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Anniversary

The annual ritual was all set.

It was the turn of Moore’s house this year, of course, and Mrs Moore and the children had resignedly gone to her mother’s for the evening.

Warren Moore surveyed the room with a faint smile. Only Mark Brandon’s enthusiasm kept it going at the first, but he himself had come to like this mild remembrance. It came with age, he supposed; twenty additional years of it. He had grown paunchy, thin-haired, soft-jowled, and – worst of all – sentimental.

So all the windows were polarized into complete darkness and the drapes were drawn. Only occasional stipples of wall were illuminated, thus celebrating the poor lighting and the terrible isolation of that day of wreckage long ago.

There were spaceship rations in sticks and tubes on the table and, of course, in the center an unopened bottle of sparkling green Jabra water, the potent brew that only the chemical activity of Martian fungi could supply.

Moore looked at his watch. Brandon would be here soon; he was never late for this occasion. The only thing that disturbed him was the memory of Brandon’s voice on the tube: ‘Warren, I have a surprise for you this time. Wait and see. Wait and see.’

Brandon, it always seemed to Moore, aged little. The younger man had kept his slimness, and the intensity with which he greeted all in life, to the verge of his fortieth birthday. He retained the ability to be in high excitement over the good and in deep despair over the bad. His hair was going gray, but except for that, when Brandon walked up and down, talking rapidly at the top of his voice about anything at all, Moore didn’t even have to close his eyes to see the panicked youngster on the wreck of the Silver Queen.

The door signal sounded and Moore kicked the release without turning around. ‘Come, Mark.’

It was a strange voice that answered, though; softly, tentatively, ‘Mr Moore?’

Moore turned quickly. Brandon was there, to be sure, but only in the background, grinning with excitement. Someone else was standing before him; short, squat, quite bald, nut-brown and with the feel of space about him.

Moore said wonderingly, ‘Mike Shea – Mike Shea, by all space.’

They pounded hands together, laughing.

Brandon said, ‘He got in touch with me through the office. He remembered I was with Atomic Products—’

‘It’s been years,’ said Moore. ‘Let’s see, you were on Earth twelve years ago—’

‘He’s never been here on an anniversary,’ said Brandon. ‘How about that? He’s retiring now. Getting out of space to a place he’s buying in Arizona. He came to say hello before he left – stopped off at the city just for that – and I was sure he came for the anniversary. “What anniversary?” says the old jerk.’

Shea nodded, grinning. ‘He said you made a kind of celebration out of it every year.’

‘You bet,’ said Brandon enthusiastically, ‘and this will be the first one with all three of us here, the first real anniversary. It’s twenty years, Mike; twenty years since Warren scrambled over what was left of the wreck and brought us down to Vesta.’

Shea looked about. ‘Space ration, eh? That’s old home week to me. And Jabra. Oh, sure, I remember … twenty years. I never give it a thought and now, all of a sudden, it’s yesterday. Remember when we got back to Earth finally?’

‘Do I!’ said Brandon. ‘The parades, the speeches. Warren was the only real hero of the occasion and we kept saying so, and they kept paying no attention. Remember?’

‘Oh, well,’ said Moore. ‘We were the first three men ever to survive a spaceship crash. We were unusual and anything unusual is worth a celebration. These things are irrational.’

‘Hey,’ said Shea, ‘any of you remember the songs they wrote? That marching one? ‘You can sing of routes through Space and the weary maddened pace of the—’

Brandon joined in with his clear tenor and even Moore added his voice to the chorus so that the last line was loud enough to shake the drapes. ‘On the wreck of the Silver Que-e-en,’ they roared out, and ended laughing wildly.

Brandon said, ‘Let’s open the Jabra for the first little sip. This one bottle has to last all of us all night.’

Moore said, ‘Mark insists on complete authenticity. I’m surprised he doesn’t expect me to climb out the window and human-fly my way around the building.’

‘Well, now, that’s an idea,’ said Brandon.

‘Remember the last toast we made?’ Shea held his empty glass before him and intoned, ‘Gentlemen, I give you the year’s supply of good old H2O we used to have. Three drunken bums when we landed. Well, we were kids. I was thirty and I thought I was old. And now,’ his voice was suddenly wistful, ‘they’ve retired me.’

‘Drink!’ said Brandon. ‘Today you’re thirty again, and we remember the day on the Silver Queen even if no one else does. Dirty, fickle public.’

Moore laughed. ‘What do you expect? A national holiday every year with space ration and Jabra, the ritual food and drink?’

‘Listen, we’re still the only men ever to survive a spaceship crash and now look at us. We’re in oblivion.’

‘It’s pretty good oblivion. We had a good time to begin with and the publicity gave us a healthy boost up the ladder. We are doing well, Mark. And so would Mike Shea be if he hadn’t wanted to return to space.’

Shea grinned and shrugged his shoulder. ‘That’s where I like to be. I’m not sorry, either. What with the insurance compensation I got, I have a nice piece of cash now to retire on.’

Brandon said reminiscently, ‘The wreck set back Trans-space Insurance a real packet. Just the same, there’s still something missing. You say “Silver Queen” to anyone these days and he can only think of Quentin, if he can think of anyone.’

‘Who?’ said Shea.

‘Quentin. Dr Horace Quentin. He was one of the nonsurvivors on the ship. You say to anyone, “What about the three men who survived?” and they’ll just stare at you. “Huh?” they’ll say.’

Moore said calmly, ‘Come, Mark, face it. Dr Quentin was one of the world’s great scientists and we three are just three of the world’s nothings.’

‘We survived. We’re still the only men on record to survive.’

‘So? Look, John Hester was on the ship, and he was an important scientist too. Not in Quentin’s league, but important. As a matter of fact, I was next to him at the last dinner before the rock hit us. Well, just because Quentin died in the same wreck, Hester’s death was drowned out. No one ever remembers Hester died on the Silver Queen. They only remember Quentin. We may be forgotten too, but at least we’re alive.’

‘I tell you what,’ said Brandon after a period of silence during which Moore’s rationale had obviously failed to take, ‘we’re marooned again. Twenty years ago today, we were marooned off Vesta. Today, we’re marooned in oblivion. Now here are the three of us back together again at last, and what happened before can happen again. Twenty years ago, Warren pulled us down to Vesta. Now let’s solve this new problem.’

‘Wipe out the oblivion, you mean?’ said Moore. ‘Make ourselves famous?’

‘Sure. Why not? Do you know of any better way of celebrating a twentieth anniversary?’

‘No, but I’d be interested to know where you expect to start. I don’t think people remember the Silver Queen at all, except for Quentin, so you’ll have to think of some way of bringing the wreck back to mind. That’s just to begin with.’

Shea stirred uneasily and a thoughtful expression crossed his blunt countenance. ‘Some people remember the Silver Queen. The insurance company does, and you know that’s a funny thing, now that you bring up the matter. I was on Vesta about ten-eleven years ago, and I asked if the piece of wreck we brought down was still there and they said sure, who would cart it away? So I thought I’d take a look at it and shot over by reaction motor strapped to my back. With Vestan gravity, you know, a reaction motor is all you need. Anyway, I didn’t get to see it except from a distance. It was circled off by force field.’

Brandon’s eyebrows went sky-high. ‘Our Silver Queen? For what reason?’

‘I went back and asked how come? They didn’t tell me and they said they didn’t know I was going there. They said it belonged to the insurance company.’

Moore nodded. ‘Surely. They took over when they paid off. I signed a release, giving up my salvage rights when I accepted the compensation check. You did too, I’m sure.’

Brandon said, ‘But why the force field? Why all the privacy?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘The wreck isn’t worth anything even as scrap metal. It would cost too much to transport it.’

Shea said, ‘That’s right. Funny thing, though; they were bringing pieces back from space. There was a pile of it there. I could see it and it looked like just junk, twisted pieces of frame, you know. I asked about it and they said ships were always landing and unloading more scrap, and the insurance company had a standard price for any piece of the Silver Queen brought back, so ships in the neighborhood of Vesta were always looking. Then, on my last voyage in, I went to see the Silver Queen again and that pile was a lot bigger.’

‘You mean they’re still looking?’ Brandon’s eyes glittered.

‘I don’t know. Maybe they’ve stopped. But the pile was bigger than it was ten-eleven years ago so they were still looking then.’

Brandon leaned back in his chair and crossed his legs. ‘Well, now, that’s very queer. A hard-headed insurance company is spending all kinds of money, sweeping space near Vesta, trying to find pieces of a twenty-year-old wreck.’

‘Maybe they’re trying to prove sabotage,’ said Moore.

‘After twenty years? They won’t get their money back even if they do. It’s a dead issue.’

‘They may have quit looking years ago.’

Brandon stood up with decision. ‘Let’s ask. There’s something funny here and I’m just Jabrified enough and anniversaried enough to want to find out.’

‘Sure,’ said Shea, ‘but ask who?’

‘Ask Multivac,’ said Brandon.

Shea’s eyes opened wide. ‘Multivac! Say, Mr Moore, do you have a Multivac outlet here?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’ve never seen one, and I’ve always wanted to.’

’It’s nothing to look at, Mike. It looks just like a typewriter. Don’t confuse a Multivac outlet with Multivac itself. I don’t know anyone who’s seen Multivac.’

Moore smiled at the thought. He doubted if ever in his life he would meet any of the handful of technicians who spent most of their working days in a hidden spot in the bowels of Earth tending a mile-long super-computer that was the repository of all the facts known to man, that guided man’s economy, directed his scientific research, helped make his political decisions, and had millions of circuits left over to answer individual questions that did not violate the ethics of privacy.

Brandon said as they moved up the power ramp to the second floor, ‘I’ve been thinking of installing a Multivac, Jr., outlet for the kids. Homework and things, you know. And yet I don’t want to make it just a fancy and expensive crutch for them. How do you work it, Warren?’

Moore said tersely, ‘They show me the questions first. If I don’t pass them, Multivac does not see them.’

The Multivac outlet was indeed a simple typewriter arrangement and little more.

Moore set up the co-ordinates that opened his portion of the planet-wide network of circuits and said, ‘Now listen. For the record I’m against this and I’m only going along because it’s the anniversary and because I’m just jackass enough to be curious. Now how ought I to phrase the question?’

Brandon said, ‘Just ask: Are pieces of the wreck of the Silver Queen still being searched for in the neighborhood of Vesta by Trans-space Insurance? It only requires a simple yes or no.’

Moore shrugged and tapped it out, while Shea watched with awe.

The spaceman said, ‘How does it answer? Does it talk?’

Moore laughed gently, ‘Oh, no. I don’t spend that kind of money. This model just prints the answer on a slip of tape that comes out that slot.’

A short strip of tape did come out as he spoke. Moore removed it and, after a glance, said, ‘Well, Multivac says yes.’

‘Hah!’ cried Brandon. ‘Told you. Now ask why.’

‘Now that’s silly. A question like that would obviously be against privacy. You’ll just get a yellow state-your-reason.’

‘Ask and find out. They haven’t made the search for the pieces secret. Maybe they’re not making the reason secret.’

Moore shrugged. He tapped out: Why is Trans-space Insurance conducting its Silver Queen search-project to which reference was made in the previous question?

A yellow slip clicked out almost at once: State Your Reason For Requiring The Information Requested.

‘All right,’ said Brandon unabashed. ‘You tell it we’re the three survivors and have a right to know. Go ahead. Tell it.’

Moore tapped that out in unemotional phrasing and another yellow slip was pushed out at them: Your Reason ls Insufficient. No Answer Can Be Given.

Brandon said, ‘I don’t see they have a right to keep that secret.’

‘That’s up to Multivac,’ said Moore. ‘It judges the reasons given it and if it decides the ethics of privacy is against answering, that’s it. The government itself couldn’t break those ethics without a court order, and the courts don’t go against Multivac once in ten years. So what are you going to do?’

Brandon jumped to his feet and began the rapid walk up and down the room that was so characteristic of him. ‘All right, then let’s figure it out for ourselves. It’s something important to justify all their trouble. We’re agreed they’re not trying to find evidence of sabotage, not after twenty years. But Trans-space must be looking for something, something so valuable that it’s worth looking for all this time. Now what could be that valuable?’

‘Mark, you’re a dreamer,’ said Moore.

Brandon obviously didn’t hear him. ‘It can’t be jewels or money or securities. There just couldn’t be enough to pay them back for what the search has already cost them. Not if the Silver Queen were pure gold. What would be more valuable?’

‘You can’t judge value, Mark,’ said Moore. ‘A letter might be worth a hundredth of a cent as wastepaper and yet make a difference of a hundred million dollars to a corporation, depending on what’s in the letter.’

Brandon nodded his head vigorously. ‘Right. Documents. Valuable papers. Now who would be most likely to have papers worth billions in his possession on that trip?’

‘How could anyone possibly say?’

‘How about Dr Horace Quentin? How about that, Warren? He’s the one people remember because he was so important. What about the papers he might have had with him? Details of a new discovery, maybe. Damn it, if I had only seen him on that trip, he might have told me something, just in casual conversation, you know. Did you ever see him, Warren?’

‘Not that I recall. Not to talk to. So casual conversation with me is out too. Of course, I might have passed him at some time without knowing it.’

‘No, you wouldn’t have,’ said Shea, suddenly thoughtful. ‘I think I remember something. There was one passenger who never left his cabin. The steward was talking about it. He wouldn’t even come out for meals.’

‘And that was Quentin?’ said Brandon, stopping his pacing and staring at the spaceman eagerly.

‘It might have been, Mr Brandon. It might have been him. I don’t know that anyone said it was. I don’t remember. But it must have been a big shot, because on a spaceship you don’t fool around bringing meals to a man’s cabin unless he is a big shot.’

‘And Quentin was the big shot on the trip,’ said Brandon, with satisfaction. ‘So he had something in his cabin. Something very important. Something he was concealing.’

‘He might just have been space sick,’ said Moore, ‘except that—’ He frowned and fell silent.

‘Go ahead,’ said Brandon urgently. ‘You remember something too?’

‘Maybe. I told you I was sitting next to Dr Hester at the last dinner. He was saying something about hoping to meet Dr Quentin on the trip and not having any luck.’

‘Sure,’ cried Brandon, ‘because Quentin wouldn’t come out of his cabin.’

‘He didn’t say that. We got to talking about Quentin, though. Now what was it he said?’ Moore put his hands to his temples as though trying to squeeze out the memory of twenty years ago by main force. ‘I can’t give you the exact words, of course, but it was something about Quentin being very theatrical, or a slave of drama or something like that, and they were heading out to some scientific conference on Ganymede and Quentin wouldn’t even announce the title of his paper.’

‘It all fits.’ Brandon resumed his rapid pacing. ‘He had a new, great discovery, which he was keeping absolutely secret, because he was going to spring it on the Ganymede conference and get maximum drama out of it. He wouldn’t come out of his cabin because he probably thought Hester would pump him – and Hester would, I’ll bet. And then the ship hit the rock and Quentin was killed. Trans-space Insurance investigated, got rumors of this new discovery and figured that if they gained control of it they could make back their losses and plenty more. So they took ownership of the ship and have been hunting for Quentin’s papers among the pieces ever since.’

Moore smiled, in absolute affection for the other man. ‘Mark, that’s a beautiful story. The whole evening is worth it, just watching you make something out of nothing.’

‘Oh, yeah? Something out of nothing? Let’s ask Multivac again. I’ll pay the bill for it this month.’

‘It’s all right. Be my guest. If you don’t mind, though, I’m going to bring up the bottle of Jabra. I want one more little shot to catch up with you.’

‘Me, too,’ said Shea.

Brandon took his seat at the typewriter. His fingers trembled with eagerness as he tapped out: What was the nature of Dr Horace Quentin’s final investigations?

Moore had returned with the bottle and glasses, when the answer came back, on white paper this time. The answer was long and the print was fine, consisting for the most part of references to scientific papers and journals twenty years old.

Moore went over it. ‘I’m no physicist, but it looks to me as though he was interested in optics.’

Brandon shook his head impatiently. ‘But all that is published. We want something he had not published yet.’

‘We’ll never find out anything about that.’

‘The insurance company did.’

‘That’s just your theory.’

Brandon was kneading his chin with an unsteady hand. ‘Let me ask Multivac one more question.’

He sat down again and tapped out: Give me the name and tube number of the surviving colleagues of Dr Horace Quentin from among those associated with him at the University on whose faculty he served.

‘How do you know he was on a University faculty?’ asked Moore.

‘If not, Multivac will tell us.’

A slip popped out. It contained only one name.

Moore said, ‘Are you planning to call the man?’

‘I sure am,’ said Brandon. ‘Otis Fitzsimmons, with a Detroit tube number. Warren, may I—’

‘Be my guest, Mark. It’s still part of the game.’

Brandon set up the combination on Moore’s tube keyboard. A woman’s voice answered. Brandon asked for Dr Fitzsimmons and there was a short wait.

Then a thin voice said, ‘Hello.’ It sounded old.

Brandon said, ‘Dr Fitzsimmons, I’m representing Trans-space Insurance in the matter of the late Dr Horace Quentin—’

‘For heaven’s sake, Mark,’ whispered Moore, but Brandon held up a sharply restraining hand.

There was a pause so long that a tube breakdown began to seem possible and then the old voice said, ‘After all these years? Again?’

Brandon snapped his fingers in an irrepressible gesture of triumph. But he said smoothly, almost glibly, ‘We’re still trying to find out, Doctor, if you have remembered further details about what Dr Quentin might have had with him on that last trip that would pertain to his last unpublished discovery.’

‘Well’ – there was an impatient clicking of the tongue – ‘I’ve told you, I don’t know. I don’t want to be bothered with this again. I don’t know that there was anything. The man hinted, but he was always hinting about some gadget or other.’

‘What gadget, sir?’

‘I tell you I don’t know. He used a name once and I told you about that. I don’t think it’s significant.’

‘We don’t have the name in our records, sir.’

‘Well, you should have. Uh, what was that name? An optikon, that’s it.’

‘With a K?’

‘C or K. I don’t know or care. Now, please, I do not wish to be disturbed again about this. Good-bye.’ He was still mumbling querulously when the line went dead.

Brandon was pleased.

Moore said, ‘Mark, that was the stupidest thing you could have done. Claiming a fraudulent identity on the tube is illegal. If he wants to make trouble for you—’

‘Why should he? He’s forgotten about it already. But don’t you see, Warren? Trans-space has been asking him about this. He kept saying he’d explained all this before.’

‘All right. But you’d assumed that much. What else do you know?’

‘We also know,’ said Brandon, ‘that Quentin’s gadget was called an optikon.’

‘Fitzsimmons didn’t sound certain about that. And even so, since we already know he was specializing in optics toward the end, a name like optikon does not push us any further forward.’

‘And Trans-space Insurance is looking either for the optikon or for papers concerning it. Maybe Quentin kept the details in his hat and just had a model of the instrument. After all, Shea said they were picking up metal objects. Right?’

‘There was a bunch of metal junk in the pile,’ agreed Shea.

‘They’d leave that in space if it were papers they were after. So that’s what we want, an instrument that might be called an optikon.’

‘Even if all your theories were correct, Mark, and we’re looking for an optikon, the search is absolutely hopeless now,’ said Moore flatly. ‘I doubt that more than ten per cent of the debris would remain in orbit about Vesta. Vesta’s escape velocity is practically nothing. It was just a lucky thrust in a lucky direction and at a lucky velocity that put our section of the wreck in orbit. The rest is gone, scattered all over the Solar System in any conceivable orbit about the Sun.’

‘They’ve been picking up pieces,’ said Brandon.

‘Yes, the ten per cent that managed to make a Vestan orbit out of it. That’s all.’

Brandon wasn’t giving up. He said thoughtfully, ‘Suppose it were there and they hadn’t found it. Could someone have beat them to it?’

Mike Shea laughed. ‘We were right there, but we sure didn’t walk off with anything but our skins, and glad to do that much. Who else?’

‘That’s right,’ agreed Moore, ‘and if anyone else picked it up, why are they keeping it a secret?’

‘Maybe they don’t know what it is.’

‘Then how do we go about—’ Moore broke off and turned to Shea, ‘What did you say?’

Shea looked blank. ‘Who, me?’

‘Just now, about us being there.’ Moore’s eyes narrowed. He shook his head as though to clear it, then whispered, ‘Great Galaxy!’

‘What is it?’ asked Brandon tensely. ‘What’s the matter, Warren?’

‘I’m not sure. You’re driving me mad with your theories; so mad, I’m beginning to take them seriously, I think. You know, we did take some things out of the wreck with us. I mean besides our clothes and what personal belongings we still had. Or at least I did.’

‘What?’

‘It was when I was making my way across the outside of the wreckage – space, I seem to be there now, I see it so clearly – I picked up some items and put them in the pocket of my spacesuit. I don’t know why; I wasn’t myself, really. I did it without thinking. And then, well, I held on to them. Souvenirs, I suppose. I brought them back to Earth.’

‘Where are they?’

‘I don’t know. We haven’t stayed in one place, you know.’

‘You didn’t throw them out, did you?’

‘No, but things do get lost when you move.’

‘If you didn’t throw them out, they must be somewhere in this house.’

‘If they didn’t get lost. I swear I don’t recall seeing them in fifteen years.’

‘What were they?’

Warren Moore said, ‘One was a fountain pen, as I recall; a real antique, the kind that used an ink-spray cartridge. What gets me, though, is that the other was a small field glass, not more than about six inches long. You see what I mean? A field glass?’

‘An optikon,’ shouted Brandon. ‘Sure!’

‘It’s just a coincidence,’ said Moore, trying to remain level-headed. ‘Just a curious coincidence.’

But Brandon wasn’t having it. ‘A coincidence, nuts! Trans-space couldn’t find the optikon on the wreck and they couldn’t find it in space because you had it all along.’

‘You’re crazy.’

‘Come on, we’ve got to find the thing now.’

Moore blew out his breath. ‘Well, I’ll look, if that’s what you want, but I doubt that I’ll find it. Okay, let’s start with the storage level. That’s the logical place.’

Shea chuckled. ‘The logical place is usually the worst place to look.’ But they all headed for the power ramp once more and the additional flight upward.

The storage level had a musty, unused odor to it. Moore turned on the precipitron. ‘I don’t think we’ve precipitated the dust in two years. That shows you how often I’m up here. Now, let’s see – if it’s anywhere at all, it would be in with the bachelor collection. I mean the junk I’ve been hanging on to since bachelor days. We can start here.’

Moore started leafing through the contents of plastic collapsibles while Brandon kept peering anxiously over his shoulder.

Moore said, ‘What do you know? My college yearbook. I was a sonist in those days; a real bug on it. In fact, I managed to get a voice recording with the picture of every senior in this book.’ He tapped its cover fondly. ‘You could swear there was nothing there but the usual trimensional photos, but each one has an imprisoned—’

He grew aware of Brandon’s frown and said, ‘Okay, I’ll keep looking.’

He gave up the collapsibles and opened a trunk of heavy, old-fashioned woodite. He separated the contents of the various compartments.

Brandon said, ‘Hey, is that it?’

He pointed to a small cylinder that rolled out on the floor with a small clunk.

Moore said, ‘I don’t – Yes! That’s the pen. There it is. And here’s the field glass. Neither one works, of course. They’re both broken. At least, I suppose the pen’s broken. Something’s loose and rattles in it. Hear? I wouldn’t have the slightest idea about how to fill it so I can check whether it really works. They haven’t even made ink-spray cartridges in years.’

Brandon held it under the light. ‘It has initials on it.’

‘Oh? I don’t remember noticing any.’

‘It’s pretty worn down. It looks like J.K.Q.’

‘Q.?’

‘Right, and that’s an unusual letter with which to start a last name. This pen might have belonged to Quentin. An heirloom he kept for luck or sentiment. It might have belonged to a great-grandfather in the days when they used pens like this; a great-grandfather called Jason Knight Quentin or Judah Kent Quentin or something like that. We can check the names of Quentin’s ancestors through Multivac.’

Moore nodded. ‘I think maybe we should. See, you’ve got me as crazy as you are.’

‘And if this is so, it proves you picked it up in Quentin’s room. So you picked up the field glass there too.’

‘Now hold it. I don’t remember that I picked them both up in the same place. I don’t remember the scrounging over the outside of the wreck that well.’

Brandon turned the small field glass over and over under the light. ‘No initials here.’

‘Did you expect any?’

‘I don’t see anything, in fact, except this narrow joining mark here.’ He ran his thumbnail into the fine groove that circled the glass near its thicker end. He tried to twist it unsuccessfully. ‘One piece.’ He put it to his eye. ‘This thing doesn’t work.’

‘I told you it was broken. No lenses—’

Shea broke in. ‘You’ve got to expect a little damage when a spaceship hits a good-sized meteor and goes to pieces.’

‘So even if this were it,’ said Moore, pessimistic agam, tf this were the optikon, it would not do us any good.’

He took the field glass from Brandon and felt along the empty nms. ‘You can’t even tell where the lenses belonged. There’s no groove I can feel into which they might have been seated, It’s as if there never – Hey!’ He exploded the syllable violently.

‘Hey what?’ said Brandon.

‘The name! The name of the thing!’

‘Optikon, you mean?’

‘Optikon, I don’t mean! Fitzsimmons, on the tube, called it an optikon and we thought he said ‘an optikon.’

‘Well, he did,’ said Brandon.

‘Sure,’ said Shea. ‘I heard him.’

‘You just thought you heard him. He said “anoptikon”. Don’t you get it? Not “an optikon”, two words, “anoptikon”, one word.’

‘Oh,’ said Brandon blankly. ‘And what’s the difference?’

‘A hell of a difference. “An optikon” would mean an instrument with lenses, but “anoptikon”, one word, has the Greek prefix “an-” which means “no”. Words of Greek derivation use it for “no”. Anarchy means “no government”, anemia means “no blood”, anonymous means “no name”, and anoptikon means—’

‘No lenses,’ cried Brandon.

‘Right! Quentin must have been working on an optical device without lenses and this may be it and it may not be broken.’

Shea said, ‘But you don’t see anything when you look through it.’

‘It must be set to neutral,’ said Moore. ‘There must be some way of adjusting it.’ Like Brandon, he placed it in both hands and tried to twist it about that circumscribing groove. He placed pressure on it, grunting.

‘Don’t break it,’ said Brahdon.

‘It’s giving. Either it’s supposed to be stiff or else it’s corroded shut.’ He stopped, looked at the instrument impatiently, and put it to his eye again. He whirled, unpolarized a window and looked out at the lights of the city.

‘I’ll be dumped in space,’ he breathed.

Brandon said, ‘What? What?’

Moore handed the instrument to Brandon wordlessly. Brandon put it to his eyes and cried out sharply, ‘It’s a telescope.’

Shea said at once, ‘Let me see.’

They spent nearly an hour with it, converting it into a telescope with turns in one direction, a microscope with turns in the other.

‘How does it work?’ Brandon kept asking.

‘I don’t know,’ Moore kept saying. In the end he said, ‘I’m sure it involves concentrated force fields. We are turning against considerable field resistance. With larger instruments, power adjustment will be required.’

‘It’s a pretty cute trick,’ said Shea.

‘It’s more than that,’ said Moore. ‘I’ll bet it represents a completely new turn in theoretical physics. It focuses light without lenses, and it can be adjusted to gather light over a wider and wider area without any change in focal length. I’ll bet we could duplicate the five-hundred-inch Ceres telescope in one direction and an electron microscope in the other. What’s more, I don’t see any chromatic aberration, so it must bend light of all wavelengths equally. Maybe it bends radio waves and gamma rays also. Maybe it distorts gravity, if gravity is some kind of radiation. Maybe—’

‘Worth money?’ asked Shea, breaking in dryly.

‘All kinds if someone can figure out how it works.’

‘Then we don’t go to Trans-space Insurance with this. We go to a lawyer first. Did we sign these things away with our salvage rights or didn’t we? You had them already in your possession before signing the paper. For that matter, is the paper any good if we didn’t know what we were signing anyway? Maybe it might be considered fraud.’

‘As a matter of fact,’ said Moore, ‘with something like this, I don’t know if any private company ought to own it. We ought to check with some government agency. If there’s money in it—’

But Brandon was pounding both fists on his knees. ‘To hell with the money, Warren. I mean, I’ll take any money that comes my way but that’s not the important thing. We’re going to be famous, man, famous! Imagine the story. A fabulous treasure lost in space. A giant corporation combing space for twenty years to find it and all the time we, the forgotten ones, have it in our possession. Then, on the twentieth anniversary of the original loss, we find it again. If this thing works, if anoptics becomes a great new scientific technique, they’ll never forget us.’

Moore grinned, then started laughing. ‘That’s right. You did it, Mark. You did just what you set out to do. You’ve rescued us from being marooned in oblivion.’

‘We all did it,’ said Brandon. ‘Mike Shea started us off with the necessary basic information. I worked out the theory, and you had the instrument.’

‘Okay. It’s late, and the wife will be back soon, so let’s get the ball rolling right away. Multivac will tell us which agency would be appropriate and who—’

‘No, no,’ said Brandon. ‘Ritual first. The closing toast of the anniversary, please, and with the appropriate change. Won’t you oblige, Warren?’ He passed over the still half-full bottle of Jabra water.

Carefully, Moore filled each small glass precisely to the brim. ‘Gentlemen,’ he said solemnly, ‘a toast.’ The three raised the glasses in unison. ‘Gentlemen, I give you the Silver Queen souvenirs we used to have.’




Rain, Rain, Go Away

‘There she is again,’ said Lillian Wright as she adjusted the venetian blinds carefully. ‘There she is, George.’

‘There who is?’ asked her husband, trying to get satisfactory contrast on the TV so that he might settle down to the ball game.

‘Mrs Sakkaro,’ she said, and then, to forestall her husband’s inevitable ‘Who’s that?’ added hastily, ‘The new neighbors, for goodness sake.’

‘Oh.’

‘Sunbathing. Always sunbathing. I wonder where her boy is. He’s usually out on a nice day like this, standing in that tremendous yard of theirs and throwing the ball against the house. Did you ever see him, George?’

‘I’ve heard him. It’s a version of the Chinese water torture. Bang on the wall, biff on the ground, smack in the hand. Bang, biff, smack, bang, biff—’

‘He’s a nice boy, quiet and well-behaved. I wish Tommie would make friends with him. He’s the right age, too, just about ten, I should say.’

‘I didn’t know Tommie was backward about making friends.’

‘Well, it’s hard with the Sakkaros. They keep so to themselves. I don’t even know what Mr Sakkaro does.’

‘Why should you? It’s not really anyone’s business what he does.’

‘It’s odd that I never see him go to work.’

‘No one ever sees me go to work.’

‘You stay home and write. What does he do?’

‘I dare say Mrs Sakkaro knows what Mr Sakkaro does and is all upset because she doesn’t know what I do.’

‘Oh, George.’ Lillian retreated from the window, and glanced with distaste at the television. (Schoendienst was at bat.) I think we should make an effort; the neighborhood should.’

‘What kind of an effort?’ George was comfortable on the couch now, with a king-size Coke in his hand, freshly opened and frosted with moisture.

‘To get to know them.’

‘Well, didn’t you, when she first moved in? You said you called.’

‘I said hello but, well, she’d just moved in and the house was still upset, so that’s all it could be, just hello: It’s been two months, now and it’s still nothing more than hello, sometimes. —She’s so odd.’

‘Is she?’

‘She’s always looking at the sky; I’ve seen her do it a hundred times and she’s never been out when it’s the least bit cloudy. Once, when the boy was out playing, she called to him to come in, shouting that it was going to rain. I happened to hear her and I thought, Good Lord, wouldn’t you know and me with a wash on the line, so I burned out and, you know, it was broad sunlight. Oh, there were some clouds, but nothing, really.’

‘Did it rain, eventually?’

‘Of course not. I just had to run out in the yard for nothing.’

George was lost amid a couple of base hits and a most embarrassing bobble that meant a run. When the excitement was over and the pitcher was trying to regain his composure, George called out after Lillian, who was vanishing into the kitchen, ‘Well, since they’re from Arizona, I dare say they don’t know rainclouds from any other kind.’

Lillian came back into the living room with a patter of high heels. ‘From where?’

‘From Arizona, according to Tommie.’

‘How did Tommie know?’

‘He talked to their boy, in between ball chucks, I guess, and he told Tommie they came from Arizona and then the boy was called in. At least, Tommie says it might have been Arizona, or maybe Alabama or some place like that. You know Tommie and his nontotal recall. But if they’re that nervous about the weather, I guess it’s Arizona and they don’t know what to make of a good rainy climate like ours.’

‘But why didn’t you ever tell me?’

‘Because Tommie only told me this morning and because I thought he must have told you already and, to tell the absolute truth, because I thought you could just manage to drag out a normal existence even if you never found out. Wow—’

The ball went sailing into the right field stands and that was that for the pitcher.

Lillian went back to the venetian blinds and said, ‘I’ll simply just have to make her acquaintance. She looks very nice. —Oh, Lord, look at that, George.’

George was looking at nothing but the TV.

Liliian said, ‘I know she’s staring at that cloud. And now she’ll be going in. Honestly.’

George was out two days later on a reference search in the library and came home with a load of books. Lillian greeted him jubilantly.

She said, ‘Now, you’re not doing anything tomorrow.’

‘That sounds like a statement, not a question.’

‘It is a statement. We’re going out with the Sakkaros to Murphy’s Park.’

‘With—’

‘With the next-door neighbors, George. How can you never remember the name?’

‘I’m gifted. How did it happen?’

‘I just went up to their house this morning and rang the bell.’

‘That easy?’

‘It wasn’t easy. It was hard. I stood there, jittering, with my finger on the doorbell, till I thought that ringing the bell would be easier than having the door open and being caught standing there like a fool.’

‘And she didn’t kick you out?’

‘No. She was sweet as she could be. Invited me in, knew who I was, said she was so glad I had come to visit. You know.’

‘And you suggested we go to Murphy’s Park.’

‘Yes. I thought if I suggested something that would let the children have fun, it would be easier for her to go along with it. She wouldn’t want to spoil a chance for her boy.’

‘A mother’s psychology.’

‘But you should see her home.’

‘Ah. You had a reason for all this. It comes out. You wanted the Cook’s tour. But, please, spare me the color-scheme details. I’m not interested in the bedspreads, and the size of the closets is a topic with which I can dispense.’

It was the secret of their happy marriage that Lillian paid no attention to George. She went into the color-scheme details, was most meticulous about the bedspreads, and gave him an inch-by-inch description of closet-size.

‘And clean? I have never seen any place so spotless.’

‘If you get to know her, then, she’ll be setting you impossible standards and you’ll have to drop her in self-defense.’

‘Her kitchen,’ said Lillian, ignoring him, ‘was so spanking clean you just couldn’t believe she ever used it. I asked for a drink of water and she held the glass underneath the tap and poured slowly so that not one drop fell in the sink itself. It wasn’t affectation. She did it so casually that I just knew she always did it that way. And when she gave me the glass she held it with a clean napkin. Just hospital-sanitary.’

‘She must be a lot of trouble to herself. Did she agree to come with us right off?’

‘Well – not right off. She called to her husband about what the weather forecast was, and he said that the newspapers all said it would be fair tomorrow but that he was waiting for the latest report on the radio.’

‘All the newspapers said so, eh?’

‘Of course, they all just print the official weather forecast, so they would all agree. But I think they do subscribe to all the newspapers. At least I’ve watched the bundle the newsboy leaves—’

‘There isn’t much you miss, is there?’

‘Anyway,’ said Lillian severely, ‘she called up the weather bureau and had them tell her the latest and she called it out to her husband and they said they’d go, except they said they’d phone us if there were any unexpected changes in the weather.’

‘All right. Then we’ll go.’

The Sakkaros were young and pleasant, dark and handsome. In fact, as they came down the long walk from their home to where the Wright automobile was parked, George leaned toward his wife and breathed into her ear, ‘So he’s the reason.’

‘I wish he were,’ said Lillian. ‘Is that a handbag he’s carrying?’

‘Pocket-radio. To listen to weather forecasts, I bet.’

The Sakkaro boy came running after them, waving something which turned out to be an aneroid barometer, and all three got into the back seat. Conversation was turned on and lasted, with neat give-and-take on impersonal subjects, to Murphy’s Park.

The Sakkaro boy was so polite and reasonable that even Tommie Wright, wedged between his parents in the front seat, was subdued by example into a semblance of civilization. Lillian couldn’t recall when she had spent so serenely pleasant a drive.

She was not the least disturbed by the fact that, barely to be heard under the flow of the conversation, Mr Sakkaro’s small radio was on, and she never actually saw him put it occasionally to his ear.

It was a beautiful day at Murphy’s Park; hot and dry without being too hot; and with a cheerfully bright sun in a blue, blue sky. Even Mr Sakkaro, though he inspected every quarter of the heavens with a careful eye and then stared piercingly at the barometer, seemed to have no fault to find.

Lillian ushered the two boys to the amusement section and bought enough tickets to allow one ride for each on every variety of centrifugal thrill that the park offered.

‘Please,’ she had said to a protesting Mrs Sakkaro, ‘let this be my treat. I’ll let you have your turn next time.’

When she returned, George was alone. ‘Where—’ she began.

‘Just down there at the refreshment stand. I told them I’d wait here for you and we would join them.’ He sounded gloomy.

‘Anything wrong?’

‘No, not really, except that I think he must be independently wealthy.’

‘What?’

‘I don’t know what he does for a living. I hinted—’

‘Now who’s curious?’

‘I was doing it for you. He said he’s just a student of human nature.’

‘How philosophical. That would explain all those newspapers.’

‘Yes, but with a handsome, wealthy man next door, it looks as though I’ll have impossible standards set for me, too.’

‘Don’t be silly.’

‘And he doesn’t come from Arizona.’

‘He doesn’t?’

‘I said I heard he was from Arizona. He looked so surprised, it was obvious he didn’t. Then he laughed and asked if he had an Arizona accent.’

Lillian said thoughtfully, ‘He has some kind of accent, you know. There are lots of Spanish-ancestry people in the Southwest, so he could still be from Arizona. Sakkaro could be a Spanish name.’

‘Sounds Japanese to me. —Come on, they’re waving. Oh, good Lord, look what they’ve bought.’

The Sakkaros were each holding three sticks of cotton candy, huge swirls of pink foam consisting of threads of sugar dried out of frothy syrup that had been whipped about in a warm vessel. It melted sweetly in the mouth and left one feeling sticky.

The Sakkaros held one out to each Wright, and out of politeness the Wrights accepted.

They went down the midway, tried their hand at darts, at the kind of poker game where balls were rolled into holes, at knocking wooden cylinders off pedestals. They took pictures of themselves and recorded their voices and tested the strength of their handgrips.

Eventually they collected the youngsters, who had been reduced to a satisfactorily breathless state of roiled-up insides, and the Sakkaros ushered theirs off instantly to the refreshment stand. Tommie hinted the extent of his pleasure at the possible purchase of a hot-dog and George tossed him a quarter. He ran off, too.

‘Frankly,’ said George, ‘I prefer to stay here. If I see them biting away at another cotton candy stick I’ll turn green and sicken on the spot. If they haven’t had a dozen apiece, I’ll eat a dozen myself.’

‘I know, and they’re buying a handful for the child now.’

‘I offered to stand Sakkaro a hamburger and he just looked grim and shook his head. Not that a hamburger’s much, but after enough cotton candy, it ought to be a feast.’

‘I know. I offered her an orange drink and the way she jumped when she said no, you’d think I’d thrown it in her face. —Still, I suppose they’ve never been to a place like this before and they’ll need time to adjust to the novelty. They’ll fill up on cotton candy and then never eat it again for ten years.’

‘Well, maybe.’ They strolled toward the Sakkaros. ‘You know, Lil, it’s clouding up.’

Mr Sakkaro had the radio to his ear and was looking anxiously toward the west.

‘Uh-oh,’ said George, ‘he’s seen it. One gets you fifty, he’ll want to go home.’

All three Sakkaros were upon him, polite but insistent. They were sorry, they had had a wonderful time, a marvelous time, the Wrights would have to be their guests as soon as it could be managed, but now, really, they had to go home. It looked stormy. Mrs Sakkaro wailed that all the forecasts had been for fair weather.

George tried to console them. ‘It’s hard to predict a local thunder-storm, but even if it were to come, and it mightn’t, it wouldn’t last more than half an hour on the outside.’

At which comment, the Sakkaro youngster seemed on the verge of tears, and Mrs Sakkaro’s hand, holding a handkerchief, trembled visibly.

‘Let’s go home,’ said George in resignation.

The drive back seemed to stretch interminably. There was no conversation to speak of. Mr Sakkaro’s radio was quite loud now as he switched from station to station, catching a weather report every time. They were mentioning ‘local thundershowers’ now.

The Sakkaro youngster piped up that the barometer was falling, and Mrs Sakkaro, chin in the palm of her hand, stared dolefully at the sky and asked if George could not drive faster, please.

‘It does look rather threatening, doesn’t it?’ said Lillian in a polite attempt to share their guests’ attitude. But then George heard her mutter, ‘Honestly!’ under her breath.

A wind had sprung up, driving the dust of the weeks-dry road before it, when they entered the street on which they lived, and the leaves rustled ominously. Lightning flickered.

George said, ‘You’ll be indoors in two minutes, friends. We’ll make it.’

He pulled up at the gate that opened onto the Sakkaro’s spacious front yard and got out of the car to open the back door. He thought he felt a drop. They were just in time.

The Sakkaros tumbled out, faces drawn with tension, muttering thanks, and started off toward their long front walk at a dead run.

‘Honestly,’ began Lillian, ‘you would think they were—’

The heavens opened and the rain came down in giant drops as though some celestial dam had suddenly burst. The top of their car was pounded with a hundred drum sticks, and halfway to their front door the Sakkaros stopped and looked despairingly upward.

Their faces blurred as the rain hit; blurred and shrank and ran together. All three shriveled, collapsing within their clothes, which sank down into three sticky-wet heaps.

And while the Wrights sat there, transfixed with horror, Lillian found herself unable to stop the completion of her remark: ‘—made of sugar and afraid they would melt.’




Star Light

Arthur Trent heard them quite clearly. The tense, angry words shot out of his receiver.

‘Trent! You can’t get away. We will intersect your orbit in two hours and if you try to resist we will blow you out of space.’

Trent smiled and said nothing. He had no weapons and no need to fight. In far less than two hours the ship would make its Jump through hyperspace and they would never find him. He would have with him nearly a kilogram of Krillium, enough for the construction of the brainpaths of thousands of robots and worth some ten million credits on any world in the Galaxy – and no questions asked.

Old Brennmeyer had planned the whole thing. He had planned it for thirty years and more. It had been his life’s work.

‘It’s the getaway, young man,’ he had said. ‘That’s why I need you. You can lift a ship off the ground and out into space. I can’t.’

‘Getting it into space is no good, Mr Brennmeyer,’ Trent said. ‘We’ll be caught in half a day.’

‘Not,’ said Brennmeyer craftily, ‘if we make the Jump. Not if we flash through hyperspace and end up light-years away.’

‘It would take half a day to plot the Jump and even if we could take the time, the police would alert all stellar systems.’

‘No, Trent no.’ The old man’s hand fell on his, clutching it in trembling excitement. ‘Not all stellar systems; only the dozen in our neighborhood. The Galaxy is big and the colonists of the last fifty thousand years have lost touch with each other.’

He talked avidly, painting the picture. The Galaxy now was like the surface of man’s original planet – Earth, they had called it – in prehistoric times. Man had been scattered over all the continents but each group had known only the area immediately surrounding itself.

‘If we make the Jump at random,’ Brennmeyer said, ‘we would be anywhere, even fifty thousand light-years away, and there would be no more chance of finding us than of finding a pebble in a meteor swarm.’

Trent shook his head. ‘And we don’t find ourselves, either. We wouldn’t have the foggiest way of getting to an inhabited planet.’

Brennmeyer’s quick-moving eyes inspected the surroundings. No one was near him, but his voice sank to a whisper anyway. ‘I’ve spent thirty years collecting data on every habitable planet in the Galaxy. I’ve searched all the old records. I’ve traveled thousands of light-years, farther than any space pilot. And the location of every habitable planet is now in the memory store of the best computer in the world.’

Trent lifted his eyebrows politely.

Brennmeyer said, ‘I design computers and I have the best. I’ve also plotted the exact location of every luminous star in the Galaxy, every star of spectral class of F, B, A, and O, and put that into the memory store. Once we’ve made the Jump the computer will scan the heavens spectroscopically and compare the results with the map of the Galaxy it contains. Once it finds the proper match, and sooner or later it will, the ship is located in space and it is then automatically guided through a second Jump to the neighborhood of the nearest inhabited planet.’

‘Sounds too complicated.’

‘It can’t miss. All these years I’ve worked on it and it can’t miss. I’ll have ten years left yet to be a millionaire. But you’re young; you’ll be a millionaire much longer.’

‘When you Jump at random, you can end inside a star.’

‘Not one chance in a hundred trillion, Trent. We might also land so far from any luminous star that the computer can’t find anything to match up against its program. We might find we’ve jumped only a light-year or two and the police are still on our trail. The chances of that are smaller still. If you want to worry, worry that you might die of a heart attack at the moment of takeoff. The chances for that are much higher.’

‘You might, Mr Brennmeyer. You’re older.’

The old man shrugged. ‘I don’t count. The computer will do everything automatically.’

Trent nodded and remembered that. One midnight, when the ship was ready and Brennmeyer arrived with the Krillium in a briefcase – he had no difficulty for he was a greatly trusted man – Trent took the briefcase with one hand while his other moved quickly and surely.

A knife was still the best, just as quick as a molecular depolarizer, just as fatal, and much more quiet. Trent left the knife there with the body, complete with fingerprints. What was the difference? They wouldn’t get him.

Deep in space now, with the police cruisers in pursuit, he felt the gathering tension that always preceded a Jump. No physiologist could explain it, but every space-wise pilot knew what it felt like.

There was a momentary inside-out feeling as his ship and himself for one moment of non-space and non-time, became non-matter and non-energy, then reassembled itself instantaneously in another part of the Galaxy.

Trent smiled. He was still alive. No star was too close and there were thousands that were close enough. The sky was alive with stars and the pattern was so different that he knew the Jump had gone far. Some of those stars had to be spectral class F and better. The computer would have a nice rich pattern to match against its memory. It shouldn’t take long.

He leaned back in comfort and watched the bright pattern of star light move as the ship rotated slowly. A bright star came into view, a really bright one. It didn’t seem more than a couple of light-years away and his pilot’s sense told him it was a hot one, good and hot. The computer would use that as
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