the entrance. He shrank from the thing which had clamped him in. It
smelled of man. Then he nosed it, feeling dew cold and wet on his
muzzle. It did not stir. But it had fallen down.

The rabbit crouched, bracing his shoulders against the crossbar.
He strained then, heaving upward, and the wood shivered. The
rabbit's breath came fast and sharp, whistling between his teeth,
and he tried again. The gate moved upward in its grooves, and the
rabbit bolted free.

For an instant he poised wildly. The sinking moon was a blind
dazzle in his eyes. The gate smacked back into place, and he turned
and fled.

 

Archie Brock had been out late grubbing stumps in the north
forty. Mr. Rossman wanted them all pulled by Wednesday so he could
get the plowing started in his new field, and promised Brock extra
pay if he would see to it. So Brock took some dinner out with him
and worked till it got too dark to see. Then he started walking the
three miles home, because they didn't let him use the jeep or a
truck.

He was tired without thinking of it, aching a little and wishing
he had a nice tall beer. But mostly he didn't think at all, just
picked them up and laid them down, and the road slid away behind
him. There were dark woods on either side, throwing long shadows
across the moon-whitened dust, and he heard the noise of crickets
chirring and once there was an owl. Have to take a gun and get that
owl before he swiped some chickens. Mr. Rossman didn't mind if
Brock hunted. Mr. Rossman was all right.

It was funny the way he kept thinking things tonight. Usually he
just went along, especially when he was as tired as now, but—maybe
it was the moon—he kept remembering bits of things, and words sort
of formed themselves in his head like somebody was talking. He
thought about his bed and how nice it would have been to drive home
from work; only of course he got sort of mixed up when driving, and
there'd been a couple of smashups. Funny he should have done that,
because all at once it didn't seem so hard: just a few signals to
learn, and you kept your eyes open, and that was all.

The sound of his feet was hollow on the road. He breathed
deeply, drawing a cool night into his lungs, and looked upward,
away from the moon. The stars were sure big and bright tonight.

Another memory came back to him, somebody had said the stars
were like the sun only further away. It hadn't made much sense
then. But maybe it was so, like a light was a small thing till you
got up close and then maybe it was very big. Only if the stars were
as big as the sun, they'd have to be awful far away.

He stopped dead, feeling a sudden cold run through him. Good
Lord! How far up the stars were!

The earth seemed to fall away underfoot, he was hanging on to a
tiny rock that spun crazily through an everlasting darkness, and
the great stars burned and roared around him, so far up that he
whimpered with knowing it.

He began to run.

 

Jimmy Cobden rose early, even if it was summer and no school and
breakfast wouldn't be for a while yet. The street and the town
outside his windows looked very clean and bright in the young
sunshine, and not many people were out yet. A single truck
clattered down the road and a man in blue denim walked toward the
creamery carrying a lunch pail, otherwise it was as if he had the
whole world to himself. His father was already off to work, and Mom
liked to go back to bed for a while after fixing his breakfast, and
Sis was still asleep, so Jimmy was all alone in the house.

Sam Thomson was coming over and they'd go fishing, but Jimmy
wanted to get some more done on his model plane. He washed as
thoroughly as you could ask a ten-year-old to, snatched a roll from
the pantry, and went back to his room and the littered table there.
The plane was going to be a real beauty, a Shooting Star with a
CO2 cartridge to make a jet. Only somehow, this
morning it didn't look as good as it had last night. He wished he
could buy a real jet motor for it.

He sighed, pushing the work away, and took a sheet of paper.
He'd always liked to doodle around with numbers, and Miss Trench
had taught him a little about algebra. Some of the fellows had
called him teacher's pet for that, till he licked them, but it was
real interesting, not just like learning multiplication tables.
Here you made the numbers and
letters do something. Miss Trench said if he
really wanted to build spaceships when he grew up, he'd have to
learn lots of math.

He started drawing some graphs. The different kinds of equations
made different pictures. It was fun to see how x = ky + c made a
straight line while x2 + y2 = c was
always a circle. Only how if you changed one of the x's, made it
equal 3 instead of 2? What would be happening to the y in the
meantime? He'd never thought of that before!

He grasped the pencil tightly, his tongue sticking out of the
corner of his mouth. You had to kind of sneak up on the x and the
y, change one of them just a weeny little bit, and then …

He was well on the way to inventing differential calculus when
his mother called him down to breakfast.










II


Peter Corinth came out of the shower, still singing vigorously,
to find Sheila busy frying bacon and eggs. He ruffled her soft
brown hair up, kissing her on the neck, and she turned to smile at
him.

"She looks like an angel and cooks like an angel," he said.

"Why, Pete," she answered. "You never—"

"Never could find words," he agreed. "But it's gospel truth, me
love." He bent over the pan, inhaling the crisp odor with a
contented sigh. "I have a hunch this is one of those days when
everything will go right," he said. "A bit
of hubris for which the gods will doubtless
visit a nemesis on me. Ate:
Gertie, the slut, will burn out a tube. But you'll amend it
all."

"Hubris—nemesis-ate." A tiny frown creased her broad
clear forehead. "You've used those words before, Pete. What do they
mean?"

He blinked at her. Two years after marriage, he was still far
gone in love with his wife, and as she stood there his heart turned
over within him. She was kind and merry and beautiful and she could
cook—but she was nothing of an intellectual, and when his friends
came over she sat quietly back, taking no part in the conversation.
"What do you care?" he asked.

"I was just wondering," she said.

He went into the bedroom and began dressing, leaving the door
open so he could explain the basis of Greek tragedy. It was much
too bright a morning to dwell on so somber a theme, but she
listened closely, with an occasional question. When he came out,
she smiled and went over to him.

"You dear clumsy physicist," she said. "You're the only man I
ever knew who could put on a suit straight from the cleaners and
make it look like you'd been fixing a car in it." She adjusted his
tie and pulled down the rumpled coat. He ran a hand through his
black hair, immediately reducing it to unkemptness, and followed
her to the kitchenette table. A whiff of steam from the coffeepot
fogged his horn-rimmed glasses, and he took them off and polished
them on his necktie. His lean, broken-nosed face looked different
without them—younger, perhaps only the thirty years which was his
actual age.

"It came to me just when I woke up," he said as he buttered his
toast. "I must have a well-trained subconscious after all."

"You mean the solution to your problem?" asked Sheila.

He nodded, too absorbed to consider what her query meant. She
usually just let him run on, saying "yes" and "no" in the right
places but not really listening. To her, his work was altogether
mysterious. He had sometimes thought she lived in a child's world,
with nothing very well known but all of it bright and strange.

"I've been trying to build a phase analyzer for intermolecular
resonance bonds in crystal structure," he said. "Well, no matter.
The thing is, I've been plugging along for the past few weeks,
trying to design a circuit which would do what I want, and was
baffled. Then I woke up just this morning with an idea that might
work. Let's see—" His eyes looked beyond her, and he ate without
tasting. Sheila laughed, very softly.

"I may be late tonight," he said at the door. "If this new idea
of mine pans out, I may not want to break off work till—Lord knows
when. I'll call you."

"Okay, honey. Good hunting."

When he was gone, Sheila stood for a moment smiling after him.
Pete was a—well, she was just lucky, that was all. She'd never
really appreciated how lucky, but this morning seemed different,
somehow. Everything stood out sharp and clear, as if she were up in
the Western mountains her husband loved so well.

She hummed to herself as she washed the dishes and straightened
up the apartment. Memory slid through her, the small-town
Pennsylvania girlhood, the business college, her coming to New York
four years ago to take a clerical job at the office of a family
acquaintance. Dear God, but she had been unsuited for that kind of
life! One party and boy friend after another, everybody
fast-talking, jerky-moving, carefully hard-boiled and knowing, the
expensive and market-wise crowd where she always had to be on her
guard—All right, she'd married Pete on the rebound, after Bill
walked out calling her a stupid—never mind. But she'd always liked
the shy, quiet man, and she had been on the rebound from a whole
concept of living.

So I'm stodgy now, she told herself, and glad
of it, too.

An ordinary housewifely existence, nothing more spectacular than
a few friends in for beer and talk, going to church now and then
while Pete, the agnostic, slept late; vacation trips in New
England, the Rocky Mountains; plans of having a kid soon—who wanted
more? Her friends before had always been ready for a good laugh at
the shibboleth-ridden boredom which was bourgeois existence; but
when you got right down to it, they had only traded one routine and
one set of catchwords for another, and seemed to have lost
something of reality into the bargain.

Sheila shook her head, puzzled. It wasn't like her to go
daydreaming this way. Her thoughts even sounded different.

She finished the housework and looked about her. Normally she
would have relaxed for awhile before lunch, maybe reading one of
the pocket mysteries which were her prime vice; afterward there was
some shopping to do, maybe a stroll in the park, maybe a visit to
or from some woman friend, and then supper to fix and Pete to
expect. But she didn't feel like it today.

She walked over to the crowded bookshelf which filled one wall.
Pete went in for literature, though he never called it by any such
name. She had honestly tried to read it, but—well, you went to
sleep. It was her one sorrow, that so much of her husband's life
should lie beyond the edge of her own.

You know, she thought, I feel energetic today.
I think I'll try some of his beloved Joseph Conrad again.

She picked up the worn copy of Lord Jim and
took it to an armchair. It was mid-afternoon before she remembered
that she had forgotten all about lunch.

Corinth met Felix Mandelbaum in the elevator going down. They
were that rare combination, neighbors in a New York apartment
building who had become friends. Sheila, with her small-town
background, had insisted on getting to know everyone on their own
floor at least, and Corinth had been glad of it in the case of the
Mandelbaums. Sarah was a plump, quiet, retiring hausfrau sort,
pleasant but not colorful; her husband was a horse of quite another
shade.

Fifty years old, Felix Mandelbaum had begun in the noise and
dirt and sweatshops of the lower East Side, and life had been
kicking him around ever since; but he kicked back, and enjoyed it
hugely. He'd been everything from itinerant fruit-picker to skilled
machinist and O.S.S. operative overseas during the war——where his
talent for languages and people must have come in handy. His career
as a labor organizer ran parallel, from the old Wobblies to the
comparative respectability of his present job; officially executive
secretary of a local union, actually a roving trouble-shooter with
considerable voice in national councils. Not that he had been a
radical since his twenties: he said he'd seen radicalism from the
inside, and that was enough for any sane man. Indeed, he claimed to
be one of the last true conservatives—only to conserve, you had to
prune and graft and adjust. He was self-educated but widely read,
with more capacity for life than anyone else of Corinth's circle
except possibly Nat Lewis. Fun to know.

"Hello," said the physicist. "You're late today."

"Not exactly." Mandelbaum's voice was a harsh New York tone,
fast and clipped. He was a small, wiry, gray-haired man, with a
gnarled beaky face and intense dark eyes. "I woke up with an idea.
A reorganization plan. Amazing nobody's thought of it yet. It'd
halve the paper work. So I've been outlining a chart."

Corinth shook his head dolefully. "By now, Felix, you should
know that Americans are too fond of paper work to give up one
sheet," he said.

"You haven't seen Europeans," grunted Mandelbaum.

"You know," said Corinth, "it's funny you should've had your
idea just today. I woke up with the solution to a problem that's
been bedeviling me for the past month."

"Hm?" Mandelbaum pounced on the fact, you could almost see him
turning it over in his hands, sniffing it, and laying it aside.
"Odd." It was a dismissal.

The elevator stopped and they parted company. Corinth took the
subway as usual. He was currently between cars; in this town, it
just didn't pay to own one. He noticed vaguely that the train was
quieter than ordinarily. People were less hurried and unmannerly,
they seemed thoughtful. He glanced at the newspapers, wondering
with a gulp if it had started, but there was
nothing sensational. Fighting here and there throughout the world,
a strike, a Communist demonstration in Rome, another rocket sent to
the new space station, four killed in an auto crash—words, as if
rotary presses squeezed the blood from everything that went through
them.

Emerging in lower Manhattan, he walked three blocks to the
Rossman Institute, limping a trifle. The same accident which had
broken his nose years ago had injured his right knee and kept him
out of military service; though being yanked directly from his
youthful college graduation into the Manhattan Project might have
had something to do with that.

He winced at the trailing memory. Hiroshima and Nagasaki still
lay heavily on his conscience. He'd quit immediately after the war,
and it was not only to resume his studies or to escape the red tape
and probing and petty intrigue of government research for the
underpaid sanity of academic life; it had been a flight from guilt.
So had his later activities, he supposed—the Atomic Scientists, the
United World Federalists, the Progressive Party. When he thought
how those had withered away or been betrayed, and recalled the
brave clichés which had stood like a shield between him and the
Soviet snarl there for any to see who had eyes, he wondered how
sane the professors were after all.

Only was his present retreat into pure research and political
passivity—voting a discouraged Democratic ticket and doing nothing
else—any more balanced? Nathan Lewis, blast his reactionary hide,
was a local Republican committeeman, an utter and cheerful
pessimist who still tried to salvage something; and Felix
Mandelbaum, no less realistic than his chess and bull session
opponent Lewis, had more hope and energy, even looked forward to
the ultimate creation of a genuine American Labor Party. Between
them, Corinth felt rather pallid.

And I'm younger than either one!

He sighed. What was the matter with him? Thoughts kept boiling
up out of nowhere, forgotten things, linking themselves into new
chains that rattled in his skull. And just when he had the answer
to his problem, too.

That reflection drove all others out. Again, it was unusual;
ordinarily he was slow to change any train of thought. He stepped
forward with a renewed briskness.

The Rossman Institute was a bulk of stone and glass, filling
half a block and looking almost shiny among its older neighbors. It
was known as a scientist's heaven. Able men from all places and all
disciplines were drawn there, less by the good pay than by the
chance to do unhampered research of their own choosing, with
first-rate equipment and no deadlines. It had the inevitable
politicking and backbiting, but in lesser degree than the average
college; it was the Institute for Advanced Study, less abstruse and
more energetic, perhaps, and certainly with much more room. Lewis
had once cited it to Mandelbaum as proof of the cultural necessity
for a privileged class. "D'you think any government would ever
endow such a thing and then, what's more, have the sense to leave
it to itself?"

"Brookhaven does all right," Mandelbaum had said, but for him it
was a feeble answer.

 

Corinth nodded to the girl at the newsstand in the lobby, and
fumed at the slowness of the elevator. "Seventh," he said
automatically when it arrived.

"I should know that, Dr. Corinth," grinned the operator. "You've
been here—let's see—almost six years now, isn't it?"

The physicist blinked. The attendant had always been part of the
machinery to him; they had exchanged the usual pleasantries, but it
hadn't meant a thing. Suddenly Corinth saw him as a human being, a
living and unique organism, part of an enormous impersonal web
which ultimately became the entire universe, and yet bearing his
own heart within him. Now why, he asked himself
amazedly, should I think that?

"You know, sir," said the attendant, "I been wondering. I woke
up this morning and wondered what I was doing this for and if I
really wanted more out of it than just my job and my pension, and—"
He paused awkwardly as they stopped to let off a third-floor
passenger. "I envy you. You're going somewhere."

The elevator reached the seventh floor. "You could, well, you
could take a night course if you wanted to," said Corinth.

"I think maybe I will, sir. If you'd be so kind as to
recommend—well, later. I got to go now." The doors slid smoothly
across the cage, and Corinth went down hard marble ways to his
laboratory.

He had a permanent staff of two, Johansson and Grunewald,
intense young men who probably dreamed of having labs of their own
some day. They were already there as he entered and took off his
coat.

"Good morning … 'Morning … 'Morning."

"I've been thinking, Pete," said Grunewald suddenly, as the
chief went over to his desk. "I've got an idea for this circuit
that may work—"

"Et tu, Brute," murmured Corinth. He sat down on a
stool, doubling his long legs under him. "Let's have it."

Grunewald's gimmick seemed remarkably parallel to his own.
Johansson, usually silent and competent and no more, chimed in
eagerly as thoughts occurred to him. Corinth took over leadership
in the discussion, and within half an hour they were covering paper
with the esoteric symbols of electronics.

Rossman might not have been entirely disinterested in
establishing the Institute, though a man with his bank account
could afford altruism. Pure research helped industry, and Corinth's
study of crystal bonds could mean a good deal to metallurgy.
Grunewald fairly gloated over the prospect of what success would do
to their professional reputations. Before noon, they had set up a
series of partial differential equations which would go to the
computer at their regularly scheduled time to use it, and were
drawing up elements of the circuit they wanted.

The phone rang. It was Lewis, suggesting lunch together. "I'm on
a hot trail today," said Corinth. "I thought maybe I'd just have
some sandwiches sent up."

"Well, I'm not," said Lewis gloomily. "Something's gone very,
very wrong for me, and I wish you'd let me weep on your
shoulder."

"Oh, all right. Commissary do?"

"If you merely want to fill your belly, I suppose so." Lewis
went in for three-hour lunches complete with wine and violins, a
habit he had picked up during his years in pre-Anschluss Vienna.
"One o'clock do? The peasantry will have gorged by then."

"Okay." Corinth hung up and lost himself again in the cool
ecstasy of his work. It was 1:30 before he noticed the time, and he
hurried off swearing.

Lewis was just seating himself at a table when Corinth brought
his tray over. "I figured from your way of talk you'd be late," he
said. "What'd you get? The usual cafeteria menu, I suppose: mice
drowned in skim milk, fillet of sea urchin, baked chef's special,
baked chef—well, no matter." He sipped his coffee and winced.

He didn't look delicate: a short square man of forty-eight,
getting a little plump and bald now, sharp eyes behind thick
rimless glasses. He was, indeed, a hearty soul at table or saloon.
But eight years in Europe did change tastes, and he insisted that
his post-war visits had been purely gastronomical.

"What you need," said Corinth with the smugness of a convert,
"is to get married."

"I used to think so, when I began leaving my libertine days
behind. But then I'd get to thinking of a rainy day in Paris, and
the dearest little tart I ever—well, never mind. Too late now."
Lewis attacked a minute steak, which he always pronounced as if the
adjective were synonymous with "tiny," and scowled through a
mouthful. "I'm more interested in the histological aspect of
biology just now."

"You said you were having trouble—"

"Uh-huh. You know my work? I'm studying neurones—nerve cells.
Trying to culture them in artificial media. Young Roberts thinks it
may eventually lead to a way of replacing damaged nerve tissue, but
he's an incurable romantic. Anyway, I had me a nice string of
cells, still living in an excised section of tissue.
Lindbergh-Carrel technique, with modifications. I was studying
their measurable characteristics: elasticity, electrical
properties, and so on. They vary somewhat with different media, and
I'm trying to correlate the variations with—Koch knows what.
Yesterday I had a beautiful set-up, everything measured. This
morning Roberts ran the tests again and the results came out
different."

"Hm?" Corinth raised his eyebrows and chewed quietly for a
minute. "Well, what of it? So something has changed. The solution
you're keeping them in, maybe. Did your Roberts get careless?"

"I thought so at first, and chewed him out for it. He invited me
to check the whole set-up. I did. Nothing changed—except the cells
themselves. A small but significant difference. You know how a
neurone works? Like a digital computer. It's stimulated by a—a
stimulus, fires a signal, and is thereafter inactive for a short
time. The next neurone gets the signal, fires, and is also briefly
inactivated. Well, it turns out that everything is screwy today.
The resistance of the synapses has gone down, the inactivation time
is a good many microseconds less, the—oh, hell, let's just say the
whole system reacts significantly faster than normally. And the
signals are also more intense."

Corinth digested the information briefly. "Looks like you may
have stumbled onto something big."

"Onto what? The medium, the apparatus—it's all the same as
before. Nothing has changed, I tell you. I got my staff busy and
ran routine checks on other samples. They're speeded up too!"

Lewis struck a clenched fist against his temple. "And just when
I'd gotten an idea for a testing rig that'd take half the
time!"

"I don't see what you're complaining about," said Corinth
slowly. "It's not everybody who's lucky enough to find a really new
phenomenon. Only—it's odd you should have gotten your bright idea
just this morning. Everybody seems to be abnormally smart
today."

"Hm?" Lewis glanced sharply up, and Corinth related his casual
encounters.

"Odd, yes," nodded the biologist. He rubbed his chin. "Most odd.
I wonder—there haven't been any big thunderstorms around here
lately, have there? It's pretty well established that ozone
stimulates both physical and mental functioning. No—still, we'd
better check the atmosphere. Though that doesn't account for my
cultures; they're sealed in glass."

Corinth looked around. "Hullo, there's Dagmar. Wonder what's
made her so late? Hi, there!" He stood up, waving across the room,
and Dagmar Arnulfsen bore her tray over to their table and sat
down.

She was a tall, rangy, handsome woman, her long blonde hair
drawn tightly around the poised head, but something in her
manner—an impersonal energy, an aloofness, perhaps only the
unfeminine crispness of speech and dress—made her less attractive
than she should have been. She'd changed since the old days, right
after the war, thought Corinth. He'd been taking his doctorate at
Minnesota, where she was studying journalism, and they'd had fun
together; though he'd been too much and too hopelessly in love with
his work and another girl to think seriously about her. Afterward
they had corresponded, and he had gotten her a secretarial post at
the Institute, two years before. She was chief administrative
assistant now, and did a good job of it.

"Whew! What a day!" She ran a strong slim hand across her hair,
sleeking it down, and smiled wearily at them. "Everybody and his
Uncle Oscar is having trouble, and all of them are wishing it on
me. When Gertie threw a tantrum—"

"Huh?" Corinth regarded her in some dismay. He'd been counting
on the big computer to solve his equations that day. "What's
wrong?"

"Only God and Gertie know, and neither one is telling. Allanbee
ran a routine test this morning, and it came out wrong. Not much,
but enough to throw off anybody that needed precise answers. He's
been digging into her ever since, trying to find the trouble, so
far without luck. And I have to reschedule
everybody!"

"Very strange," murmured Lewis.

"Then different instruments, especially in the physics and
chemistry sections, are a little crazy. Murchison's polarimeter has
an error of—oh, something horrible like one-tenth of one per cent,
I don't know."

"Izzat so?" Lewis leaned forward, thrusting his
jaw out above the dishes. "Maybe it's not my neurones but my
instruments that're off whack—no, can't be. Not that much.
Nevertheless, I'll have to test them all—" He broke into vigorous
German profanity, using terms normally reserved for socialists.

"Me, too," said Corinth.

Dagmar's smile softened. "You looked so hopeful, Pete," she
said.

"I had a lovely new approach, but this—Count me in on your
remarks, Nat."

"Lots of the boys have come up all at once with brave new
projects, too," said Dagmar. "They want immediate use of things
like the big centrifuge—well, well, let's just keep plugging."

"All today, eh?" Corinth pushed his dessert aside and took out a
cigarette. "'Curiouser and curiouser,' said Alice." His eyes
widened. "Nat, I wonder—"

"A general phenomenon?" Lewis nodded. There was a grimness about
his mouth. "Could be, could be. We'd certainly better find
out."

"What're you talking about?" asked Dagmar.

"Things." Corinth explained while she finished eating. Lewis sat
quietly back, blowing cigar fumes and withdrawn into himself.

"Hm." Dagmar tapped the table with a long, unpainted fingernail.
"Sounds—interesting. Are all nerve cells, including those in our
own brains, suddenly being speeded up?"

"It's more basic than that," said Corinth. "Something may have
happened to—what? Electrochemical phenomena? How should I know?
Let's not go off the deep end till we've investigated this."

"Yeah. I'll leave it to you." Dagmar took out a cigarette for
herself and inhaled deeply. "I can think of a few obvious things to
check up on—hm, never thought I'd think of them so easily, either.
But it's your child." She turned to smile again at Corinth, the
gentle smile she saved for a very few. "Apropos, how's Sheila?"

"Oh, fine, fine. How's yourself?"

"I'm okay." There was a listlessness in her answer.

"You must come over to our place sometime soon for dinner. We
haven't seen you in quite awhile. Bring the new boy friend if you
want, whoever he is."

"Jack? Oh, him. I gave him the sack last week. But I'll come
over, sure." She got up. "Back to the oars, mates. See you."

Corinth regarded her as she strode toward the cashier's desk. "I
wonder why she can't keep a man," he murmured. "She's good-looking
and intelligent enough."

"She doesn't want to," said Lewis shortly.

"No, I suppose not. She's turned cold since I knew her in
Minneapolis. Why?"

Lewis shrugged.

"I think you know," said Corinth. "You've always understood
women better than you had any right to. And she likes you better
than anyone else around here, I think."

"We both go for music," said Lewis. It was his opinion that none
had been written since 1900. "And we both know how to keep our
mouths shut."

"Okay, okay," laughed Corinth. He got up. "I'm for the lab
again. Look, let's get some of the others on the phone and divide
up the labor, huh? Everybody check something. It won't take long
then."

Lewis nodded curtly and followed him out.

By evening the results were in, and Corinth felt a coldness as
he looked at the figures.

Electromagnetic phenomena were changed.

It wasn't much, but the very fact that the supposedly eternal
constants of nature had shifted was enough to crash a hundred
philosophies into dust. The subtlety of the problem held something
elemental. How do you re-measure the basic factors when your
measuring devices have themselves changed?

Well, there were ways. There are no absolutes in this universe,
everything exists in relation to everything else, and it was the
fact that certain data had altered relatively to certain other
phenomena which was significant.

Corinth had been working on the determination of electrical
constants. For the metals they were still the same, or nearly the
same, as before, but the resistivity and permittivity of insulators
had changed measurably—they had become slightly better conductors.
Another team had repeated Michelson's interferometric determination
of the velocity of light in vacuo. And light was
traveling a little faster.

That wrecked a whole cosmos!

Well, not necessarily. Could it be that the Earth had not been
in a true vacuum since—well, since Römer's time, or at least since
Michelson's? Maybe something, some local strain or force in this
small corner of the universe, had hitherto slowed light down.
And—hm. Could that account for the red shift of the remoter
galaxies? Maybe they weren't receding at all; maybe their light
simply decelerated, while keeping the same wavelength, as it
entered this part of space, thus lowering its frequency and giving
an illusory Doppler effect. In theory that was, of course,
impossible, but theory seemed to be going by the board now. Note:
have the observatories check on this.

Except in the precision apparatus, such as Gertie the computer,
the change in electromagnetic characteristics was not enough to
make any noticeable difference. But the most complex and delicately
balanced mechanism known to man is the living cell; and the neurone
is the most highly evolved and specialized of all
cells—particularly that variety of neurones found in the human
cerebral cortex. And here the change was felt. The minute
electrical impulses which represented neural functioning—sense
awareness, motor reaction, thought itself—were flowing more
rapidly, more intensely.

And the change might just have begun.

Dagmar shivered. "I need a drink," she said. "Bad."

"I know a bar," said Lewis. "To hell with this noise here.
Coming, Pete?"

"I'm going home," said the physicist. "Have fun."

He walked out, hardly aware of the darkened lobby and the late
hour.

 

Well, they'd done all they could for now. They'd checked as many
data as possible. Dagmar had gotten in touch with the Bureau of
Standards in Washington and turned the whole problem over to them.
She gathered, from what the man there said, that a few other
laboratories, spotted throughout the country, had also reported
anomalies. Tomorrow, thought
Corinth, they'll really start hearing about it.

He bought a newspaper at the corner and glanced at it as he
stood there. War, unrest, suspicion, fear and hate and greed, a
sick world crumbling—the old story. No mention of the change, that
was too big and too new yet.

He was suddenly aware that he had read through
the Times' crowded front page in about five
minutes. He shoved the newspaper into a pocket and strode on.

The city boiled around him, blinking signs, rumbling and hooting
traffic, hurrying faceless crowds, buildings arrogant against a sky
that was one haze of hectic light. It ground and grumbled in the
city, teeth stamping together, lightning down in her iron guts, she
was like an elemental force herself. Someone had raised storm and
the jinn here, long ago, and left them whirling and shouting and
grinding. He looked up and couldn't see the stars. He didn't know
if he was glad of that or not, but he hastened toward the
subway.










III


There was trouble everywhere. An indignant yell in the morning
brought Archie Brock running to the chickenhouse, where Stan Wilmer
had set down a bucket of feed to shake his fist at the world.

"Look a' that!" he cried. "Just look!"

Brock craned his neck through the door and whistled. The place
was a mess. A couple of bloody-feathered corpses were sprawled on
the straw, a few other hens cackled nervously on the roosts, and
that was all. The rest were gone.

"What happened?" asked Brock shyly. Wilmer was too angry to
notice that his moronic underling had spoken; usually Brock just
stood there.

"Oh, my God! The old man's prize Leghorns! They're scattered
from here to hell now—all over the woods—"

"Looks like foxes got in when somebody left the door open," said
Brock.

"Yeah." Wilmer swallowed his rage in a noisy gulp. "Some
stinking lousy son-of-a—"

Brock remembered that Wilmer was in charge of the henhouse, but
decided not to mention it. The other man recalled it for himself
and paused, scowling.

"I don't know," he said then, slowly. "I checked the place last
night as usual, before going to bed, and I'll swear the door was
closed and hooked like it always is. Five years I been here and
never had any trouble."

"So maybe somebody opened the door later on, after dark,
huh?"

"Yeah. A chicken thief. Though it's funny the dogs didn't bark—I
never heard of any human being coming here without them yapping."
Wilmer shrugged bitterly. "Well, anyway, somebody did open the
door."

"And then later on foxes got in." Brock turned one of the dead
hens over with his toe. "And maybe had to run for it when one of
the dogs came sniffing around, and left these."

"And most of the goddammed birds wandered out into the woods.
It'll take a week to catch 'em—all that live. Oh, Judas!" Wilmer
stormed out of the chickenhouse, forgetting to close the door.
Brock did it for him, vaguely surprised that he had remembered to
do so.

He sighed and resumed his morning chores. The animals all seemed
fidgety today. And damn if his own head didn't feel funny. He
remembered his own panic of two nights before, and the odd way he'd
been thinking ever since. Maybe there was some kind of fever going
around.

Well—he'd ask somebody about it later. There was work to do
today, plowing in the north forty that had just been cleared. All
the tractors were busy cultivating, so he'd have to take a team of
horses.

That was all right. Brock liked animals, he had always
understood them and got along with them better than with people.
Not that the people had been mean to him, anyway for a long while
now. The kids used to tease him, back when he was a kid too, and
then later there'd been some trouble with cars, and a couple of
girls had got scared also and he'd been beaten up by the brother of
one of them. But that was years back. Mr. Rossman had told him
carefully what he could and could not do, kind of taken him over,
and things had been all right since then. Now he could walk into
the tavern when he was in town and have a beer like anybody else,
and the men said hello.

He stood for a minute, wondering why he should be thinking about
this when he knew it all so well, and why it should hurt him the
way it did. Hell, he thought, I'm all right.
I'm not so smart, maybe, but I'm strong. Mr. Rossman says he ain't
got a better farmhand nor me.

He shrugged and entered the barn to get out the horses. He was a
young man, of medium height but heavy-set and muscular, with coarse
strong features and a round, crew-cut, red-haired head. His blue
denim clothes were shabby but clean; Mrs. Bergen, the wife of the
general superintendent in whose cottage he had a room, looked after
such details for him.

The barn was big and gloomy, full of the strong rich smells of
hay and horses. The big Percherons stamped and snorted, restless as
he harnessed them. Funny—they were always so calm before. "So, so,
steady, boy. Steady, Tom. Whoa, there, Jerry. Easy, easy." They
quieted a little and he led them out and hitched them to a post
while he went into the shed after the plow.

His dog Joe came frisking around him, a tall Irish setter whose
coat was like gold and copper in the sun. Joe was really Mr.
Rossman's, of course, but Brock had taken care of him since he was
a pup and it was always Brock whom he followed and loved. "Down,
boy, down. What the hell's got into you, anyway? Take it easy, will
ya?"

The estate lay green around him, the farm buildings on one side,
the cottages of the help screened off by trees on another, the many
acres of woods behind. There was a lot of lawn and garden and
orchard between this farming part and the big white house of the
owner, a house which had been mostly empty since Mr. Rossman's
daughters had married and his wife had died. He was there now,
though, spending a few weeks here in upper New York State with his
flowers. Brock wondered why a millionaire like Mr. Rossman wanted
to putter around growing roses, even if he was getting old.

 

The shed door creaked open and Brock went in and took the big
plow and wheeled it out, grunting a little with the effort. Not
many men could have dragged it out themselves, he thought with a
flicker of pride. He chuckled as he saw how the horses stamped at
the sight. Horses were lazy beasts, they'd never work if they could
get out of it.

He shoved the plow around behind them, carried the tongue
forward, and hitched it on. With a deft motion, he twirled the
reins loose from the post, took his seat, and shook the lines
across the broad rumps. "Gid-dup!"

They just stood, moving their feet.

Tom began backing. "Whoa! Whoa, you ugly devil!"

Jerry came along too. Archie took the loose end of the reins and
snapped it with whistling force. Tom grunted and put one huge hoof
on the tongue. It broke across.

For a long moment, Brock sat there, finding no words. Then he
shook his red head, giving up the problem, and fastened the horses
to the post again and unhitched the plow. "It's a ac-ci-dent," he
said aloud. The morning seemed very quiet all of a sudden. "It's a
ac-ci-dent."

There was a spare tongue in the shed. He fetched it and some
tools, and began doggedly removing the broken one.

"Hi, there! Stop! Stop, I say!"

Brock looked up. The squealing and grunting were like a blow. He
saw a black streak go by, and then another and another—The pigs
were loose!

"Joe!" he yelled, even then wondering a little at how quickly he
reacted. "Go get 'em, Joe! Round 'em up, boy!"

The dog was off like burnished lightning. He got ahead of the
lead sow and snapped at her. She grunted, turning aside, and he
darted after the next. Stan Wilmer came running from the direction
of the pen. His face was white.

Brock ran to intercept another pig, turning it, but a fourth one
slipped aside and was lost in the woods. It took several confused
minutes to chase the majority back into the pen; a number were
gone.

Wilmer stood gasping. His voice was raw. "I saw it," he groaned.
"Oh, my God, I saw it. It ain't possible."

Brock blew out his cheeks and wiped his face.

"You hear me?" Wilmer grasped his arm. "I saw it, I tell you,
saw it with my own eyes. Those pigs opened the gate
themselves."

"Naw!" Brock felt his mouth falling open.

"I tell you, I saw it! One of 'em stood up on her hind legs and
nosed the latch up. She did it all by herself. And the others were
crowding right behind her. Oh, no, no, no!"

Joe came out of the woods, driving a pig before him with
sardonic barks. She seemed to give up after a minute and trotted
quietly toward the pen. Wilmer turned like a machine and opened the
gate again and let her go in.

"Good boy!" Brock patted the silken head that nuzzled against
him. "Smart dog!"

"Too damned smart." Wilmer narrowed his eyes. "Did a dog ever
make like that before?"

"Sure," said Brock uncertainly.

Joe got off his haunches and went back into the woods.

"I'll bet he's going after another pig." There was a kind of
horror in Wilmer's voice.

"Sure. He's a smart dog, he is."

"I'm going to see Bill Bergen about this." Wilmer turned on his
heel. Brock looked after him, shrugged heavy shoulders, and went
back to his own task. By the time he finished it, Joe had rounded
up two more pigs and brought them back.

"Good fellow," said Brock. "I'll see yuh get a bone for this."
He hitched Tom and Jerry, who had been standing at their ease. "All
right, yuh bums, let's go. Gid-dup!"

Slowly, the horses backed. "Hey!" screamed Brock.

This time they didn't stop with the tongue. Very carefully, they
walked on to the plow itself and bent its iron frame with their
weight and broke off the coulter. Brock felt his throat dry.

"No," he mumbled.

The horses stood placidly in their tangled harness, watching
him. His hands shook, and he had to bite his lip as he approached
them. "Take it easy," he said. "Just take it easy. I ain't gonna
hurt yuh."

Joe barked and dashed off. Brock's eyes followed him, to see him
turn a pig back. So they'd opened the gate again.

"Keep an eye on 'em. Stay there, Joe." Very slowly and
carefully, Brock unhitched the horses. They followed him meekly
back into the barn, where he put them in their stalls and took off
their harness.

They's no harm in 'em, he thought
insanely. They're just lazy. They won't hurt me, because I
feed 'em.

He went out and sat down on the ground and held his head between
his hands.

Wilmer nearly had a fit when he learned about the horses. Bergen
only stood there, shaking his head and whistling tunelessly. "I'll
bet it wasn't any man opened that henhouse last night," said Wilmer
in a voice that trembled. "I'll bet it was the foxes."

"The hook on the door's too high up for that," said Bergen.

"Not if two or three foxes stood on top of each other. God in
heaven, what's happening?"

"I don't know." Bergen scratched his sandy head. "Tell you what.
We'll call off all work having to do with animals, except feeding
and milking, of course. Padlock every gate and have somebody check
all our fence lines. I'll see the old man about this."

"Me, I'm gonna carry a gun," said Wilmer.

"Well, it might not be a bad idea," said Bergen.

Archie Brock was assigned to look at one section, a two-mile
line enclosing the woods. He took Joe, who gambolled merrily in his
wake, and went off glad to be alone for a change.

How still the forest was! Sunlight slanted down through green
unstirring leaves, throwing a dapple on the warm brown shadows. The
sky was utterly blue overhead, no clouds, no wind. His feet
scrunched dully on an occasional clod or stone, he brushed against
a twig and it scratched very faintly along his clothes, otherwise
the land was altogether silent. The birds seemed to have quieted
down all at once, no squirrels were in sight, even the sheep had
withdrawn into the inner woods. He thought uneasily that the whole
green world had a somehow waiting feel to it.

He could see how people would be scared if the animals started
getting smarter. If they were really smart, would they keep on
letting humans lock them up and work them and emasculate them and
kill and skin and eat them? Suppose Tom and Jerry, now—But they
were so gentle!

 

And—wait—weren't the people getting smarter too? It seemed like
in the last couple of days they'd been talking more, and it wasn't
all about the weather and the neighbors either, it was about things
like who was going to win the next election and why a rear-engine
drive was better in a car. They'd always talked like that now and
then, sure, but not so much, and they hadn't had so much to say
either. Even Mrs. Bergen, he'd seen her reading a magazine, and all
she ever did before in her spare time was watch TV.

I'm getting smarter too!

The knowledge was like a thunderclap. He stood there for a long
while, not moving, and Joe came up and sniffed his hand in a
puzzled way.

I'm getting smarter.

Sure—it had to be. The way he'd been wondering lately, and
remembering things, and speaking out when he'd never said anything
much before—what else could it be? All the world was getting
smart.

He leaned his head against the cool trunk of a tree, listening
to the blood roar in his ears. Please, God, let it be
real. Please make me like other people.

After awhile he went on, checking the fence as he had been told.
There was a boiling in him, though, and he had to fight it
down.

I can read, he told himself. Not very good,
but they did teach me the al-pha-bet, and I can read a comic book.
Maybe I can read a real book now.

Books had the answers to what he wondered about, things like the
sun and moon and stars, why there was winter and summer, why they
had wars and Presidents and who lived on the other side of the
world and—

He shook his head, unable to grasp the wilderness that rose up
inside him and spread till it covered creation further than he
could see. He'd never wondered before. Things just happened and
were forgotten again. But—He looked at his hands,
marveling. Who am I? What am I doing here?

In the evening, after chores, he put on a clean suit and went up
to the big house. Mr. Rossman was sitting on the porch, smoking a
pipe and turning the pages of a book over in his thin fingers, not
really seeing it. Brock paused timidly, cap in hand, till the owner
looked up and spied him.

"Oh, hello, Archie," he said in his soft voice. "How are you
tonight?"

"I'm all right, thank you." Brock twisted the cap between his
stumpy fingers and shifted from one foot to another. "Please, can I
see you for a minute?"

"Why, of course. Come on in." Mr. Rossman laid his book aside
and sat smoking while Brock opened the screen door and walked over
to him. "Here, take a chair."

"That's all right, thanks. I—" Brock ran his tongue across dry
lips. "I'd just like to ask you 'bout something."

"Ask away, Archie." Mr. Rossman leaned back. He was a tall spare
man, his face thinly carved, proud under its kindness of the
moment, his hair white. Brock's parents had been tenants of his,
and when it became plain that their son would never amount to
anything, Rossman had taken charge of the boy. "Everything
okay?"

"Well, it's about, uh, about this change here."

"Eh?" Rossman's gaze sharpened. "What change?"

"You know. The animals getting smart and uppity."

"Oh, yes. That." Rossman blew a cloud of smoke. "Tell me,
Archie, have you noticed any change in yourself?"

"Yes, I, uh, well, I think maybe I have."

Rossman nodded slowly. "You wouldn't have come here if you
hadn't changed."

"What's happening, Mr. Rossman? What's gone wrong?"

"I don't know, Archie. Nobody knows." The old man looked out
into a gathering blue twilight. "Are you so sure it's wrong,
though? Maybe something is finally going right."

"You don't know—"

"No. Nobody knows." Rossman's thin blue-veined hand slapped the
newspaper on the table beside him. "There are hints here. The
knowledge is creeping out. I'm sure much more is known, but the
government has suppressed the information for fear of a panic." He
grinned with a certain viciousness. "As if a world-wide phenomenon
could be kept secret! They'll hang on to their stupidity to the
very end, though, in Washington."

"But, Mr. Rossman—" Brock lifted his hands and let them fall
again.

"What can we do?"

"Wait. I'm going to the city soon, to find out for myself—those
pet brains of mine at the Institute should—"

"Not leaving?"

Rossman shook his head, smiling. "Poor Archie. There's a horror
in being helpless, isn't there? I sometimes think that's why men
fear death—not because of oblivion, but because it's foredoomed,
there's nothing they can do to stop it. Even fatalism is a refuge
from that, in a way… . But I digress, don't I?"

He sat smoking for a long while. The summer dusk chirred and
murmured around them. "Yes," he said at last, "I feel it in myself
too. And it's not altogether pleasant. I've always imagined myself
as a quick, capable, logical thinker. Now something is coming to
life within me that I don't understand at all. Sometimes my whole
life seems to have been a petty and meaningless scramble. And yet I
thought I'd served my dependents and my country well." He smiled
once more. "I do hope I'll see the end of this, though. It should
be interesting!"

Tears stung Brock's eyes. "What can I do?"

"Do? Live. Live from day to day. What else can a man do?"
Rossman got up and put his hand on Brock's shoulder. "But keep on
thinking. Keep your thinking close to the ground, where it belongs.
Don't take off—just think about real things, daily life, until you
get more used to it. Or until—well, no matter." He grimaced. "Our
younger security-hungry generation talks about 'new freedom.' It's
just trading one set of masters for another. There was a New Deal
in Egypt when the Old Kingdom fell, a New Deal in Rome under the
Gracchi, and what did it get them? Don't ever trade your liberty
for another man's offer to do your thinking for you. I had to play
the feudal lord with you, Archie, but it may be that that's no
longer necessary."

Brock didn't understand most of it. But it seemed Mr. Rossman
was telling him to be cheerful, that this wasn't such a bad thing
after all. "I thought maybe I could borrow some books," he said
humbly. "I'd like to see if I can read them now."

"Why, of course, Archie. Come on into the library. I'll see if I
can find something suitable for you to begin on—"










IV


Conference.

Everybody was working late, and it was ten o'clock before the
meeting which Corinth had invited to his place was ready. Sheila
had insisted on putting out her usual buffet of sandwiches and
coffee; afterward she sat in a corner, talking quietly with Sarah
Mandelbaum. Their eyes strayed occasionally to their husbands, who
were playing chess, and there was a creeping fear in the gaze.

Corinth was playing better than he had ever done before. Usually
he and Mandelbaum were pretty evenly matched, the physicist's slow
careful strategy offsetting the unionist's nerve-wracking bravura.
But tonight the younger man was too distracted. He made schemes
that would have delighted Capablanca, but Mandelbaum saw through
them and slashed barbarically past his defenses. Corinth sighed at
last and leaned back.

"I concede," he said. "It'd be mate in, uh, seven moves."

"Not so." Mandelbaum pointed a gnarled finger at king's bishop.
"If you moved him over here, and then—"

"Oh, yes, you're right. No matter. I'm just not in the mood.
What's keeping Nat?"

"He'll be along. Take it easy." Mandelbaum removed himself to an
armchair and began stuffing a big-bowled pipe.

"I don't see how you can sit there like that when—"

"When a world's falling to pieces around my ears? Look, Pete,
it's been falling apart as long as I can remember. So far, in this
particular episode, no guns have come out."

"They may do so yet." Corinth got up and stood looking out the
window, hands crossed behind his back and shoulders slumped. The
restless glimmer of city light etched him against darkness. "Don't
you see, Felix, this new factor—if we survive it at all—changes the
whole basis of human life? Our society was built by and for one
sort of man. Now man himself is becoming something else."

"I doubt it." The noise of a match, struck against Mandelbaum's
shoe, was startlingly loud. "We're still the same old animal."

"What was your I.Q. before the change?"

"I don't know."

"Never took a test?"

"Oh, sure, they made me take one now and then, to get this or
that job, but I never asked for the result. What's I.Q. except the
score on an I.Q. test?"

"It's more than that. It measures the ability to handle data,
grasp and create abstractions—"

"If you're a Caucasian of West European-American
cultural background. That's who the test was designed for, Pete. A
Kalahari bushman would laugh if he knew it omitted water-finding
ability. That's more important to him than the ability to juggle
numbers. Me, I don't underrate the logic and visualization aspect
of personality, but I don't have your touching faith in it either.
There's more to a man than that, and a garage mechanic may be a
better survivor type than a mathematician."

"Survivor—under what conditions?"

"Any conditions. Adaptability, toughness, quickness—those are
the things that count most."

"I think kindness means a lot," said Sheila timidly.

"It's a luxury, I'm afraid, though of course it's such luxuries
that make us human," said Mandelbaum. "Kindness to whom? When I
stumped for intervention, back in Hitler's time, and when I joined
O.S.S. to help liquidate the ba—bum, was that kind? It meant that a
lot of people would get hurt. Only in the long run, it would have
been harder on the world to let the Nazis live."

 

Bitterness edged his voice. "You scientists always oversimplify.
That's how physics has achieved so much, I guess: by working with a
distorted fraction of the real world, and ignoring everything else.
I'll give you a for instance, even if it is rather personal. One of
my sons is in Chicago now. He changed his name and had his nose
bobbed. He's not ashamed of his parents, no, but he's saved himself
and his family a lot of trouble and humiliation. And—well—I
honestly don't know whether to admire him for tough-minded
adaptability, or call him a spineless whelp. Is there any simple
yes-or-no answer to that question?"

"We're getting rather far from the point," said Corinth,
embarrassed. "It's a matter of estimating what we, the world, are
in for."

He shook his head. "It feels strange. My I.Q. has gone from its
former 160 to about 200 in a week. I'm thinking things that never
occurred to me before. My former professional problems are becoming
ridiculously easy. My mind keeps wandering off into the most
fantastic trains of thought, some of them pretty wild and morbid.
I'm nervous as a kitten, jump at shadows, afraid for no good reason
at all. Now and then I get flashes where everything seems
grotesque—like in a nightmare."

"You're not adjusted to your new brain power yet, that's all,"
said Sarah.

"I feel the way Pete does," said Sheila. "It isn't worth
it."

The other woman shrugged, spreading her hands. "Me, I think it's
kind of fun."

"Matter of basic personality, which
has not changed," said Mandelbaum. "Sarah's
always been a pretty down-to-earth sort. You just don't take your
new mind seriously, Liebchen. To you, the power of abstract thought
is a toy. It's got little to do with the serious matters of
housework." He puffed, meshing his face into wrinkles as he
squinted through the smoke. "And me, I feel the sort of things you
do, Pete, but I don't let it bother me. Haven't time for such
fumblydiddles, not the way things are now. Everybody in the union
seems to have come up with some crank notion of how we—and that
could be anybody from the local office to the Almighty—ought to run
things."

"Sure," said Corinth. "The average man—" He stopped as the
doorbell rang. "That must be them now. Come in."

Dagmar Arnulfsen entered, her slim height briefly concealing
Nathan Lewis' bulk. She looked as cool and smooth and hard as
before, but there were shadows under her eyes. "Hullo," she said
tonelessly.

"No fun, huh?" asked Sheila with sympathy.

Dagmar grimaced. "Dreams."

"Me too." A shudder ran along Sheila's small form.

"How about the psych man you were going to bring, Nat?" asked
Corinth.

"He refused at the last minute," said Lewis. "Had some kind of
idea for a new intelligence test. And his partner was too busy
putting rats through mazes. Never mind, I think we can dispense
with them." He wandered over to the buffet and picked up a sandwich
and bit into it. "Mmmmm—delikat. Sheila, why don't you
ditch this long drink of water and marry me?"

"Trade him for a long drink of beer?" she smiled.

"Touché! You've changed too, haven't you? But
really, you might have done better by me. A long drink of Scotch,
at the very least. King's Ransom or Ambassador by choice."

"After all," said Corinth gloomily, "it's not as if we were here
for any special purpose. I just thought a general discussion would
clarify the matter in all our minds and maybe give us some
ideas."

"What's the world news?" asked Lewis, settling himself near the
table. "I've been too busy to keep up."

"Not much different yet," said Dagmar. "These things take time
to generate their effects. There was a rather sensible proposal for
settling international tension made in the U.N. the other day;
riots in Calcutta, questions asked in the House of Commons, a new
chiliastic prophet out in Los Angeles. And oh, yes, the stock
market tumbling in Wall Street. And the papers are full of this and
that story about clever things done by animals." She lit a
cigarette, sucking in her cheeks and half closing her eyes. "That
seems to be about all so far which could be attributed to
this—intelligence phenomenon."

"Censorship on the facts, eh?"

"Apparently." She shrugged flawlessly tailored shoulders. "There
have been a few stories, of course, mostly of the Sunday-supplement
type, but American papers, at least, are sitting pretty tight on
the big news."

 

"The lid's going to blow off soon," said Corinth. "They're just
stalling for time, hoping something can be done. You can't suppress
something that every man on Earth is noticing in his neighbors and
himself."

"There was a clever piece of misdirection in one paper today,"
ventured Sheila. "About—what's his name?—Huntington's theory that
ozone may make people smarter. Also a lot about sunspots. The whole
thing gave the impression that this is just temporary and
unimportant."

"John Rossman's in Washington now," said Dagmar. She added to
the Mandelbaums: "He came to the Institute a few days back, asked
our bright boys to investigate this business but keep their
findings confidential, and flew to the capital. With his pull,
he'll get the whole story if anyone can."

"I don't think there is much of a story, to tell the truth,"
said Mandelbaum. "Not yet."

"Just you wait," said Lewis cheerfully. He took another sandwich
and a cup of coffee. "I predict that within about one week, things
are going to start going to hell in a handbasket."

"The fact is—" Corinth got out of the chair into which he had
flopped and began pacing the room. "The fact is, that the change
isn't over. It's still going on. As far as our best measurements
can tell—though they're not too exact, what with our instruments
being affected themselves—the change is even accelerating."

"Within the limits of error, I think I see a more or less
hyperbolic advance," said Lewis. "We've just begun, brethren. The
way we're going, we'll all have I.Q.'s in the neighborhood of 400
within another week."

They sat for a long while, not speaking. Corinth stood with his
fists clenched, hanging loose at his sides, and Sheila gave a
little wordless cry and ran over to him and hung on his arm.
Mandelbaum blew clouds of smoke, scowling as he digested the
information; one hand stole out to caress Sarah's, and she squeezed
it gratefully. Lewis grinned around his sandwich and went on
eating. Dagmar sat without motion, the long clean curves of her
face gone utterly expressionless. The city banged faintly below
them, around them.

"What's going to happen?" breathed Sheila at last. She trembled
so they could see it. "What's going to happen to us?"

"God alone knows," said Lewis, not without gentleness.

"Will it go on building up forever?" asked Sarah.

"Nope," said Lewis. "Can't. It's a matter of neurone chains
increasing their speed of reaction and the intensity of the signals
they carry. The physical structure of the cell can take only so
much. If they're stimulated too far—insanity, followed by idiocy,
followed by death."

"How high can we go?" asked Mandelbaum practically.

"Can't say. For one thing, normal nervous processes are too
little understood, and for another, nothing at all, really, is
known about this new phenomenon. What brought it on? I can't tell
you. How does it work? I can't tell you that either. And anyway—"
Lewis took out a cigar and bit off the end. "Anyway, my friends,
the I.Q. is a limited and comparative measurement which becomes
quite meaningless when it gets outside the range for which the
tests were designed. To speak of an I.Q. of 400 just doesn't make
sense. Intelligence of that speed and scope may not be intelligence
at all as we know it; it may become something entirely
different."

"Good God!" Corinth had had an idea that the change was on the
increase, but had been too busy with his own work of physical
measurements to know what Lewis' department had found out. The
appalling realization was only beginning to grow on him. "Oh, my
Lord!"

Dagmar grinned without much humor. "You know what a lot of
people are going to say," she put in. "Them scientists should'a
left well enough alone. They shouldn't'a started monkeying around,
with that there atomic bomb. Let's lynch 'em."

"It's not of human origin, this," said Lewis seriously. "It's
cosmic."

"I know. But does the much-touted Common Man?"

"He's got more sense than you think," said Mandelbaum evenly.
"You theorists who make the average man—a non-existent invention in
the first place—either a hero or a lout, should get out and meet
some workers sometime. If the human race is biologically able to
survive this, the plain man will come through."

"I wonder," said Corinth. "Sheer social inertia has carried us
along so far. People continue in their daily rounds because there's
nothing else available. But when things really start changing—"

"Oh, sure, Pete, it won't be an easy time," said Mandelbaum. "I
agree we're in for a rough transition. But that's no excuse for
sitting down and bewailing something we can't change. What counts
is a sensible program of action."

He knocked out his pipe and went over to get some coffee. "What
we need is an interim organization which can see us through the
next few months. It'll probably have to be on a local level. I do
agree that human society as it is can't survive a change in the
nature of humanity, and it's quite possible that the national
government will break down."

"The janitor and the elevator man at the Institute quit
yesterday," said Dagmar. "Said the work was too monotonous. What
happens when all the janitors and garbage men and ditch-diggers and
assembly-line workers decide to quit?"

"That's part of it," nodded Mandelbaum. "Though they won't all
do it. Some will be afraid, some will have the sense to see that
we've got to keep going, some—well, there's no simple answer to
this."

"Too many unknowns for a prediction," assented Lewis.

"You haven't any idea as to the cause of the change?" asked
Dagmar.

"Oh, yes," said Lewis. "Any number of ideas, and no way of
choosing between them. We'll just have to study and think some
more, that's all."

"It's a physical phenomenon embracing at least the whole Solar
System," declared Corinth. "The observatories have established that
much. It may be that the sun, in its orbit around the center of the
galaxy, has entered some kind of force-field. But on theoretical
grounds—dammit, I won't scrap general relativity till I have to!—on
theoretical grounds, I'm inclined to think it's likely a matter of
our having left a force-field which slows down
light and otherwise affects electromagnetic and electrochemical
processes."

"In other words," said Mandelbaum slowly, "we're actually
entering a normal state of affairs? All our past has been spent
under abnormal conditions?"

"Maybe. Only, of course, those conditions are normal for us.
We've evolved under them. We may be like deep-sea fish, which
explode when they're brought up to ordinary pressures."

"Heh! Pleasant thought."

"I don't think I'm afraid to die," said Sheila in a small voice,
"but being changed like this—"

"Keep a tight rein on yourself," said Lewis sharply. "I suspect
this unbalance is going to drive a lot of people insane. Don't be
one of them."

He knocked the ash off his cigar. "We have found out some things
at the lab," he went on in a dispassionate tone. "As Pete says,
it's a physical thing, either a force-field or the lack of one,
affecting electronic interactions. The effect is actually rather
small, quantitatively. Ordinary chemical reactions go on pretty
much as before, in fact I don't think any significant change in the
speed of organic reactions has been detected. But the more complex
and delicate a structure is, the more it feels that slight
effect.

"You must have noticed that you're more energetic lately. We've
tested basal metabolism rates, and they have increased, not much
but some. Your motor reactions are faster too, though you may not
have noticed that because your subjective time sense is also
speeded up. In other words, not much change in muscular, glandular,
vascular, and the other somatic functions, just enough to make you
feel nervous; and you'll adjust to that pretty quick.

"On the other hand, the most highly organized cells—neurones,
and above all the neurones of the cerebral cortex—are very much
affected. Perception speeds are way up; they measured that over in
psych. You've noticed, I'm sure, how much faster you read than
before. Reaction time to all stimuli is less."

"I heard that from Jones," nodded Dagmar coolly, "and checked up
on traffic accident statistics for the past week. They're
significantly lower. If people react faster, naturally they're
better drivers."

"Uh-huh," said Lewis. "Till they start getting tired of poking
along at sixty miles an hour and drive at a hundred. Then you may
not have any more crackups, but those you do have—wham!"

"But if people are smarter," began Sheila, "they'll know enough
to—"

"Sorry, no." Mandelbaum shook his head. "Basic personality does
not change, right? And intelligent people have always done some
pretty stupid or evil things from time to time, just like everybody
else. A man might be a brilliant scientist, let's say; but that
doesn't stop him from neglecting his health or driving recklessly
for a thrill or—"

"Or voting Democrat," nodded Lewis, grinning. "That's correct,
Felix. Eventually, no doubt, increased intelligence would react on
the whole personality, but right now you're not changing anyone's
weaknesses, ignorances, prejudices, blind spots, or ambitions;
you're just giving him more power, of energy and intelligence, to
indulge them."

His voice became dry and didactic: "Getting back to where we
were, the most highly organized tissue in the world is, of course,
the human cerebrum, the gray matter or seat of consciousness if you
like. It feels the stimulus—or the lack of inhibition, if Pete's
theory is right—more than anything else on Earth. Its functioning
increases out of all proportion to every other part of the
organism. Maybe you don't know how complex a structure the human
brain is. Believe me, it makes the sidereal universe look like a
child's building set. There are many times more possible
interneuronic connections than there are atoms in the entire
cosmos—the factor is something like ten to the power of several
million. It's not surprising that a slight change in
electrochemistry—too slight to make any important difference to the
rest of the organism—will change the whole nature of the mind. Look
what a little dope or alcohol will do, and then remember that this
new factor works on the very basis of the cell's existence. The
really interesting question is whether so finely balanced a
function can survive such a change at all."

"Well," said Corinth grayly, "we'll know pretty soon."

"How can you just sit there and talk about it that way?" cried
Sheila. There was horror in her tone.

"My dear girl," said Dagmar coolly, "do you imagine we can, at
this stage, do anything else?"
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It was one of their last issues.

 

Brock thought it was strange to be left in charge of the estate.
But a lot of funny things had been happening lately.

 

First Mr. Rossman had gone. That was not unusual, though the
reason this time was certainly new. Then, the very next day, Stan
Wilmer had been attacked by the pigs when he went in to feed them.
They charged him, grunting and squealing, stamping him down under
their heavy bodies, and several had to be shot before they left
him. Most had rushed the fence then, hitting it together and
breaking through and disappearing into the woods. Wilmer was pretty
badly hurt and had to be taken to the hospital; he swore he'd never
come back.

Brock was in too much of a daze, too full of the change within
himself, to care. He didn't have much to do, anyway, now that all
work except the most essential was suspended. He looked after the,
animals, careful to treat them well and to wear a gun at his hip,
and had little trouble. Joe was always beside him. The rest of the
time he sat around reading, or just with his chin in his hand to
think.

Bill Bergen called him in a couple of days after the pig
episode. The overseer didn't seem to have changed much, not
outwardly. He was still tall and sandy and slow-spoken, with the
same toothpick worried between his lips, the same squinted pale
eyes. But he spoke even more slowly and cautiously than he had done
before to Brock—or did it only seem that way?

"Well, Archie," he said, "Rogers just quit."

Brock shifted from one foot to another, looking at the
floor.

"Said he wanted to go to college. I couldn't talk him out of
it." Bergen's voice held a faintly amused contempt. "The idiot.
There won'tbe any more colleges in another month.
That leaves just you and my wife and Voss and me."

"Kind of short-handed," mumbled Brock, feeling he ought to say
something.

"One man can do the bare essentials if he must," said Bergen.
"Lucky it's summer. The horses and cows can stay outdoors, which
saves barn cleaning."

"How about the crops?"

"Not much to do there yet. To hell with them, anyway."

Brock stared upward. In all his years on the place, Bergen had
been the steadiest and hardest worker they had.

"You've gotten smart like the rest of us, haven't you, Archie?"
asked Bergen. "I daresay you're about up to normal now—pre-change
normal, I mean."

Brock's face grew hot.

"Sorry, I didn't mean anything personal. You're a good man."
Bergen's voice was growing dreamy now, he spoke as if from very far
away. "Let me ask you a question. Little brain teaser. You got an
island four feet on a side in the middle of a square lake twenty
feet on a side. You want to get over to the island without
swimming, and you've got two boards, each six feet long. It's eight
feet from the lakeshore to the island, remember. How do you get
across?"

"Why, uh, nail the boards together—"

"No nails."

"Well, uh, let's see—" Brock scratched his head, squinting with
concentration. "I, gee, I dunno—Oh, yes. I got it. Lay one board
across a corner of the lake. Lay the other one from the middle of
the first one to the corner of the island. That's it, I think."

"You'll do," said Bergen. He sat for a moment fiddling with the
papers on his desk. Then: "Okay, Archie, you're in charge here
now."

"Huh?"

"I'm leaving too."

"But, Bill—you can't—"

"Can and will, Archie." Bergen stood up. "You know, my wife
always wanted to travel, and I have some things to think out. Never
mind what they are, it's something I've puzzled over for many years
and now I believe I see an answer. We're taking our car and heading
west."

"But—but—Mr. Rossman—he's de-pen-ding on you, Bill—"

"I'm afraid that there are more important things in life than
Mr. Rossman's country retreat," said Bergen evenly. "You can handle
the place all right, even if Voss leaves too."

Fright and bewilderment lashed into scorn: "Scared of the
animals, huh?"

"Why, no, Archie. Always remember that you're still brighter
than they are, and what's more important, you have hands. A gun
will stop anything." Bergen walked over to the window and looked
out. It was a bright windy day with sunlight torn in the restless
branches of trees. "As a matter of fact," he went on in the same
gentle, remote tone, "a farm is safer than any other place I can
think of. If the production and distribution systems break down, as
they may, you'll still have something to eat. But my wife and I
aren't getting any younger. I've been a steady, sober,
conscientious man all my life. Now I wonder what all the fuss and
the lost years were about."

He turned his back. "Good-bye, Archie." It was a command.

Brock went out into the yard, shaking his head and muttering to
himself. Joe whined uneasily and nuzzled his palm. He ruffled the
golden fur and sat down on a bench and put his head in his
hands.

The trouble is, he thought, that while the
animals and I got smarter, so did everybody else. God in
heaven—what sort of things are going on inside Bill Bergen's
skull?

It was a terrifying concept. The speed and scope and sharpness
of his own mind were suddenly cruel. He dared not think what a
normal human might be like by now.

Only it was hard to realize. Bergen hadn't become a god. His
eyes didn't blaze, his voice was not vibrant and resolute, he
didn't start building great engines that flamed and roared. He was
still a tall stoop-shouldered man with a weary face and a patient
drawl, nothing else. The trees were still green, a bird chattered
behind a rosebush, a fly rested cobalt-blue on the arm of the
bench.

Brock remembered, vaguely, sermons from the few times he had
been in church. The end of the world—was the sky going to open up,
would the angels pour down the vials of wrath on a shaking land,
and would God appear to judge the sons of man? He listened for the
noise of great galloping hoofs, but there was only the wind in the
trees.

That was the worst of it. The sky didn't care. The Earth went on
turning through an endlessness of dark and silence, and what
happened in the thin scum seething over its crust didn't
matter.

Nobody cared. It wasn't important.

 

Brock looked at his scuffed shoes and then at the strong hairy
hands between his knees. They seemed impossibly alien, the hands of
a stranger. Sweet Lord, he thought, is this
really happening to me?

He grabbed Joe by the ruffed neck and held him close. Suddenly
he had a wild need for a woman. It wasn't that he had the old
hunger for her, not that, he just wanted someone to hold him and
talk to him and block out the loneliness of the sky.

He got up, sweat cold on his body, and walked over to the
Bergens' cottage. It was his now, he supposed.

Voss was a young fellow, a kid from town who wasn't very bright
and hadn't been able to find any other employment. He looked
moodily up from a book as the other man entered the small living
room.

"Well," said Brock, "Bill just quit."

"I know," said Voss. "What're we gonna do?"

"Stay here." Brock shrugged, aware that Voss was scared and weak
and willing to surrender leadership. Bergen must have foreseen
that. The sense of responsibility was strengthening.

"We'll be all right if we stay here," said Brock. "Just wait it
out, keep going, that's all."

"The animals—"

"You got a gun, don't you? Anyway, they'll know when they're
well off. Just be careful, always lock the gates behind you, treat
'em good—"

"I'm not gonna wait on any damn animals," said Voss
sullenly.

"That you are, though." Brock went over to the icebox and took
out two cans of beer and opened them.

"Look here, I'm smarter than you are, and—"

"And I'm stronger'n you. If you don't like it, you can quit. I'm
staying." Brock gave Voss one can of beer and tilted the other to
his mouth.

"Look," he said after a moment, "I know those animals. They're
mostly habit. They'll stick around because they don't know any
better and because we feed 'em and because—uh—respect for man has
been drilled into 'em. There ain't no bears or wolves in the woods,
nothing that can give us trouble except maybe the pigs. Me, I'd he
more scared to be in a city."

"How come?" Despite himself, Voss was overmastered. He laid down
the book and took up his beer. Brock glanced at the title—Night
of Passion, in a two-bit edition. Voss might have gained a
better mind, but that didn't change him otherwise. He just
didn'twant to think.

"The people," said Brock. "God knows what they'll do." He went
over to the radio and turned it on and presently got a newscast. It
didn't mean much to him; mostly it was about the wave of new brain
power, but the words were strung together in a way that didn't make
a lot of sense. The voice sounded frightened, though.

After lunch, Brock decided to take a scout through the woods and
see if he couldn't locate the pigs and find what they were up to.
They worried him more than he would admit. They could perfectly
well take care of themselves in the wild, and they seemed to have
realized what man did to them, keeping them penned in their own
filth and killing and maiming them at his pleasure. Pigs had always
been smarter than most people knew. They might also get to thinking
about the stores of feed kept on a farm watched by only two
men.

"Of course," he said aloud to Joe, "they ain't got a language.
They couldn't'a learned English yet, and I don't think those grunts
and squeals ever meant much. Still, I dunno. And they might not
need a language anyway."

The dog thumped his tail on the ground. Brock wondered how much
he really knew.

Voss wasn't even asked to come; he'd have refused, and in any
event it was wise to keep one man on guard at home. Brock and Joe
went over the fence and into the hundred acres of forest alone.

 

It was green and shadowy and full of rustling in there. Brock
went quietly, a rifle under one arm, parting the underbrush before
him with habitual ease. He saw no squirrels, though they were
ordinarily plentiful. Well—they must have thought it out, the way
crows had done long ago, and seen that a man with a gun was
something to stay away from. He wondered how many eyes were
watching him, and what was going on behind the eyes. Joe stuck
close to his heels, not bounding on all sides as he normally
did.

An overlooked branch slapped viciously at the man's face. He
stood for an instant of creeping fear. Were the trees thinking too,
now?

No—After a moment he got control of himself and went stolidly on
along the sheep trail. To be changed by this—whatever-it-was—a
thing had to be able to think in the first place. Trees had no
brains. He seemed to recall hearing once that insects didn't
either, and made a note to check up on this. Good thing that Mr.
Rossman had a big library.

And a good thing, Brock realized, that he himself was steady. He
had never gotten too excited about anything, and was taking the new
order more calmly than seemed possible. One thing at a time, that
was it. Just go along from day to day, doing as much as he could to
stay alive.

The thicket parted before him and a pig looked out. It was an
old black boar, a big mean-looking creature which stood immovably
in his path. The snouted face was a mask, but Brock had never seen
anything so cold as his eyes. Joe bristled, growling, and Brock
lifted the rifle. They stood that way for a long time, not moving.
Then the boar grunted—it seemed contemptuous—and turned and slipped
into the shadows. Brock realized that his body was wet.

He forced himself to go on for a couple of hours, ranging the
woods but seeing little. When he came back, he was sunk in thought.
The animals had changed, all right, but he had no way of telling
how much, or what they would do next. Maybe nothing.

"I been on the phone," said Voss when he entered the cottage.
"Called up the neighboring farms and the town. Most people are just
sitting tight, trying to organize something. A lot have left,
though, nobody knows where."

"Yeah," grunted Brock.

"I been thinking. Maybe we should move in with another farmer.
Ralph Martinson invited us to. He needs extra help, now his hired
man has quit."

"I'm staying."

Voss gave him a cool glance. "Because you don't want to go back
to being a moron, huh?"

Brock winced, but made his answer flat. "Call it what you
like."

"I'm not going to stay here forever."

"Nobody asked you to. Come on, it's about time for the
milking."

"Judas, what'll we do with the milk from thirty cows? The
creamery truck ain't come around for three days."

"Mmmm—yeah—Well, I'll figger out something. Right now, we can't
let 'em bust their udders."

"Can't we just?" muttered Voss, but followed him out to the
barn.

Milking thirty cows was a big job, even with a couple of
machines to help. Brock decided to dry up most of them, but that
would take some time; you had to taper them off gradually.
Meanwhile they were restless and hard to control.

He came out and took a pitchfork and began throwing hay over the
fence to the sheep, which had flocked in from the woods as usual.
Halfway through the job, he was roused by Joe's wild yammer. He
turned and saw the farm's enormous Holstein bull approaching.

He's loose! Brock's hand went to the pistol at his
belt, then back to his fork. A popgun wasn't much use against such
a monster. The bull snorted, pawing the ground and shaking his
horn-cropped head.

"Okay, fella." Brock went slowly toward him, wiping sandy lips
with his tongue. The noise of his heart was loud in his ears.
"Okay, easy, back to the pen with yuh."

Joe snarled, stiff-legged beside his master. The bull lowered
his head and charged.

Brock braced himself. The giant before him seemed to fill the
sky. At the last moment, he flicked aside. Joe sprang, closing his
teeth on the sensitive nose. The bull bellowed and shook the dog
loose. Blood ran from his torn nostrils. Whirling, incredibly fast
for his bulk, he rushed down on the man again.

Brock stabbed under the jaw. It was a mistake, he realized
wildly; he should have gone for the eyes. The fork ripped out of
his hands and he felt a blow that knocked him to the ground. The
bull ground his head against Brock's chest, trying to gore with
horns that weren't there.

Suddenly he bellowed again. There was a horror of pain in his
voice. Joe had come behind him and fastened jaws in the right
place. The bull turned, one hoof grating along Brock's ribs. The
man got his gun out and fired from the ground. The bull began to
run. Brock rolled over, scrambled to his feet, and sprang alongside
the great head. He put the pistol behind one ear and fired. The
bull stumbled, falling to his knees. Brock took closer aim and
fired again.

After that he collapsed on the body, whirling toward darkness.
Joe sprang to lick his face and bark frantically.

Brock came to as Voss shook him. "Oooo-ough! Lemme go, will
ya?"

He stumbled erect, leaning on the other man. "Are yuh hurt,
Archie?" The words gibbered meaninglessly on his ears. "Are yuh
hurt?"

Brock let Voss lead him into the cottage. After a stiff drink he
felt better and inspected himself. "I'm all right," he muttered.
"Bruises and cuts, no bones broke. I'm okay."

"That settles it." Voss was shaking worse than Brock. "We are
leaving here."

The red head shook. "No."

"Are you crazy? Alone here, all the animals running wild,
everything gone to hell—are you crazy?"

"I'm staying."

"I'm not! I got half a mind to make you come along."

Joe growled. "Don't," said Brock. He felt, suddenly, only an
immense weariness. "You go if you want to, but leave me. I'll be
all right."

"Well—"

"I'll herd some of the stock over to Martinson's tomorrow, if
he'll take 'em. I can handle the rest myself."

Voss argued for awhile longer, then gave up and took the jeep
and drove away. Brock smiled without quite knowing why he did.

He checked the bull's pen. The gate had been broken down by a
determined push. Half the power of fences had always lain in the
fact that animals didn't know enough to keep shoving at them. Well,
now they did, it seemed.

"I'll have to bury that fellow with a bulldozer," said Brock. It
was becoming more and more natural for him to speak aloud to Joe.
"Do it tomorrow. Let's have supper, boy, and then we'll read and
play some music. We're alone now, I guess."










VI


A city was an organism, but Corinth had never appreciated its
intricate and precarious equilibrium before. Now, with the balance
gone, New York was sliding swiftly toward disruption and death.

Only a few subways were running, an emergency system manned by
those devoted enough to stay by a job which had become altogether
flat and distasteful. The stations were hollow and dark, filthy
with unswept litter, and the shrieking of wheels held a tormented
loneliness. Corinth walked to work, along dirty streets whose
traffic had fallen to a reckless fragment of the old steady river.
The highways had been jammed a few days back, people fleeing a city
they thought was doomed. Maybe they were right—but it was saddening
to think that a multiplied intelligence had not quenched such mob
panic.

There was still gas and electricity, but garbage disposal had
become a problem for the individual. Food still trickled in from
the country, but you had to take what you could get and pay
exorbitantly. The riots in Harlem last week had started a fire
which devastated most of the area—though people had remained cool
enough, on the whole, for the casualty list to be small.

Only—how long could it keep going? How long could a few men
serve a population of millions—a mostly non-working population,
thrown out of employment by the swiftest and most catastrophic
depression of history?

I wonder, thought Corinth in a flashing
instant, exactly what it was that ruined our economy.
Partly, of course, it was the breakdown of advertising; suddenly
the accepted means of creating demand were laughable and there
wasn't time to invent new ones. Then there was the panic, everybody
drawing into their shell and waiting fearfully for an unknown
tomorrow. And there was the huge refusal of labor to stay with jobs
totally unsatisfying to a heightened intellect—not everybody quit,
but enough did to dislocate everything, the whole web of
production, transportation, communication, and distribution on
which our civilization was based. And there were, and are, the
disorders all over the nation, messianic religions, revolutionary
ideologies, an orgy of destruction which is only beginning to get
underway. It's too intricate, too big. Even now I can't
foresee—

A taxi rounded a corner on two wheels, sideswiped a parked car,
and was gone in a burst of noise. Another automobile crept slowly
down the street, the driver tight-faced, his passenger holding a
shotgun. Fear. The shops were boarded up on either side; one small
grocery remained open and its proprietor carried a pistol at his
belt. In the dingy entrance to an apartment house, an old man sat
reading Kant's Critique with a strange and
frantic hunger which ignored the world around him.

"Mister, I haven't eaten for two days."

Corinth looked at the ragged shape which had slunk out of an
alley. "Sorry," he answered. "I've only got ten bucks on me. Barely
enough for a meal at present prices."

"Man, I can't find work—"

"Go to City Hall, friend. They'll give you a job and see that
you're fed."

"That outfit? Sweeping streets, hauling garbage, trucking in
food—I'd starve first."

"Starve, then," spat Corinth, and went on more swiftly. The
weight of the revolver dragging down his coat pocket was
comforting. He had little sympathy for that type, after what he had
seen.

 

Though could you expect anything different? You take a typical
human, a worker in factory or office, his mind dulled to a
collection of verbal reflexes, his future a day-to-day plodding
which offered him no more than a chance to fill his belly and be
anesthesized by a movie and his television—more and better
automobiles, more and brighter plastics, onward and upward with the
American Way of Life. Even before the change, there had been an
inward hollowness in Western civilization, an unconscious
realization that there ought to be more in life than one's own
ephemeral self—and the ideal had not been forthcoming. The
American, like every ordinary citizen of every nation on earth, had
accepted his role without thinking about it, had realized correctly
enough that he was among the wealthiest and freest humans who
lived; but it had not aroused much enthusiasm in him; it had
offered him nothing he did not already possess. Mankind wants a
cause, and mid-century America had been in the interregnum, between
the death of old gods and the birth of new ones.

Then suddenly, almost overnight, human intelligence had exploded
toward fantastic new heights. An entire new cosmos opened before
this man, visions, realizations, thought boiling unbidden within
him. He saw the miserable inadequacy of his life, the triviality of
his work, the narrow and meaningless limits of his beliefs and
conventions—and he resigned.

Suppose a human born with subnormal intelligence had been
adopted by a group of apes and lived many years with them. Suddenly
his mind was brought to the standard for his species. Would he be
content to remain a searcher of fruits, a scratcher after fleas, a
sleeper and copulator and nothing else? Hardly. And yet, without
true men around to show him what he ought to be, he would remain
unhappy, undecided, not knowing what plagued him; most likely he
would go off alone and brood inchoately over his sorrow.

Not everyone left, of course—not even the majority. But enough
people did to throw the whole structure of technological
civilization out of gear. Add to that the other disturbances,
and—

A naked woman walked down the street, carrying a market basket.
She had set out to think for herself, Corinth imagined, and had
decided that clothes in summer were ridiculous, and had taken
advantage of the fact that the police had other worries to shed
hers. No harm in that per se, but as a symptom it
made him shiver. Any society was necessarily founded on certain
more or less arbitrary rules and restrictions. Too many people had
suddenly realized that the laws were arbitrary,
without intrinsic significance, and had proceeded to violate
whichever ones they didn't like. The consequences lay before
him.

Sheer survival was still basic, of course. In time, people would
understand that they had to keep some kind of economy going until a
new basis for society could be worked out. But meanwhile anything
could happen.

A young man sat on a doorstep, his arms clasped about knees
drawn up under his chin, rocking to and fro and whimpering softly.
Corinth stopped. "What's wrong?" he asked.

"Fear." The eyes were bright and glazed. "I suddenly realized
it. I am alone."

Corinth knew what he would say next, but the man went on, his
words blurred with panic: "All I know, all I am, is here, in my
head. Everything exists for me only as I know it. And someday I'm
going to die." A line of spittle ran from one corner of his mouth.
"Someday the great darkness will come, I will not
be—nothing will be! You may still exist, for you
(though how can I tell that you aren't just a dream of mine?)—but
for me there will be nothing, nothing, nothing. I will never even
have been." The weak tears dribbled out of his eyes, and Corinth
went on.

Insanity—yes, that had a lot to do with the collapse. There must
be millions, of people who had not been able to stand that sudden
range and sharpness of comprehension. They hadn't been able to
handle their new power, and it had driven them mad.

He shuddered in the hot still air.

The Institute was like a haven. When he walked in, a man sat on
guard—submachine-gun lying beside his chair, chemistry text on his
lap. The face that lifted to Corinth's was serene. "Hullo."

"Had any trouble, Jim?"

"Not yet. But you never can tell, with all the prowlers and
fanatics. And this place is maybe the most important spot in the
city. In the world, for all I know."

Corinth nodded, feeling some of the clamminess leave him. There
were still rational men; and the sane today were those who did not
go kiting off after suddenly perceived stars, but stuck quietly to
the immediate work.

The elevator attendant was a seven-year-old boy, son of a man in
the Institute; schools were closed. He was a bright, cheery lad,
awestruck in the presence of the scientists even while he studied
Maxwell's and Einstein's works. Corinth answered several technical
questions for him while they went up to the seventh floor.

 

Lewis was in his laboratory, waiting for him. "Late," he
grunted.

"Sheila," replied Corinth.

The conversation here was rapidly becoming a new language. The
old way of speech was too slow and cumbersome, loaded with
redundancies, ignorant of a thousand subtle possibilities. When
your mind was of quadrupled capability, a single word, a gesture of
hand, a flicker of expression, could convey whole paragraphs of
grammatical English. It would be hopeless to render the talk of
post-change humanity literally; it would be quite meaningless to
one who still thought in pre-change terms. One must try to give the
equivalent meanings, as nearly as possible, and that is often not
very near.

"You're late this morning," Lewis had meant. "Have any
trouble?"

"I got started late because of Sheila," Corinth had told him.
"She's not taking this well at all, Nat—frankly, I'm worried about
her. Only what can I do? I don't understand human psychology any
more, it's changing too much and too fast. Nobody does. We're all
becoming strangers to each other—to ourselves—and it's
frightening."

"It'll stabilize," implied Lewis. "Our nervous systems are still
adjusting to the new conditions. And once they've done so, we'll
have to explore a whole new world of human reaction. Meanwhile, we
can only keep going." His heavy body moved forward. "Come on.
Rossman's here and wants a confab with us."

They went down the corridor, leaving Johansson and Grunewald
immersed in their work: measuring the changed constants of nature,
recalibrating instruments, performing all the enormous basic work
of science again from the ground up. It was going rapidly for them,
not only because of heightened ingenuity but because the essential
things to do were, after all, known. Still, the sheer physical
motion involved took time.

The rest of the building seemed to crackle with intensity as the
other departments mapped out the altered face of their own
disciplines. Cybernetics, chemistry, biology, above all
psychology—men grudged the time for sleep, there was so much to do.
Corinth scowled briefly as he thought of certain experiments going
on in the psych department: using a simplified improved
electric-shock treatment for the selective destruction of cortical
brain tissue in animals. It was revealing something about the
function of cerebral areas, but not enough, he felt, to justify the
cruelty of it. After all, the poor brutes were more aware of what
was happening to them now than they had been before. He had voiced
his indignation, here as well as at home, and thought his pressure
would soon get the work discontinued. He hoped so; there was enough
grief in the world without creating more.

The department heads were gathered around a long table in the
main conference room. Rossman sat at its end, tall and thin and
white-haired, no movement in his austere features. Dagmar Arnulfsen
was at his right and Felix Mandelbaum at his left. For an instant
Corinth wondered what the labor organizer was doing here, then
realized that he must be representing the temporary, virtually
autonomous city government.

"Good day, gentlemen." Rossman went through the forms of
Victorian courtesy with a punctilio that might have been laughable
if it hadn't stood for so desperate an effort to cling to something
real and known. "Please be seated."

"Thank you, thank you." They found chairs.

"I got back from Washington last night," said Rossman. "Had to
hire a plane; airline and railroad service is shot. I have called
you together because I feel that an exchange of ideas and
information is urgently needed. You will feel better for knowing
what I can give you of the overall picture, and I will certainly be
happier for what scientific explanation you have found. Together we
may be able to plan intelligently."

"As for the explanation," said Lewis, "we've pretty well agreed
here at the Institute that Dr. Corinth's theory is the correct one.
This postulates that there is a region in space containing a
force-field of partly electromagnetic character. The field is
believed to be generated by gyromagnetic action near the center of
the galaxy, and to radiate outward in a cone which, by the time it
has reached that part of space where the sun has its orbit, is many
light-years in diameter. Its effect is to inhibit certain
electromagnetic and electrochemical processes, among which the
functioning of certain types of neurones is prominent. The basic
theory of the phenomenon is now being worked out, using Rhayader's
recent work in general relativity, and it's felt that we'll have a
pretty good quantitative explanation before long."

"And then—?" Rossman lifted his brows.

"Who knows? At any rate, we suppose that the Solar System, in
its orbit around the center of the galaxy, entered this force-field
a long time ago. Many millions of years ago, at the very
least—hardly later than the Cretaceous. Possibly it had something
to do with the extinction of the dinosaurs. We don't know yet,
though we hope to find out."

Lewis paused to light a cigar, and Corinth took up the story.
"Naturally this set life quite a ways back in its evolution. What
nervous systems had been developed by that time were suddenly quite
inadequate—slow, inefficient—and doubtless many of the higher
species of that time died out. However, life as a whole did
survive. And natural selection was still operative, there was still
the upward trend in evolution. So—life adapted. The basic
biochemistry and biophysics changed a little, over millions of
years. Nervous systems compensated for the inhibiting force by
becoming that much more efficient. In short, all life forms today
are—or were, immediately before the change—about as intelligent as
they would have been anyway."

"I see," nodded Rossman. "And then the sun and its planets moved
out of the force-field."

"Yes. It's possible that there had been local variations in its
intensity before, in space. If the field's strength slackened a bit
now and then, it might account for such periods of extraordinary
creativity as the neolithic revolution—agriculture, the ship, the
wheel, and so on—the Greece of Pericles, and the Renaissance.
That's just a guess, of course. We're sure, though, that Earth
remained within the field until quite recently. Then the sun moved
out of that region of space. The field must have a rather sharp
boundary, for the change took place within a few days. It's stopped
now; physical constants have remained constant for several
days."

"But our minds haven't," said Mandelbaum bleakly.

"I know," cut in Lewis. "I'll come to that in a minute. The
general effect of Earth's coming out of the inhibitor field was, of
course, a sudden zooming of intelligence in every life-form
possessing a brain. Suddenly the damping force to which every
living organism was adjusted, was gone.

"Naturally, the lack of that environmental factor has produced
an enormous unbalance. Nervous systems have tended to run wild,
trying to stabilize and function on a new level. The physical
layout of the brain is adapted to one speed—one set of speeds,
rather—of neurone signals; now suddenly the speed is increased
while the physical structure remains the same. In plain language,
it'll take us awhile to get used to this."

"Why aren't we dead?" asked Grahovitch, the chemist. "I should
think our hearts and so on would start working like mad."

"The autonomic nervous system has been relatively little
affected," said Lewis. "It seems to be a matter of cellular type;
there are many different kinds of nerve cells, you know, and
apparently only those in the cerebral cortex have reacted much to
the change. Even there, the rate of functioning has not really gone
up much—the factor is small—but apparently the processes of
consciousness are so sensitive that it has made an enormous
difference to what we call thought." He shrugged. "I realize that
I'm actually doing little more than giving a name to an observed
fact; but we just don't know enough yet to explain in detail. Your
guess is as good as mine at this stage."

"But we will survive?"

"Oh, yes, I'm sure no physiological damage will result—to most
people, anyway. Some have gone nuts, to be sure, but that's
probably more for psychological than histological reasons."

"And—will we enter another such force-field?" queried
Rossman.

"Hardly," said Corinth. "Our theory of the phenomenon is still
inadequate, but I'm pretty sure there can only be one such, at
most, in any galaxy. With the sun requiring some two hundred
million years for its orbit around galactic center—well, we should
have more than half that period before we have to start worrying
about getting stupid again."

"M-hm. I see, gentlemen. Thank you very much." Rossman leaned
forward, clasping his thin fingers before him. "Now as to what I
have been able to find out, I fear it is not much, and that little
is bad news. Washington is a madhouse, more so than it has ever
been before. Key men have suddenly been walking off their posts,
deciding that there are more important things in life than
administering Public Law Number Such-and-such—"

"Well, I'm afraid they're right," grinned Lewis
sardonically.

"No doubt. But let us face it, gentlemen, however little we may
like the present system we cannot scrap it overnight."

"There should be enough men left to handle things," said
Mandelbaum.

"Oh, there are, there are. I admit that the bureaucracy as a
whole has reacted more sanely than I had imagined they would.
However, the general breakdown of society has made them pretty
impotent, cut off from the stream of events. The armed forces are
torn by desertion and mutiny—the fact is being kept secret, of
course, but it's true. Could any man suddenly become highly
intelligent stomach the life of a noncommissioned soldier? Some
can, but all too many cannot, and have used their new shrewdness to
escape. The consensus seems to be that patriotism is a shoddy and
outworn symbol."

"All human societies," said Lewis, "are based on the assumption
that only a small minority can or will think for itself. Suddenly
the majority has started doing just that. Since we can't all be
leaders, the whole system falls apart."

"I suppose there's a great fear of what Russia may do?" asked
Weller, the mathematician.

"Naturally—a paralyzing terror. We would be helpless against
armed aggression. However, nothing has happened yet, and perhaps
nothing will. What military intelligence we have left indicates
that the Soviet dictatorship is having troubles of its own. By
sheer ruthlessness, they can doubtless keep better organized than
we, but the effort takes all their energies." Rossman smiled
thinly. "I understand a group here is organizing a clever scheme
for dropping weapons on the Soviet Union from the air, especially
in the Ukraine, in the hope of starting a revolution."

 

He sighed. "First things first, gentlemen. We have to worry
about our own breakdown and the problem of keeping going somehow
until a new order can be worked out. With all the social and
economic chaos, Washington is helpless; all they can do is send out
representatives whose advice may assist in reorganizing on a local
basis."

"That's what I and some others have been doing here in New
York," said Mandelbaum. He looked tired, burned out by days and
nights of unresting effort. "I've been using the unions as a
nucleus, talking to the boys, bullying them, pointing out how they
have to stay alive, and keep society alive, if they hope to get
their thousand and one bright new schemes carried out. We're
getting things going. Essential services will be run. There'll be a
volunteer militia to keep some kind of order. Arrangements will be
made to buy and distribute food. I've worked out a pretty complete
scheme, and the mayor's okayed it." One corner of his mouth lifted
in a weary grin. "It's socialism of sorts. Only somehow that don't
seem important any more."

"No," said Rossman very softly. "It doesn't matter now."

"Nevertheless, things are going to hell," said Mandelbaum.
"There'll be rioting here in the city, I predict, which'll make the
Harlem business look like a cocktail party. (No, I don't mean a tea
party. Most cocktail parties are duller than any tea could ever
be.) The general insanity and instability will bring it on, and a
lot of people who'd sit tight while things ran smoothly will get
caught up in it. As for what's going to happen to the rest of the
world, I don't know and I haven't got time to care."

He turned to Rossman. "You are an able organizer. Your other
interests are going down the drain, and here's a job which has to
be done. Will you help us?"

"Of course," nodded the old man. "And the Institute—"

"Will have to keep going. We got to understand just what's
happened and what we can expect in the future. We've got to have a
thousand things developed immediately if not sooner."

The talk turned to organizational details. Corinth had little to
say. He was too worried about Sheila.










VII


"Now if you accept the law of similarity, that like causes like,
as having the logical form of material implication," said Wato the
witch doctor, "it becomes even more evident that this form of magic
obeys the rule of universal causality. On the other hand, the law
of contagion, which we have hitherto accepted, cannot be fitted
into any such scheme and—"

"—is therefore of dubious validity, eh?" asked his colleague
from the village downstream. "Possibly. However, if we are to work
out the theory of beliefs handed down from our forefathers, we must
adapt the logic to the facts and not the facts to the logic,
especially when this formal logic is so recent a development of
ours. It should be possible to work out a symbolic representation
of causality which will embody all the known principles of magic as
special cases. Now let me see—" He began tracing figures in the
dust.

The two old men sat outside Wato's thatch hut, oblivious to the
tall warriors who passed to and fro, not hearing the clank of
weapons and the thick voices of the drums. M'Wanzi threw them an
amused look as he strode by. Let them elaborate their dusty dreams
as much as they wished. The rifle on his shoulder was solid reality
and enough for him.

Enough for the Overlord of Africa!

Not yet, he reminded himself sternly, not yet. This strange
clarity which had seized every mind was still too new a thing to be
trusted. It might fail them just when they needed it most terribly.
But then—his fist clenched—they would die like men, at least,
having struck a blow for an ancient wish.

Free the black man! Drive the white oppressors beyond the sea!
Since his youth and the days of horror on the plantation, it had
been his life. But only now—

Well, he had not been frightened by that which was happening
within his soul, as the others were. He had seized this power to
think with a swift fierce gladness, and his will had dominated
whole tribes driven half crazy with fear, ready to turn anywhere
for the comfort of leadership. Over thousands of miles, from Congo
jungle to the veldts of the south, men tormented and enslaved and
spat upon had lifted weary faces to a message blown down the
wind. Now was the time to strike, before the
white man also rallied—the scheme was ready, lying in the soul of
M'Wanzi the Elephant, the campaign was planned in a few flashing
days, the army was stirring to life, now was the time to be
free!

The drums talked around him as he went toward the edge of the
jungle. Soon, now, soon they would call the gathering men to
battle, and war would burn from the northern desert to the southern
ocean, and in the end the men of Africa would be free. The men and
the—

M'Wanzi stepped through a wall of canebrake into the thick hot
shadows of the forest. Another shadow moved down, flitted across
the earth and waited grotesquely before him. Wise brown eyes
regarded him with an ancient sadness.

"Have you gathered the brethren of the forest?" asked
M'Wanzi.

"They come soon," said the ape.

That had been M'Wanzi's great realization. All the rest, the
organization, the planned campaign, that was nothing beside this:
that if the souls of men had suddenly grown immensely bigger, so
must the souls of animals have done. His guess had been confirmed
by terrified stories of raids on farms made by elephants of
demoniac cunning, but when those reports came he was already
working out a common language of clicks and grunts and murmurs with
a captured chimpanzee. The apes had never been much less
intelligent than man, M'Wanzi suspected—secure and happy in their
tree-top life, they had simply had nothing to gain by toiling in
the fields and herding cattle and pay tribute to white tax
collectors. But he, M'Wanzi, could offer them much in exchange for
their help; and were they not Africans too?

"My brother of the forest, go tell your people to make
ready."

"Not all of them wish this thing, brother of the fields. They
must be beaten before they wish it. That takes time."

"Time we have little of. Use the drums as I taught you. Send
word throughout the land and let the hosts, gather at the appointed
places."

"It shall be as you wish. When next the moon rises full, the
children of the forest shall be there, and they shall be armed with
knives and blowguns and assegais as you showed me."

"Brother of the forest, you have gladdened my heart. Go with
fortune and carry that word."

The ape turned and swung lithely up a tree. A stray sunbeam
gleamed off the rifle slung at his back.

 

Corinth sighed, yawned, and got up from his desk, shoving the
papers away. He did not say anything aloud, but to his assistants,
hunched over some testing apparatus, the meaning was clear: "To
hell with it. I'm too tired to think straight any more. Going
home."

Johansson gestured with his hand, conveying as well as if he had
spoken: "Think I'll stay here for awhile, chief. This gimmick is
shaping up nice." Grunewald looked up and added a curt nod.

Corinth fumbled automatically after a cigarette, but his pocket
was empty. Smokes just weren't to be had these days. He hoped the
world would get back on an operating basis soon. God! What was
happening outside the city? A few radio stations, professional and
amateur, were maintaining a tenuous web of communications across
western Europe, the Americas, and the Pacific, but the rest of the
planet seemed to be swallowed by darkness—an occasional report of
violence, like lightning in the night, and then nothing. Such news
as he got was all bad, rioting, insurrection, hunger, crime, a
civilization falling apart.

Mandelbaum had warned him yesterday to be on his guard.
Missionaries of the Third Ba'al had entered town despite all
precautions and were making converts right and left. The new
religion seemed to be wholly orgiastic, with a murderous hatred for
logic and science and rationality of all kinds—you could expect
trouble.

Corinth went down hallways that were tunnels of dusk. They had
to conserve electricity; only a few power stations were still
going, manned and guarded by volunteers. Rather than summon the
elevator, he walked down seven flights to ground level. Loneliness
oppressed him, and when he saw a light in Dagmar's office he
paused, startled, and then knocked.

"Come in."

He opened the door. She sat behind a littered desk, writing up
some kind of manifest. The symbols she used were strange to him,
probably her own invention and more efficient than the conventional
ones. She still looked as severely handsome as she had always done,
but there was a deep weariness that paled her eyes.

"Hullo, Pete," she said. The smile that twitched her mouth was
tired, but it had warmth. "How've you been?"

"Oh—all right. But you—I thought you'd been co-opted by Felix to
help whip his new government into shape." Actually, Corinth had
spoken two words and made three gestures; she could fill in his
intention from logic and her knowledge of his old speech
habits.

"I have. But I feel more at home here, and it's just as good a
place to do some of the work. Who've you got on my old job, by the
way?"

"Billy Saunders—ten years of age, but a sharp kid. Maybe we
should get a moron, though. The physical strain may be too much for
a child."

"I doubt it. There isn't much to do now, really. You boys
co-operate pretty smoothly since the change—unlike the rest of the
world!"

"I don't know if it's safe for you to come so far from where you
live." Corinth shifted awkwardly on his feet. "Look, let me take
you home."

"Not necessary." She spoke with a certain bite in her tones, and
Corinth realized dully that she loved him.

And all our feelings have intensified. I never, knew before
how much of man's emotional life is bound up with his brain, how
much more keenly he feels than any other animal. For to him there
is more than simple pain and yearning, to him there is a meaning in
all the world; everything that touches him means more than itself,
it is a symbol of—what?

"Sit down," she invited, leaning back in her seat. "Rest for a
minute."

He smiled wearily, lowering himself into a chair. "Wish we had
some beer," he murmured. "It would be like the old days."

"The old days—the lost innocence. We'll always regret them,
won't we? We'll always look back on our blindness with a wistful
longing that the new generation simply won't understand. Oh, damn
it all, anyway!" She beat a clenched fist against the desk top,
very softly. The light gleamed gold in her hair.

"How's your work coming along?" she asked after a moment. The
silence hummed around them.

"Good enough. I've been in touch with Rhayader in England, over
the short wave. They are having a tough time, but keeping alive.
Some of their biochemists have been working on yeasts, getting good
results. By the end of the year they hope to be able to feed
themselves adequately, if not very palatably as yet—food synthesis
plants being built. He gave me some information that just about
clinched the theory of the inhibitor field—how it's created. I've
got Johansson and Grunewald at work on an apparatus to generate a
similar field on a small scale; if they succeed, we'll know that
our hypothesis is probably right. Then Nat can use the apparatus to
study biological effects in detail. As for me, I'm going into the
development of Rhayader's general relativity-cum-quantum
mechanics—applying a new variation of communications theory, of all
things, to help me out."

"What's your purpose, other than curiosity?"

"Quite practical, I assure you. We may find a way to generate
atomic energy from any material whatsoever, by direct nucleonic
disintegration: no more fuel problems. We may even find a way to
travel faster than light. The stars—well—"

"New worlds. Or we might return to the inhibitor field, out in
space—why not? Go back to being stupid. Maybe we'll be happier that
way… . No, no, I realize you can't go home again." Dagmar opened a
drawer and took out a crumpled packet. "Smoke?"

"Angel! How on Earth did you manage that?"

"I have my ways." She struck a match for him and lit her own
cigarette with it.

 

They smoked in silence for awhile, but the knowledge and the
reading of each other was like a pale flickering between them.

"You'd better let me see you home," said Corinth. "It's not safe
out there. The prophet's mobs—"

"All right," she said. "Though I've got a car and you
haven't."

"It's only a few blocks from your place to mine, in a safe
district."

Since it was not possible as yet to patrol the entire sprawling
city, the government had concentrated on certain key streets and
areas; an organization not unlike the medieval Burgher Guard kept
order there, and gradually spread its influence outward.

Corinth took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. "I don't
really understand it," he said. "Human relationships were never my
long suit, and even now I can't quite—Well, why should this upsurge
of intelligence throw so many back to the animal stage? Why can't
they see—"

"They don't want to." Dagmar drew hard on her cigarette. "Quite
apart from those who've gone insane, and they're an important
factor, there remains the necessity of not only having something to
think with, but something to think about. You've taken
millions—hundreds of millions—of people who've never had an
original thought in their lives and suddenly thrown their brains
into high gear. They start thinking—but what basis have they got?
They still retain the old superstitions, prejudices, hates and
fears and greeds, and most of their new mental energy goes to
elaborate rationalization of these. Or they grab onto the first
thing that comes along, in a frantic search for intellectual and
emotional security; clutch it tight, make it a bulwark against an
unknown become all the more horrible because they can suddenly
visualize just how big it is. Remember, most cranks and fanatics—a
lot of them, at least—before the change were of above-the-average
intelligence."

"Ummm—yes—After all, what is intelligence? The ability to create
and handle abstractions. That's been increased, yes, but nothing
has been said about the kind of abstractions. Nor have most of
these people had any training in thought. They don't
know how, and they can't be expected to invent formal
logic and semantics for themselves overnight."

"Sure." There was a faint scorn in Dagmar's tone. "If you stop
to consider it, you'll realize that nobody ever did much thinking
for himself. I mean nobody. Even the scientists and philosophers
and the others who thought for a living, well, they just confined
their originality to some limited area and accepted the ready-made
conclusions of their social group in every other field, without
critical analysis. You did. I did. We all did."

"I'm afraid," said Corinth wryly, "that intelligence has always
been secondary, and still is. Sure, it's an integral part of man,
but not the dominant part. His fears and needs and passions have
always been the driving force."

"Uh-huh." Dagmar winced. When she looked up again, her voice was
flat and impersonal. "Also, don't forget that a lot of smart and
ruthless characters have taken advantage of the situation. Sheer
personality can still dominate sheer intellect. There's been one
hell of a big crime wave, as you know, crooks using their new
brains to pull off bigger and more ingenious schemes. And someone
like this Third Ba'al, well, he offers an anodyne to frightened and
confused people; he tells them it's all right to throw off this
terrible burden of thought and forget themselves in an emotional
orgy. It won't last, Pete, but the transition is tough."

"Yeah—hm—I had to get an I.Q. of 500 or so—whatever that
means—to appreciate how little brains count for, after all. Nice
thought." Corinth grimaced and stubbed out his cigarette.

Dagmar shuffled her papers together and put them in a drawer.
"Shall we go?"

"Might as well. It's close to midnight. Sheila'll be worried,
I'm afraid."

They walked out through the deserted lobby to the street. A
solitary lamp cast a dull yellow puddle of luminance on Dagmar's
car. She took the wheel and they purred quietly down an avenue of
night.

"I wish—" Her voice out of darkness was thin. "I wish I were out
of this. Off in the mountains somewhere."

He nodded, suddenly sick with his own need for open sky and the
clean light of stars.

The mob was on them so fast that they had no time to escape. One
moment they were driving down an empty way between blind walls, the
next instant the ground seemed to vomit men. They came pouring from
the side streets, quiet save for a murmur of voices and the
shuffling of a thousand feet, and the few lamps gleamed off their
eyes and teeth.

"Son-of-a—!" Dagmar braked to a squealing halt as the surge went
in front of them, cutting them off.

"Kill the scientists!" It hung like a riven cloud for a moment,
one quavering scream which became a deep chanting. The living
stream flowed around the car, veiled in shadow, and Corinth heard
their breathing hot and hoarse in his ears.



Break their bones and burn
their homes,
Take their
wimmin, the sons of sin,
Wallow hollow an' open the
door,
Open an' let the Third
Ba'al in!





 

A sheet of fire ran up behind the tall buildings, something was
in flames. The light was like blood on the dripping head which
someone lifted on a pole.

They must have broken the line of the patrols, thought Corinth
wildly; they must have smashed into this guarded region and meant
to lay it waste before reinforcements came.

A face dirty and bearded and stinking shoved in through the
driver's window. Uh woman! He got uh woman here!"

Corinth took the pistol from his coat pocket and fired. Briefly,
he was aware of its kick and bark, the stinging of powder grains in
his skin. The face hung there for an eternal time, dissolved into
blood and smashed bone. Slowly it sagged, and the crowd screamed.
The car rocked under their thrusts.

Corinth braced himself, shoving at his own door, jamming it open
against the milling press of bodies. Someone clawed at his feet as
he scrambled up on the hood. He kicked, feeling his shoe jar
against teeth, and stood up. The firelight blazed in his face. He
had taken off his glasses, without stopping to think why it was
unsafe to be seen wearing them, and the fire and the crowd and the
buildings were a shifting blur, fog and shadow and the flames of a
primitive hell.

"Now hear me!" he shouted. "Hear me, people of Ba'al!"

A bullet whanged past him, he felt its hornet buzz, but there
was no time to be afraid. "Hear the word of the Third Ba'al!"

"Let 'im talk!" It was a bawling somewhere out in that flowing,
mumbling, unhuman river of shadows. "Hear his word."

"Lightning and thunder and rain of bombs!" yelled Corinth. "Eat,
drink, and be merry, for the end of the world is at hand! Can't you
hear the planet cracking under your feet? The scientists have fired
the big atomic bomb. We're on our way to kill them before the world
breaks open like rotten fruit. Are you with us?"

They halted, muttering, shuffling their feet, uncertain of what
they had found. Corinth went on, raving hardly aware of what he was
saying. Anything to divert them! "—kill and loot and steal the
women! Break open the bottle shops! Fire, clean fire, let it burn
the scientists who fired the big atomic bomb. This way, brothers! I
know where they're hiding. Follow me!"

"Kill them!" The head on the pole bobbed insanely, and firelight
wavered off its teeth. "Hooray, hooray, kill 'em!" The cheering
grew, huge and obscene between the cliff-walls of Manhattan.

"Down there!" Corinth danced on the hood, gesturing toward
Brooklyn. "They're hiding there, people of Ba'al. I saw the big
atomic bomb myself, with my own eyes I saw it, and I knew the end
of the world was at hand. The Third Ba'al himself sent me to guide
you. May his lightnings strike me dead if that ain't the
truth!"

Dagmar blew her horn, an enormous echoing clamor that seemed to
drive them into frenzy. Someone began capering, goat-like, and the
others joined him, and the mob snake-danced down the street.

Corinth climbed to the ground, shaking uncontrollably. "Follow
'em," He gasped. "They will get suspicious if we don't follow
'em."

"Sure thing, Pete." Dagmar helped him inside and trailed the
throng. Her headlights glared off their backs. Now and then she
blew the horn to urge them on.

There was a whirring high in heaven. Corinth's breath whistled
between his teeth. "Let's go," he mumbled.

Dagmar nodded, made a U-turn, and shot back down the avenue.
Behind them, the mob scattered as helicopters sprayed them with
tear gas.

After a silent while, Dagmar halted before Corinth's place.
"Here we are," she said.

"But I was going to see you home," he said feebly.

"You did. Also you stopped those creatures from doing a lot of
harm, to the district as well as us." The vague light glimmered off
her smile; it was shaky and tears lay in her eyes. "That was
wonderful, Pete. I didn't know you could do it."

"Neither did I," he said huskily.

"Maybe you missed your calling. More money in revivals, I'm
told. Well—" She sat for a moment. "Well, good night."

She leaned forward, lips parted as if she were about to say
something more. Then she clamped them shut, shook her head. The
slamming of the door was loud and empty as she drove off.

Corinth stood looking after the car till it was out of sight.
Then he turned slowly and entered his building.










VIII


Supplies were running low—food for himself, feed and salt for
the animals left to him. There was no electricity, and he didn't
like to use fuel in the gasoline lamp he had found. Brock decided
that he would have to go to town.

"Stay here, Joe," he said. "I ought to be back soon."

The dog nodded, an uncannily human gesture. He was picking up
English fast; Brock had a habit of talking to him and had lately
begun a deliberate program of education. "Keep an eye on things,
Joe," he said, looking uneasily to the edge of the woods.

He filled the tank of a battered green pickup from the estate's
big drums, got in, and went down the driveway. It was a cool, hazy
morning, the smell of rain was in the air and the horizon lay
blurred. As he rattled down the country road, he thought that the
countryside was utterly deserted. There was no one in the ripening
grain-fields, no one in yards littered by wind or pastures empty of
cattle. Anything could have happened in the—what was it? two
months?—since the change. Maybe there wouldn't be anyone in town at
all. He'd just have to find out.

Turning off on the paved state highway, he pushed the
accelerator till the motor roared. He wasn't eager to visit normal
humanity, and wanted to get it over with. His time alone had been
peaceful—plenty of hard work, yes, to keep him busy; and when he
wasn't too occupied or tired he was reading and thinking, exploring
the possibilities of a mind which by now, he supposed, was that of
a high-order genius by pre-change standards. He had settled down
phlegmatically to an anchorite's life—there were worse fates—and
didn't relish meeting the world again.

But damn it, he had to live. The estate's groceries were about
gone, and he was running out of all kinds of supplies. It was time
to get in the hay, which one man could hardly do, and after that
there would be the grain to combine and the corn to pick
and—well, let's face it, he thought—some butchering to do.
He hadn't killed any of the stock yet, the sheep and cows still
with him; having no past knowledge of their fate, they were
trustful, had even respected his fences for the most part. He
wondered how much they really were thinking. They didn't act very
differently, but then they had no reason to do so. Many humans in
the old days, whole societies of them, had lived quiet eventless
existences for hundreds of years at a time, and Brock doubted that
his stock was quite up to the average pre-change human mentality.
Even if it was, well, their minds would not be the same kind as
man's: their basic instincts would be different. Alone the lack of
hands, of the tool-making capability, would make for a tremendous
otherness.

He had gone over to Martinson's, the neighbor's, a few days ago,
but no one had been there, the place was boarded up and empty. It
had given him such an eerie feeling that he hadn't tried anyone
else.

 

A few outlying houses slid past, and then he was over the
viaduct and into the town. There was no one in sight, but the
houses looked occupied. The shops, though—most of them were closed,
blind windows looked at him and he shivered.

He parked outside the A & P supermarket. A couple of
automobiles stood before it, and he saw a man inside. He swallowed
a dryness in his throat and got out and walked to the door. It
opened for him—they must have put in a photoelectric unit.

It didn't look much like a store. The goods were there, but the
man behind the counters—its cash register was gone, he noticed—did
not have the air of a clerk. He was just sitting there, sitting
and—thinking?

Brock went over to him, his feet curiously loud on the floor.
"Uh—excuse me," he began, very softly.

The man looked up. Recognition flickered in his eyes and a brief
smile crossed his face. It was a strangely detached and amused
smile. "Oh, hello, Archie," he said, speaking with elaborate
slowness. "How are you?"

"All right, th—thanks." Brock looked down at his shoes, unable
to meet the quiet eyes. "I, well, I came to buy some stuff."

"Oh?" There was a coolness in the tone which set his heart
thumping. "I'm sorry, but we aren't running things on a money basis
any more."

"Well, I—" Brock squared his shoulders and forced himself to
look up. "Yeah, I can see that, I guess. The national government's
broken down, ain't—hasn't it?"

"Not exactly. It has just stopped to matter, that is all." The
man shook his head. "We had our troubles here at the beginning, but
we reorganized on a rational basis. Now things are going pretty
smoothly. We still lack items we could get from outside, but we can
keep going indefinitely as we are."

"A—socialist economy?"

"Well, Archie," said the man, "that's hardly the right label for
it, since socialism was still founded on the idea of property. But
what does ownership of a thing actually mean? It means only that
you can do just what you choose with the thing. By that,
definition, there was very little complete ownership anywhere in
the world. It was more a question of symbolism. A man said to
himself, "This
is my home,my land," and got a
feeling of strength and security; because the 'my' was a symbol for
that state of being, and he reacted to the symbol. Now—well—we have
seen through that bit of self-deception. It served its purpose
before, it made for self-respect and emotional balance, but we
don't need it anymore. There's no longer any reason for binding
oneself to a particular bit of soil when the economic function it
served can be carried out more efficiently in other ways. So most
of the farmers hereabouts have moved into town, taking over houses
which were deserted by those who chose to move away from the
neighborhood altogether."

"And you work the land in common?"

"Hardly the correct way to phrase it. Some of the mechanically
minded have been devising machines to do most of this for us. It's
amazing what can be done with a tractor engine and some junkyard
scrap if you have the brains to put it together in the right way.
We've found our level, for the time being at least. Those who
didn't like it have gone, for the most part, and the rest are busy
evolving new social forms to match our new personalities. It's a
pretty well-balanced set-up here."

"But what do you do?"

"I'm afraid," said the man gently, "that I couldn't explain it
to you."

Brock looked away again. "Well," he said finally, his voice
oddly husky, "I'm all alone on the Rossman place and running short
on supplies. Also, I'm gonna need help with the harvest and so on.
How about it?"

"If you wish to enter our society, I'm sure a place can be
found."

"Place, hell!" There was a sudden anger in him, bleak and
bitter. "All I want is a little help. You can take a share of the
crop to pay for it. Wouldn't be any trouble to you if you have
these fancy new machines."

"You can ask the others," said the man. "I'm not really in
charge. But I'm afraid it would be all or nothing for you, Archie.
We won't bother you if you don't want us to, but you can't expect
us to give you charity either. That's another outmoded symbol. If
you want to fit yourself into the total economy—it's not tyrannical
by any means, it's freer than any other the world has ever
seen—we'll make a place for you."

"Charity—an outmoded symbol." Brock looked at him for a long
moment. "So you swapped your hearts for brains."

"No, Archie. But our compassion is of a different sort now. As a
matter of fact, it would be too cruel to you if we did as you
suggest. You would still be an outsider, but our presence would be
there to gall you. I don't think you could stand it for very
long."

"In short," said Brock thickly, "I can be a domestic animal and
do what chores I'm given, or a wild one and ignored.
For my sake—huh!" He turned on his heel. "Take
it and stick it."

He was trembling as he walked out and got back into the truck.
The worst of it, he thought savagely, the worst of it was that they
were right. He couldn't long endure a half-in-half-out pariah
status. It had been all right once, being feeble-minded; he didn't
know enough then to realize that he was. Now he did, and the
dependent life would break him.

The gears screamed as he got started. To hell with them! He'd
make out, damn if he wouldn't. If he couldn't be a half-tamed
beggar, and wouldn't be a house-pet, all right, he'd be a wild
animal. To hell with them all!

He drove back at a reckless speed. On the way, he noticed a
machine out in a hayfield—a big enigmatic thing of flashing arms,
doing the whole job with a single bored-looking man to guide it.
They'd probably build a robot pilot as soon as they could get the
materials. So what? He still had two hands.

His calm temperament re-asserted itself as he neared the estate,
and he settled down to figuring. There were ten cows—the rest he
had taken over to Martinson's early in the game—and from them he
could get milk and butter, maybe cheese. A few slaughtered
sheep—no, wait, why not hunt down some of those damned pigs
instead?—would give him meat for quite awhile; there was a
smokehouse on the place. He could harvest enough hay, grain, and
corn—Tom and Jerry would just have to work!—to keep going through
the winter; if he improvised a quern, he could grind a coarse flour
and bake his own bread. There were plenty of clothes, shoes, tools.
Salt for the animals was his major problem, and he'd have to save
on gasoline and cut a lot of wood for winter, but he thought he
could pull through.

 

The magnitude of the task appalled him. One man! One pair of
hands! But what the hell, it had been done before, the whole human
race had come up the hard way. If he took a cut in his standard of
living and ate an unbalanced diet for awhile, it wouldn't kill
him.

And he had a brain which by pre-change standards was something
extraordinary. Already, in what little spare time there was, he had
used Rossman's extensive library to approach a normal education. He
could put that mind to work: first, devising a schedule of
operations for the next year or so, and secondarily inventing
gadgets to make survival easier. Sure—he could do it.

He squared his shoulders and pushed down the accelerator,
anxious to get home and begin.

The noise as he entered the driveway was shattering. He heard
the grunts and squeals and breaking of wood, and the truck lurched
with his panicky jerk. Ye gods—the pigs! The pigs had been watching
and had seen him go and—

And he had forgotten his gun.

He cursed and came roaring up the drive, past the house and into
the farmyard. There was havoc. The pigs were like small black and
white tanks, chuffing and grunting. The barn door was burst open
and they were in the stored feed bags, ripping them open, wallowing
in the floury stuff, some of them dragging whole sacks out into the
woods. There was a bull too; he must have run wild. He snorted and
bellowed as he saw the man and the cows were bawling around; they
had broken down their pasture fence and gone to him. Two dead
sheep, trampled and ripped, lay in the yard; the rest must have
fled in terror. And Joe—

"Joe," groaned Brock. "Where are yuh, boy?"

It was raining a little, a fine misty downpour which blurred the
woods and mingled with the blood on the earth. The old boar looked
shiny as iron in the wetness. He lifted his head when the truck
came and squealed.

Joe barked wildly from the top of a brooder house. He was
bleeding; it had been a cruel fight, but he had somehow managed to
scramble up there and save himself. There was a sobbing in Brock's
throat.

He backed the truck, swinging it around and driving into the
flock. They scattered before him; he couldn't get up enough speed
in this narrow place to hit them and they weren't yielding. The
bull charged.

That impact shook the truck. Brock saw the thin steel paneling
buckle. The bull shoved, wrenching at the door, and it sagged on
its hinges. Joe leaped from the top of the brooder house. The pigs
mobbed him.

There wasn't time to be afraid, but Brock saw death. He swung
the truck about, careening across the yard. Turning, he charged the
bull, and the animal met him head-on. Brock felt a giant's hand
throw him against the windshield.

Something loomed out of the woods and mist. It was gray,
enormous, reaching for the sky. The bull lifted his dazed head and
snorted. The pigs stopped their battering attack and for a moment
there was silence.

A shotgun blast ripped like thunder. The old boar was suddenly
galloping in circles, wild with pain. Another explosion sent the
bull crazy, turning on his heels and making for the woods.

An elephant, gibbered Brock's mind, an
elephant come to help—

The big gray shape moved slowly in on the pigs. They milled
uneasily, their eyes full of hate and terror. The boar fell to the
ground and lay gasping out his life. The elephant curled up its
trunk and broke into an oddly graceful run. And the pigs fled.

Brock was still for a long while, shaking too badly to move.
When he finally climbed out, the wrench hanging loosely in one
hand, the elephant had gone over to the haystack and was calmly
stuffing its gullet. And two small hairy shapes squatted on the
ground before the man.

Joe barked feebly and limped over to his master. "Quiet, boy,"
mumbled Brock. He stood on strengthless legs and looked into the
wizened brown face of the chimpanzee who had the shotgun.

The chimpanzee regarded him for a long time. It was a male, and
he remembered reading that the tropical apes couldn't stand a
northern climate very well. These must have escaped from some zoo
or circus, he thought, and stolen the gun and taken—or made a
bargain with?—the elephant. Now—

 

The chimpanzee shuddered. Then, very slowly, always watching the
man, he laid down the gun and went over and tugged at Brock's
jacket.

"Do you understand me?" asked the man. He felt too tired to
appreciate how fantastic a scene this was. "You know English?"

There was no answer, except that the ape kept pulling at his
clothes, not hard, but with a kind of insistence. After awhile, one
long-fingered hand pointed from the jacket to himself and his
mate.

"Well," said Brock softly, "I think I get it. You two escaped
near the beginning o' the change, eh? And since then you've been
afraid of man, you don't know what we might do to you, and you've
been hiding by day and traveling by night and living off what you
could find or steal. And you realize now you can't keep going long
by yourselves, you need human help, only you don't want to go back
to sitting in a cage. Is that right?"

No answer. But something in the wild eyes pleaded with him.

"Well," said Brock, "you came along in time to do me a good
turn, and you ain't killing me now when you could just as easy do
it." He took a deep breath. "And God knows I could use some help on
this place, you two and your elephant might make all the
difference. And—and—okay. Sure."

He took off the jacket and gave it to the chimpanzee. The ape
chattered softly and slipped it on. It didn't fit very well,
but—"Oh, hell, I can tailor up some clothes for you. Sure, come
along into the house and get something to eat."

They skipped after him, suddenly grinning and chuckling to
themselves. Joe looked unhappy, and Brock paused to caress him.
"Never mind, old boy, you're still top dog here." He straightened
his bent shoulders. "All right. Fine. We'll all be wild animals
together. Okay?"

(To be concluded)
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