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Enter the SF Gateway …

In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’



Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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What would you do if little men in purple uniforms filled your living room with impossible machinery?

A machine made it possible to bury your crimes in the future?

You were abandoned on an asteroid alone with a murderous living snake of metal?

Here are four collections of stories by the extraordinary Damon Knight, including the classic ‘To Serve Man’, made famous by its adaptation for The Twilight Zone and parodied in The Simpsons.

Far Out

In Deep

Off Centre

Turning On


INTRODUCTION
from The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction

Damon Knight (1922–2002) was a US editor, critic and author; his third marriage was to Kate Wilhelm. Like many SF writers, Knight became involved in SF Fandom at an early age, and by 1941 was a member of the Futurians in New York, where he shared an apartment with Robert A. W. Lowndes and met Isaac Asimov, James Blish, Judith Merril, C. M. Kornbluth, Frederik Pohl and others. In The Futurians: The Story of the Science Fiction ‘Family’ of the 30’s that Produced Today’s Top SF Writers and Editors (1977) he published a candid history of the group and its era, full of sometimes scathing portraits but also arguing with conviction that these young men and women, the first generation to have been brought up within the relatively new field, would shape SF for decades. Knight’s first professional sale was a cartoon to Amazing. His first published story (for which he received no payment) was ‘Resilience’ for Stirring Science Stories in February 1941, a journal edited by another Futurian, Donald A. Wollheim; his career as a short-story writer then lay fallow for several years. In 1943 he became an assistant editor with Popular Publications, a Pulp-magazine chain. Later he worked for a literary agency, then returned to Popular Publications as assistant editor of Super Science Stories. In 1950–1951 he was editor of Worlds Beyond, but the magazine ran for only three issues; later he edited If for three issues 1958–1959.

Knight made his initial strong impact on the field as a book reviewer, and is generally acknowledged to have been the first outstanding Genre-SF critic. His first piece – a fanzine review of the 1945 Astounding serial version of A. E. Van Vogt’s The World of Ā (1948) – remains perhaps his best known; it is in any case one of the most famous works of critical demolition ever published in the field, inspiring considerable revisions in the eventually published book, and being credited (perhaps a touch implausibly) for Van Vogt’s eventual slide from pre-eminence. Knight later reviewed books for a number of amateur and professional magazines, notably Infinity and The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction, expressing throughout a sane and consistent insistence on the relevance of literary standards to SF. His early reviews were collected in In Search of Wonder: Essays on Modern Science Fiction (1956)) and won him a Hugo in 1956; the second edition (1967) adds a considerable amount of material published up to 1960; the third edition (1996) adds six further pieces. He ceased his regular magazine reviewing when The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction declined to print a negative response to Judith Merril – this review, of The Tomorrow People (1960), appears in the revised edition of In Search of Wonder. In 1975, primarily for his criticism, he received a Pilgrim Award from the Science Fiction Research Association.

Knight’s 1940s stories – including occasional collaborations with Blish – were of only mild interest until the release in 1949 of his ironic End of the World tale ‘Not with a Bang’ (1950), which appeared in one of the first issues of The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction. This magazine, and Galaxy even more so, provided markets in which Knight could develop his urbane and darkly humorous short stories – including the famous ‘To Serve Man’ (1950), ‘Four in One’ (1953), ‘Babel II’ (1953), ‘The Country of the Kind’ (1956) and ‘Stranger Station’ (1956) – though as the decade advanced, and as his perspectives on the human enterprise darkened, even these markets proved too narrow, and he was forced to publish some of his finest work in lesser journals, where his scouring, revisionary, anatomical rewrites of the genre’s already sclerotic conventions could appear in safe obscurity. Knight’s reputation as a writer has primarily rested on the short stories published during the 1950s and, to a lesser extent, the 1960s; they are adult and sane and have not dated. His best work has been assembled in various collections, primarily Far Out (1961), In Deep (1963), Off Centre (1965) and Turning On (1966) (for all four collections see below). Later collections include Rule Golden (1979), Late Knight Edition (1985), One Side Laughing: Stories Unlike Other Stories (1991) and God’s Nose (1991); they tend to mix early and late work.

From the first, the novel form presented something of a difficulty for Knight. Most of his efforts – like his first, Hell’s Pavement (1955), a Dystopian story of a future society with humanity under psychological control, or Masters of Evolution (1959), or The Sun Saboteurs (1961) – were expanded from stories, and lose in the process the compressed drivenness of his short work. Some of them – like The People Maker (1959), which thoughtfully examines Matter Duplication, and the late The World and Thorinn (fixup 1981), a scintillating picaresque derived from some 1960s tales – do seem comfortably to fill the longer format; but by the mid-1960s he appeared to have turned his attention permanently elsewhere.

Like Frederik Pohl, Knight had soon become adept at many aspects of the writing business, having worked as magazine editor, short-story writer, novelist and critic. This mastery soon widened, and he began to work to formalize the professional collegiality so important to the SF field. He co-founded, with Blish and Merril, the Milford Science Fiction Writers’ Conference in 1956, which he ran (soon with Wilhelm) for over 20 years; and later participated in its highly successful spiritual offspring, the Clarion Science Fiction Writers’ Workshop writing seminar, for which he edited The Clarion Writers’ Handbook (1978). He was responsible for arguing the need of, and for founding the Science Fiction Writers of America serving as its first president 1965–1967. At the same time he began to issue well-conceived reprint Anthologies like A Century of Science Fiction (1962), First Flight (1963), Tomorrow × 4 (1964), A Century of Great Short Science Fiction Novels (1964) and many others. But his greatest editorial achievement during these years was the Orbit series of Original Anthologies that he began in 1966 – beginning with Orbit 1: A Science Fiction Anthology (1966) and closing with Orbit 21 (1980) – and which would become the longest-running and most influential series of that sort yet seen in the field; among writers strongly identified with Orbit were Gardner Dozois, R. A. Lafferty, Kate Wilhelm and Gene Wolfe, the latter publishing in the series eighteen of his most powerful early stories and novellas, one in almost every volume.

In the 1980s, after the end of Orbit, Knight became more active as a writer again, though without making a huge impression on a new generation of readers. But if The Man in the Tree (1984) may seem somewhat slack and irony-poor in its presentation of a contemporary Messiah figure, Knight returned to something like form, though without quite the energy of earlier efforts, in the wickedly Utopian sequence comprising CV (1985), The Observers (1988) and A Reasonable World (1991), about Alien parasites who turn out not to be the Paranoia-justifying Invasion of 1950s SF but moralistic symbionts who enforce something like rational behaviour upon humanity’s leaders – echoing the central gimmick of Knight’s much earlier story ‘Rule Golden’ (1954) – where artificially boosted empathy makes it impossible to be cruel without experiencing the victim’s pain. In the third volume, a plethora of SF devices and appeals to reason somewhat weakens the pleasurable sting, but the series as a whole seems young at heart, and Knight’s cognitive energy remains clearly evident. This is also demonstrated by the autumnal ironies of Why Do Birds (1992), in which the world is brought to an end and humanity’s scant hope of salvation has the aura of a gigantic con-trick; and in Humpty Dumpty: An Oval (1996), a surreal tragi-farce which may be read as Posthumous Fantasy: the protagonist has been shot in the head, fractures and upheavals in Earth’s crust may echo the state of his skull, bizarre conspiracy theories abound, and the lyric stillness of the final scene gently suggests the peace of death.

In 1995, he was granted the SFWA Grand Master Award – which from 2002 became formally known, in his honour, as the Damon Knight Grand Master Award. He was posthumously inducted into the Science Fiction Hall of Fame in 2003. He amply deserved these honours, but to the very end of his life there remained a sense that Knight had retained an impish tendency to shock the SF world, and perhaps to mock us all.

There is unmistakeably something impish, something mocking, in his best short stories, which were assembled as Far Out (1961), In Deep (1963), Off Centre (1965) and Turning On (1966), and which are presented here in one volume. They give delight and they sting. They honour the rules of SF, but they use those rules to demonstrate to us that the world itself may not be amenable to those rules. Knight’s Thought Experiments do not build a better world for technology; they are demolition derbies, where the costs (sometimes hilarious) of forging ahead can be anatomized. Written half a century ago, they tell us how it is today. They should be read for that. They should also be read because they are a joy to read.

For a more detailed version of the above, see Damon Knight’s author entry in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction: http://sf-encyclopedia.com/entry/knight_damon

Some terms above are capitalised when they would not normally be so rendered; this indicates that the terms represent discrete entries in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction.
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TO SERVE MAN

The Kanamit were not very pretty, it’s true. They looked something like pigs and something like people, and that is not an attractive combination. Seeing them for the first time shocked you; that was their handicap. When a thing with the countenance of a fiend comes from the stars and offers a gift, you are disinclined to accept.

I don’t know what we expected interstellar visitors to look like – those who thought about it at all, that is. Angels, perhaps, or something too alien to be really awful. Maybe that’s why we were all so horrified and repelled when they landed in their great ships and we saw what they really were like.

The Kanamit were short and very hairy – thick, bristly brown-grey hair all over their abominably plump bodies. Their noses were snout-like and their eyes small, and they had thick hands of three fingers each. They wore green leather harness and green shorts, but I think the shorts were a concession to our notions of public decency. The garments were quite modishly cut, with slash pockets and half-belts in the back. The Kanamit had a sense of humour, anyhow.

There were three of them at this session of the U.N., and, Lord, I can’t tell you how queer it looked to see them there in the middle of a solemn plenary session – three fat pig-like creatures in green harness and shorts, sitting at the long table below the podium, surrounded by the packed arcs of delegates from every nation. They sat correctly upright, politely watching each speaker. Their flat ears drooped over the earphones. Later on, I believe, they learned every human language, but at this time they knew only French and English.

They seemed perfectly at ease – and that, along with their humour, was a thing that tended to make me like them. I was in the minority; I didn’t think they were trying to put anything over.

The delegate from Argentina got up and said that his government was interested in the demonstration of a new cheap power source, which the Kanamit had made at the previous session, but that the Argentine government could not commit itself as to its future policy without a much more thorough examination.

It was what all the delegates were saying, but I had to pay particular attention to Señor Valdes, because he tended to sputter and his diction was bad. I got through the translation all right, with only one or two momentary hesitations, and then switched to the Polish-English line to hear how Gregori was doing with Janciewicz. Janciewicz was the cross Gregori had to bear, just as Valdes was mine.

Janciewicz repeated the previous remarks with a few ideological variations, and then the Secretary-General recognized the delegate from France, who introduced Dr Denis Lévèque, the criminologist, and a great deal of complicated equipment was wheeled in.

Dr Lévèque remarked that the question in many people’s minds had been aptly expressed by the delegate from the U.S.S.R. at the preceding session, when he demanded, ‘What is the motive of the Kanamit? What is their purpose in offering us these unprecedented gifts, while asking nothing in return?’

The doctor then said, ‘At the request of several delegates and with the full consent of our guests, the Kanamit, my associates and I have made a series of tests upon the Kanamit with the equipment which you see before you. These tests will now be repeated.’

A murmur ran through the chamber. There was a fusillade of flashbulbs, and one of the TV cameras moved up to focus on the instrument board of the doctor’s equipment. At the same time, the huge television screen behind the podium lighted up, and we saw the blank faces of two dials, each with its pointer resting at zero, and a strip of paper tape with a stylus point resting against it.

The doctor’s assistants were fastening wires to the temples of one of the Kanamit, wrapping a canvas-covered rubber tube around his forearm, and taping something to the palm of his right hand.

In the screen, we saw the paper tape begin to move while the stylus traced a slow zigzag pattern along it. One of the needles began to jump rhythmically; the other flipped over and stayed there, wavering slightly.

‘These are the standard instruments for testing the truth of a statement,’ said Dr Lévèque. ‘Our first object, since the physiology of the Kanamit is unknown to us, was to determine whether or not they react to these tests as human beings do. We will now repeat one of the many experiments which were made in the endeavour to discover this.’

He pointed to the first dial. ‘This instrument registers the subject’s heartbeat. This shows the electrical conductivity of the skin in the palm of his hand, a measure of perspiration, which increases under stress. And this –’ pointing to the tape-and-stylus device – ‘shows the pattern and intensity of the electrical waves emanating from his brain. It has been shown, with human subjects, that all these readings vary markedly depending upon whether the subject is speaking the truth.’

He picked up two large pieces of cardboard, one red and one black. The red one was a square about three feet on a side; the black was a rectangle three and a half feet long. He addressed himself to the Kanama.

‘Which of these is longer than the other?’

‘The red,’ said the Kanama.

Both needles leaped wildly, and so did the line on the unrolling tape.

‘I shall repeat the question,’ said the doctor. ‘Which of these is longer than the other?’

‘The black,’ said the creature.

This time the instruments continued in their normal rhythm.

‘How did you come to this planet?’ asked the doctor.

‘Walked,’ replied the Kanama.

Again the instruments responded, and there was a subdued ripple of laughter in the chamber.

‘Once more,’ said the doctor. ‘How did you come to this planet?’

‘In a spaceship,’ said the Kanama, and the instruments did not jump.

The doctor again faced the delegates. ‘Many such experiments were made,’ he said, ‘and my colleagues and myself are satisfied that the mechanisms are effective. Now –’ he turned to the Kanama – ‘I shall ask our distinguished guest to reply to the question put at the last session by the delegate of the U.S.S.R. – namely, what is the motive of the Kanamit people in offering these great gifts to the people of Earth?’

The Kanama rose. Speaking this time in English, he said, ‘On my planet there is a saying, “There are more riddles in a stone than in a philosopher’s head.” The motives of intelligent beings, though they may at times appear obscure, are simple things compared to the complex workings of the natural universe. Therefore I hope that the people of Earth will understand, and believe, when I tell you that our mission upon your planet is simply this – to bring to you the peace and plenty which we ourselves enjoy, and which we have in the past brought to other races throughout the galaxy. When your world has no more hunger, no more war, no more needless suffering, that will be our reward.’

And the needles had not jumped once.

The delegate from the Ukraine jumped to his feet, asking to be recognized, but the time was up and the Secretary-General closed the session.

I met Gregori as we were leaving the chamber. His face was red with excitement. ‘Who promoted that circus?’ he demanded.

‘The tests looked genuine to me,’ I told him.

‘A circus!’ he said vehemently. ‘A second-rate farce! If they were genuine, Peter, why was debate stifled?’

‘There’ll be time for debate tomorrow, surely.’

‘Tomorrow the doctor and his instruments will be back in Paris. Plenty of things can happen before tomorrow. In the name of sanity, man, how can anybody trust a thing that looks as if it ate the baby?’

I was a little annoyed. I said, ‘Are you sure you’re not more worried about their politics than their appearance?’

He said, ‘Bah,’ and went away.

The next day reports began to come in from government laboratories all over the world where the Kanamit’s power source was being tested. They were wildly enthusiastic. I don’t understand such things myself, but it seemed that those little metal boxes would give more electrical power than an atomic pile, for next to nothing and nearly for ever. And it was said that they were so cheap to manufacture that everybody in the world could have one of his own. In the early afternoon there were reports that seventeen countries had already begun to set up factories to turn them out.

The next day the Kanamit turned up with plans and specimens of a gadget that would increase the fertility of any arable land by 60 to 100 per cent. It speeded the formation of nitrates in the soil, or something. There was nothing in the newscasts any more but stories about the Kanamit. The day after that, they dropped their bombshell.

‘You now have potentially unlimited power and increased food supply,’ said one of them. He pointed with his three-fingered hand to an instrument that stood on the table before him. It was a box on a tripod, with a parabolic reflector on the front of it. ‘We offer you today a third gift which is at least as important as the first two.’

He beckoned to the TV men to roll their cameras into close-up position. Then he picked up a large sheet of cardboard covered with drawings and English lettering. We saw it on the large screen above the podium; it was all clearly legible.

‘We are informed that this broadcast is being relayed throughout your world,’ said the Kanama. ‘I wish that everyone who has equipment for taking photographs from television screens would use it now.’

The Secretary-General leaned forward and asked a question sharply, but the Kanama ignored him.

‘This device,’ he said, ‘generates a field in which no explosive, of whatever nature, can detonate.’

There was an uncomprehending silence.

The Kanama said, ‘It cannot now be suppressed. If one nation has it, all must have it.’ When nobody seemed to understand, he explained bluntly, ‘There will be no more war.’

That was the biggest news of the millennium, and it was perfectly true. It turned out that the explosions the Kanama was talking about included gasoline and Diesel explosions. They had simply made it impossible for anybody to mount or equip a modern army.

We could have gone back to bows and arrows, of course, but that wouldn’t have satisfied the military. Besides, there wouldn’t be any reason to make war. Every nation would soon have everything.

Nobody ever gave another thought to those lie-detector experiments, or asked the Kanamit what their politics were. Gregori was put out; he had nothing to prove his suspicions.

I quit my job with the U.N. a few months later, because I foresaw that it was going to die under me anyhow. U.N. business was booming at the time, but after a year or so there was going to be nothing for it to do. Every nation on Earth was well on the way to being completely self-supporting; they weren’t going to need much arbitration.

I accepted a position as translator with the Kanamit Embassy, and it was there that I ran into Gregori again. I was glad to see him, but I couldn’t imagine what he was doing there.

‘I thought you were on the opposition,’ I said. ‘Don’t tell me you’re convinced the Kanamit are all right.’

He looked rather shamefaced. ‘They’re not what they look, anyhow,’ he said.

It was as much of a concession as he could decently make, and I invited him down to the embassy lounge for a drink. It was an intimate kind of place, and he grew confidential over the second daiquiri.

‘They fascinate me,’ he said. ‘I hate them instinctively still – that hasn’t changed – but I can evaluate it. You were right, obviously; they mean us nothing but good. But do you know –’ he leaned across the table – ‘the question of the Soviet delegate was never answered.’

I am afraid I snorted.

‘No, really,’ he said. ‘They told us what they wanted to do – “to bring to you the peace and plenty which we ourselves enjoy”. But they didn’t say why.’

‘Why do missionaries—’

‘Missionaries be damned!’ he said angrily. ‘Missionaries have a religious motive. If these creatures have a religion, they haven’t once mentioned it. What’s more, they didn’t send a missionary group; they send a diplomatic delegation – a group representing the will and policy of their whole people. Now just what have the Kanamit, as a people or a nation, got to gain from our welfare?’

I said, ‘Cultural—’

‘Cultural cabbage soup! No, it’s something less obvious than that, something obscure that belongs to their psychology and not to ours. But trust me, Peter, there is no such thing as a completely disinterested altruism. In one way or another, they have something to gain.’

‘And that’s why you’re here,’ I said. ‘To try to find out what it is.’

‘Correct. I wanted to get on one of the ten-year exchange groups to their home planet, but I couldn’t; the quota was filled a week after they made the announcement. This is the next best thing. I’m studying their language, and you know that language reflects the basic assumptions of the people who use it. I’ve got a fair command of the spoken lingo already. It’s not hard, really, and there are hints in it. Some of the idioms are quite similar to English. I’m sure I’ll get the answer eventually.’

‘More power,’ I said, and we went back to work.

I saw Gregori frequently from then on, and he kept me posted about his progress. He was highly excited about a month after that first meeting; said he’d got hold of a book of the Kanamit’s and was trying to puzzle it out. They wrote in ideographs, worse than Chinese, but he was determined to fathom it if it took him years. He wanted my help.

Well, I was interested in spite of myself, for I knew it would be a long job. We spent some evenings together, working with material from Kanamit bulletin boards and so forth, and with the extremely limited English-Kanamit dictionary they issued to the staff. My conscience bothered me about the stolen book, but gradually I became absorbed by the problem. Languages are my field, after all. I couldn’t help being fascinated.

We got the title worked out in a few weeks. It was How to Serve Man, evidently a handbook they were giving out to new Kanamit members of the embassy staff. They had new ones in, all the time now, a shipload about once a month; they were opening all kinds of research laboratories, clinics and so on. If there was anybody on Earth besides Gregori who still distrusted those people, he must have been somewhere in the middle of Tibet.

It was astonishing to see the changes that had been wrought in less than a year. There were no more standing armies, no more shortages, no unemployment. When you picked up a newspaper you didn’t see H-BOMB or SATELLITE leaping out at you; the news was always good. It was a hard thing to get used to. The Kanamit were working on human biochemistry, and it was known around the embassy that they were nearly ready to announce methods of making our race taller and stronger and healthier – practically a race of supermen – and they had a potential cure for heart disease and cancer.

I didn’t see Gregori for a fortnight after we finished working out the title of the book; I was on a long-overdue vacation in Canada. When I got back, I was shocked by the change in his appearance.

‘What on earth is wrong, Gregori?’ I asked. ‘You look like the very devil.’

‘Come down to the lounge.’

I went with him, and he gulped a stiff Scotch as if he needed it.

‘Come on, man, what’s the matter?’ I urged.

‘The Kanamit have put me on the passenger list for the next exchange ship,’ he said. ‘You too, otherwise I wouldn’t be talking to you.’

‘Well,’ I said, ‘but—’

‘They’re not altruists.’

I tried to reason with him. I pointed out they’d made Earth a paradise compared to what it was before. He only shook his head.

Then I said, ‘Well, what about those lie-detector tests?’

‘A farce,’ he replied, without heat. ‘I said so at the time, you fool. They told the truth, though, as far as it went.’

‘And the book?’ I demanded, annoyed. ‘What about that – How to Serve Man? That wasn’t put there for you to read. They mean it. How do you explain that?’

‘I’ve read the first paragraph of that book,’ he said. ‘Why do you suppose I haven’t slept for a week?’

I said, ‘Well?’ and he smiled a curious, twisted smile.

‘It’s a cookbook,’ he said.


IDIOT STICK

The ship came down out of a blue sky to land in a New Jersey meadow. It sank squashily into the turf. It was about a mile long, colored an iridescent blue-green, like the shell of a beetle.

A door opened, and a thin, stick-bodied man came out to sniff the cool air. The sky overhead was full of fluffy cumulus clouds and crisscrossing contrails. Across the river, the tall buildings of Greater New York were picturesquely gilded by the early sun.

A dun-colored Army copter came into view, circling the ship at a cautious distance. The thin man saw it, blinked at it without interest, and looked away.

The river was smooth and silvery in the sunlight. After a long time, the sound of bullhorns came blaring distantly across the marshes. Then there was a clanking and a roaring, and two Army tanks pulled into sight, followed by two more. They deployed to either side, and slewed around with their 90-mm. guns pointing at the ship.

The alien watched them calmly. More helicopters appeared, circling and hovering. After a while a grey-painted destroyer steamed slowly into view up the river.

More tanks arrived. There was a ring of them around the spaceship, rumbling and smelling of Diesel oil. Finally a staff car pulled up, and three perspiring general officers got out of it.

From his low platform the alien looked down with a patient expression. His voice carried clearly. ‘Good morning,’ he said. ‘This is a ship of the Galactic Federation. We come in peace. Your guns will not fire; please take them away. Now, then. I shall tell you what I am going to do. The Federation wishes to establish a cultural and educational organization upon your continent; and for your land and your co-operation, we will pay you generously. Here, catch these.’ He raised his arm, and a cloud of glittery objects came toward them.

One of the officers, white-faced, tugged at the pistol in his belt holster; but the objects dropped harmlessly in and around the car. The senior officer picked one up. It was insubstantial to the touch, more like a soap bubble than anything else. Then it tingled suddenly in his palm. He sat down, glassy-eyed.

The other two shook him. ‘Frank! Frank!’

His eyes slowly cleared; he looked from one to the other. ‘Are you still here?’ he said faintly, and then: ‘My God!’

‘Frank, what was it? Did it knock you out?’

The senior officer looked down at the glittery thing in his hand. It felt now like nothing in particular – just a piece of plastic, perhaps. There was no more tingle. The zip was gone out of it.

‘It was … happiness,’ he said.

The rest of the objects glittered and gleamed in the rank grass around the car. ‘Go on,’ called the alien encouragingly, ‘take all you want. Tell your superiors, tell your friends. Come one, come all! We bring happiness!’

Within half a day, the word was out. Work stopped in New York offices; by ferry and tube, people poured across the river. The governor flew in from Trenton and was closeted with the aliens for half an hour, after which he emerged with a dazed and disbelieving look on his face, wearing a shoulder bag full of the glittering little capsules.

The crowd, muddy to the knees, milled around the ship. Every hour the thin alien appeared and tossed out another handful of capsules. There were shouts and screams; the crowd clotted briefly where the capsules fell, and spread apart again like filings released from a magnet.

Dull, used-up capsules littered the grass. Everywhere you saw the dazed expression, the transported look of a man who had had one.

Some few of the capsules got carried home to wives and children. The word continued to spread. No one could describe the effect of the capsules satisfactorily. It lasted only a few seconds, yet seemed to take a long time. It left them satiated and shaken. It was not pleasure of any specific kind, they said; it was happiness, and they wanted more.

Expropriation measures passed the state and national legislatures with blinding speed. There was furious debate elsewhere, but nobody who had had one of the capsules was in any doubt that he was getting a bargain. And the kicker was ‘What else can we do?’

The aliens, it appeared, wanted five hundred acres of level ground to put up certain buildings and other structures. Their explanations to the press and public were infrequent and offhand in tone; some people found them unsatisfactory. When asked why the aliens had chosen a site so near heavily populated centres, rather than wasteland which would have been plentiful elsewhere, the spokesman replied (he was either the same stick-thin man who had appeared first, or one just like him), ‘But then who would build us our buildings?’

New York, it seemed, represented a source of native labour to the aliens.

The pay would be generous: three capsules a day a man.

When the aliens announced they were hiring, half the population of Greater New York tried to get over onto the Jersey flats. Three-quarters of the population of Hoboken, Jersey City, Hackensack and Paterson was already there.

In the queues that eventually formed out of the confusion, the mayor of New York City was seen alongside an upstate senator and two visiting film stars.

Each person, as he reached the head of the line, was handed a light metal or plastic rod, five feet long, with a curved handle and a splayed tip. The lucky workers were then herded out onto the designated acreage. Some of it was marshland, some was a scraggly part of the New Jersey Parks System, some was improved land. The buildings on the site – a few homes, some factories and warehouses -had all been evacuated but not torn down. The workers with their rods were lined up at one edge of this territory, facing the opposite side.

‘When the command “Go” is heard,’ said the alien’s voice clearly, ‘you will all proceed directly forward at a slow walking pace, swinging your sticks from side to side.’

The voice stopped. Apparently that was going to be all.

In the middle of the line, young Ted Cooley looked at his neighbour, Eli Baker. They both worked in the same pharmaceuticals house and had come out together to try their luck. Cooley was twenty-five, blond and brawny; Baker, about the same age, was slight and dark. Their eyes met, and Baker shrugged, as if to say, Don’t ask me.

It was a clear, cool day. The long line of men and women stood waiting in the sunlight.

‘Go!’ said the alien’s voice.

The line began to move. Cooley stepped forward and waggled his stick hesitantly. There was no feeling of movement in the stick, but he saw a line of darkness spring out on the ground ahead of him. He paused instinctively, thinking that the stick must be squirting oil or some other liquid.

Up and down the line, other people were stopping, too. He looked more closely and saw that the ground was not wet at all. It was simply pressed down flat – dirt, stones, weeds, everything all at once – to form one hard, dark surface.

‘Keep going,’ said the alien’s voice.

Several people threw down their sticks and walked away. Others moved forward cautiously. Seeing that nothing happened to them when they stepped on the dark strip, Cooley moved forward also. The dark ground was solid and firm underfoot. As he moved forward, swinging the stick, the dark area spread; and, looking closely now, he could see the uneven ground leap downward and darken as the stick swept over it.

‘Get in rhythm,’ called the voice. ‘Leave no space between one man’s work and the next.’

The line moved forward, a little raggedly at first, then faster as they got the hang of it. The dark, hard strip, running the whole length of the area, widened as they moved. It was as if everything under the business end of the stick were instantly compressed and smoothed down. Looking closely, you could see the traces of anything that had been there before, like the patterns in marbled linoleum: stones, sticks, grass and weeds.

‘How the heck does it work?’ said Baker, awed.

‘Search me,’ said Cooley. In his hands, the tube felt light and empty, like the aluminium shaft of a tank vacuum cleaner. He didn’t see how it could possibly have any mechanism inside. There were no controls; he hadn’t turned anything on to make it operate.

A few yards ahead, there was a stone wall, overgrown with weeds. ‘What’s going to happen when we come to that?’ Baker asked, pointing.

‘Search me.’ Cooley felt bewildered; he walked mechanically forward, swinging the stick.

The wall grew nearer. When they were within a few paces of it, a rabbit burst suddenly out of cover. It darted one way, then the other, hind legs pumping hard. Confused by the advancing line, it leaped for the space between Baker and Cooley.

‘Look out!’ shouted Cooley instinctively. Baker’s swinging stick went directly over the rabbit.

Nothing happened. The rabbit kept on going. Cooley and a few others turned to watch it: it bounded away across the level strip and disappeared into the tall grass on the other side.

Baker and Cooley looked at each other. ‘Selective,’ said Cooley through dry lips. ‘Listen, if I—’ He shortened his grip on the stick moving the splayed end toward himself.

‘Better not,’ said Baker nervously.

‘Just to see—’ Cooley slowly brought the stick nearer, slowly thrust the tip of one shoe under it.

Nothing happened. He moved the stick nearer. Bolder, he ran it over his leg, his other foot. Nothing. ‘Selective!’ he repeated. ‘But how?’

The weeds were dried vegetable fibre. The stick compressed them without hesitation, stamped them down flat like everything else. His trousers were dried vegetable fibre, part of them, anyhow – cotton. His socks, his shoelaces – how did the stick know the difference?

They kept on going. When they came to the stone wall, Cooley waved his stick at it. A section of the wall slumped, as if a giant had taken a bite out of it. He waved it again. The rest of the wall fell.

Somebody laughed hysterically. The line was advancing. The wall was just a lighter stripe in the smooth floor over which they walked.

The sun crept higher. Behind the line of men and women stretched a level, gleaming floor. ‘Listen,’ said Cooley nervously to Baker, ‘how bad do you want those happiness gadgets?’

Baker looked at him curiously. ‘I don’t know. What do you mean?’

Cooley moistened his lips. ‘I’m thinking. We get the gadgets, we use them up—’

‘Or sell them,’ Baker interrupted.

‘Or sell them, but then, either way, they’re gone. Suppose we walked off with these.’ He hefted his stick. ‘If we could find out what makes it do what it does—’

‘Are you kidding?’ said Baker. His dark face was flushed; beads of sweat stood out on his forehead. He waved his stick. ‘You know what this is? A shovel. An idiot stick.’

‘How’s that?’ said Cooley.

‘A shovel,’ Baker told him patiently, ‘is a stick with some dirt on one end and an idiot on the other. Old joke. Didn’t you ever do any common labour?’

‘No,’ said Cooley.

‘Well, you’re doing some now. This thing that looks so wonderful to us – that’s just a shovel, to them. An idiot stick. And we’re the idiots.’

‘I don’t like that,’ said Cooley.

‘Who likes it?’ Baker demanded. ‘But there isn’t a thing you can do about it. Do your work, take your pay, and that’s all. Don’t kid yourself we can ever get the bulge on them; we haven’t got what it takes.’

Cooley thought hard about it, and he was one of the fifty-odd people who walked off the site with Galactic tools that day. The Galactics made no complaint. When daylight failed, they called in the first crew and sent another out under floating lights. The work went on, around the clock. The tools were stolen at a steady rate; the Galactics handed out more indifferently.

The site became level and smooth; the surface was glassy-hard, almost too slick to walk on. The next thing the aliens did was to set up a tall pole on a tripod in the middle of the site. Most of the floating lights went out and drifted away. In the dusk, a network of fluorescent lines appeared on the glassy surface. It looked like the ground plan for a huge building. Some of the pale lines went a little askew because of minor irregularities in the surface, but the Galactics did not seem to mind. They called in part of the crew and made some adjustment in each man’s stick. A narrow tab, something like the clip in an automatic, came out of the butt; a different one went in.

So equipped, the reduced crew was sent back onto the site and scattered along the diagram, one man to every two hundred yards or so. They were instructed to walk backward along the lines, drawing their sticks after them.

There was some confusion. The tools now worked only on contact, and instead of flattening the surface down, they made it bulge up, like suddenly rising dough, to form a foot-high ridge. The ridge was pale in colour and felt porous and hard to the touch, like styrene foam.

A few men were called in and had still another set of control tabs put into their sticks. Wherever somebody had jumped, or twitched, and made a ridge where it didn’t belong, these men wiped it out like wiping chalk with a wet sponge: the expanded material shrank again and became part of the dark surface.

Meanwhile, the rest of the crew, finishing the first set of lines, was walking along beside them, making the ridges twice as wide. They repeated this process until each ridge was nearly a yard across. Then they stepped up on top of the ridges and began again, making a second foot-high bulge on top of the first.

The building was going up. It was irregularly shaped, a little like an arrowhead, with an outer shell composed of many small compartments. The interior was left unpartitioned, a single area more than half a mile across.

When the shell was up ten feet, the aliens had connecting doorways cut between all the small chambers. A stick, looking no different from the others, was tossed into each chamber from the wall above. Where it landed, clear liquid immediately began to gush. The liquid rose, covered the stick, and kept on rising. It rose until it reached the level of the walls, and then stopped. A few minutes later, it was cold to the touch. In half an hour, it was frozen solid.

The control tabs were changed again, and a crew began walking across the frozen surface, forming another layer of the hard, dark, glassy substance. Afterward, more doorways were cut in the outer shell, and the liquid drained off toward the river. The sticks that had been dropped into the chambers were recovered. Each had left a slight irregularity in the floor, which was smoothed out.

The second storey went up in the same way. Walking backward along the high walls, a good many people fell off. Others quit. The aliens hired more, and the construction went on.

Hardly anybody except a few high government officials got to see the inside of the alien spaceship; but the Galactics themselves became familiar sights in the towns and cities of the eastern seaboard. They walked the streets in inquisitive, faintly supercilious pairs, looking at everything, occasionally stopping to aim little fist-size machines which might or might not have been cameras.

Some of them fraternized with the populace, asking many earnest questions about local laws and customs. Some bought vast quantities of potatoes, playing cards, Cadillacs, junk jewellery, carpets, confetti, nylons and other goods, paying, as usual, with the happiness capsules. They ate local foods with interest and drank heroically without getting drunk, or even tipsy. Skintight clothes cut in imitation of the Galactics’ bottle-green uniform began to appear on the market. There were Galactic dolls and Galactic spaceship toys.

Legislatures everywhere were relaxed and amiable. Wherever the Galactics had trouble, or sensed it coming, they smoothed the way with more of the happiness capsules. Prices were beginning to be marked not only in ‘$’ and ‘c’, but in ‘Hc,’ for ‘Hapcap’. Business was booming.

In the laboratories of the Bureau of Standards in Washington there was a concerted programme – one of many – to discover the secrets of the Galactic all-purpose tool. Specimens had been measured, X-rayed and cut apart. The material, whatever it was, seemed to have been formed in one piece. It was light, chemically inert and fairly strong. The hollow inside was irregularly curbed, according to no discernible principle.

There were only two parts – the tool proper and the control tab which fitted into a slot in the handle. With the tab in, the tool functioned. It did work, while the dials of every test instrument calmly reported that no energy was being released. With the tab out, nothing happened at all.

The tabs for various functions could be distinguished by colour; otherwise, in shape and dimensions, they seemed identical.

The first – and last – breakthrough came when the tabs were examined by X-ray microscopy. The substance, which had seemed amorphous, was found to have a crystalline structure, permanently stressed in patterns which differed consistently between tabs that produced different functions.

By an elaborate series of test heatings, compressions and deformations, Dr Crawford Reed succeeded in altering the stress pattern of a type ‘A’ tab to approximately that of a type ‘C’ tab.

When the tab was inserted in a tool, the laboratory went up in an explosion that demolished buildings within a radius of three city blocks.

The explosion was recorded by instruments in the giant spaceship. When he saw the record, the bored officer on duty smiled.

One of the aliens, who said his name was Pendrath go Pendrath, showed up frequently in the pleasant little town of Riverdale, New Jersey. He poked his nose into church bazaars, Little League baseball games, soda fountains, summer camps, chamber of commerce meetings. At first he gathered crowds wherever he went; then the natives, and even the tourists, got used to him.

Three nights after the rough shell of the building was finished, a young Star-Ledger reporter named Al Jenkins found him in the back of a bar, maudlin drunk.

Pendrath looked up as Jenkins slid into the booth next to him. ‘Ah, my friend,’ he said blurrily, ‘how I regret your poor planet.’

‘You don’t like our planet?’ said Jenkins.

‘No, it is a nice little planet. Extremely picturesque. Pardon me.’ Pendrath sipped from the glass he was holding. He blinked, and straightened up slightly.

‘You must understand, that is Galactic progress,’ he said. ‘It cannot be helped. We all must go some day.’

Jenkins looked at him critically. ‘You’ve been having quite a few of those, haven’t you?’ he said. ‘I thought you people were immune to alcohol, or something.’

‘No, it is the aps – as – aspirin,’ said the alien. He produced a small bottle, and solemnly shook a tablet out into his palm. ‘Your liquors gave me a headache, and so I took an apsirin – aspirin – and your aspirin is wonderful.’ He looked lugubrious. ‘To think, no more aspirin. No more church bazaar. No more baseball.’

‘Why, what’s going to happen to them?’

Pendrath spread his fingers and made an expressive fizzing noise with his mouth. ‘Blooie,’ he said.

Jenkins said incredulously, ‘You’re going to blow up the world?’

The alien nodded sadly. ‘Soon our building will be finished. Then we will put in the big machines, and drill, drill.’ He made twisting motions downward with one hand. ‘We will drill to the core. Then we will drop the transformer and close up the shaft. Then we will go away. Then your poor little planet will go’ – he made the fizzing noise again – ‘Blooie.’

Jenkins’ fists were clenched. ‘But why? Why would you do a thing like that?’

‘For dust,’ Pendrath explained. ‘Your little planet will all be dust. No big pieces left – nothing bigger than this.’ He pinched his thumb and forefinger together, squinting, to show how tiny. ‘We are making defences for the Galaxy. This sector is too open. We will make a little screen of dust here. If there is dust, a ship cannot go very fast. The dust slows it down. Some places, there is already dust. Other places, we will make it. It is the only way to protect ourselves from invasion.’

‘Invasion by whom?’

Pendrath shrugged. ‘Who can tell? We have to look ahead.’

Jenkins’ hands began to shake. He took a dog-eared notebook out of his pocket, thumbing it open automatically; he looked at it and put it back. His hands didn’t want to do anything but make fists. He said thickly, ‘You lousy—’ and swung a left to Pendrath’s beaky face.

The blow never landed. His fist slowed down and stopped; strain as hard as he would, he couldn’t push it any farther.

‘No, no,’ said Pendrath, smiling sadly. ‘No use. I regret very much.’

Jenkins’ heart was thumping. ‘Why us?’ he burst out angrily. ‘If you had to have dust, why couldn’t you take one of the other planets? Jupiter, Venus – any of them – why pick the one we live on?’

Pendrath blinked at him. ‘But on your other planets no one lives,’ he said. ‘Who, then, would do the work for us?’ He popped another tablet into his mouth. ‘And besides,’ he said ‘remember that this dust will make a blanket around your sun. It will make the planets very cold. You see, I have thought of all these things. And then suppose we went to some other sun, and did not come here at all. It would be just the same. You would make big spaceships, and we would have to come and finish you anyway. This way, it will be very quick – you will not feel a thing.’

Jenkins had lost his hat. He fumbled on the floor for it. ‘We’ll stop you,’ he said, red-faced over the table-top. ‘You’ll be sorry you ever opened your mouth to me, mister, I’ll spread this from here to Belfast.’

‘You are going to tell?’ the alien asked, in dull surprise.

‘You bet your sweet life I’m going to tell!’

Pendrath nodded owlishly. ‘It does not matter now. The work is nearly done. You cannot stop us, my poor friend.’

The story broke the following day, when the installation of the complex system of girders and braces in the interior of the building had already been finished. A hatch in the side of the ship was open, and under the aliens’ direction, crews were carrying out a steady stream of machine parts to be assembled inside the building.

There were a thousand and one pieces of different sizes and shapes: gigantic torus sections, tubes, cylinders, globes; twisted pipes, jigsaw-puzzle pieces. The material was not metal, but the same light substance the tools were made of.

Some of the tools were serving as grip-sticks: they clung like magnets to the machine parts, and to nothing else. Some, applied to massive pieces of equipment, made them extraordinarily slippery, so that it was easy to slide them across the site and into the building. Others were used in assembling: drawn along the join between two pieces, they made the two flow together into one.

The story did not reach the day shift at all. The second and third shifts turned up a little under strength; the aliens hired enough people from the crowd of curiosity-seekers to make up the difference.

At his regular press conference, the alien spokesman, Mr Revash go Ren, said, ‘Mr Jenkins’ story is a malicious fabrication. The machines you mention will provide pleasant heating, air conditioning, Galactic standard gravitation, and other necessary services for the clerical workers in our offices. We are accustomed to have many conveniences of this kind, and that is why we cannot live or work in buildings suitable for you.’

Hersch of the Times demanded, ‘Why does that take a half-mile area, when your office space is only a thin ring around the outside of the building?’

Revash smiled. ‘Why do you take a whole cellar to heat your buildings?’ he asked. ‘One of your savages would say that a fire of sticks and a hole in the ceiling are sufficient.’

Hersch had no answer to that; nevertheless, belief in the story spread. By the end of the week, half a dozen newspapers were thumping the drum for a crusade. A Congressional investigating committee was appointed. More workers quit. When the labour supply slackened, the aliens doubled the pay, and got more applicants than there were jobs. Riots broke out on the Jersey side of the tubes. There were picket lines, fulminations from the pulpit, attempts at sabotage. The work went on just the same.

‘The whole problem is psychological,’ said Baker. ‘We know what kind of people they are – it sticks out all over them – they’re decadent. That’s their weak point; that’s where we’ve got to hit them. They’ve got the perfect machines, but they don’t know how to use them. Not only that, they don’t want to; it would soil their lily-white hands. So they come here, and they get us to do their dirty work, even though it means an extra risk.’

‘That doesn’t sound so decadent to me,’ said Cooley argumentatively. It was past midnight, and they were still sitting in Baker’s living room over a case of beer, hashing it all out. Cooley’s face was flushed, and his voice a little loud. ‘Take an archaeological expedition, say – I don’t know, maybe to Mesopotamia or somewhere. Do they drag along a lot of pick and shovel men? They do not; they take the shovels, maybe, but they hire native labour on the spot. That isn’t decadence, that’s efficiency.’

‘All right, but if we had to, we could get out there and pick up a shovel. They can’t. It just wouldn’t occur to them. They’re over-refined, Ted; they’ve got to the point where the machines have to be perfect, or they couldn’t stay alive. That’s dangerous; that’s where we’ve got to hit them.’

‘I don’t see it. Wars are won with weapons.’

‘So what are we supposed to do, hit them with atom bombs that don’t go off, or guns that don’t shoot?’

Cooley put down his stein and reached for the tool that lay on the floor. It had rolled the last time he put it down. He said, ‘Damn,’ and reached farther. He picked it up, the same ‘idiot stick’ he had stolen from the Galactic site the first day. ‘I’m betting on this,’ he said. ‘You know and I know they’re working on it, day and night, I’m betting they’ll crack it. This is a weapon, boy – a Galactic weapon. If we just get that—’

‘Go ahead, wish for the moon,’ said Baker bitterly. ‘What you’re talking about happens to be impossible. We can change the stress patterns in the control tabs, yes. We can even duplicate the formative conditions, probably, and get as many tabs as you want with the same pattern. But it’s empirical, Ted, just blind chance. We don’t know why such and such a stress pattern makes the tool do a certain thing, and until we know that, all we can do is vary it at random.’

‘So?’

‘So there are millions of wrong patterns for every right one. There’re the patterns that make things explode, like in Washington; there’re the ones that boil the experimenter alive or freeze him solid, or bury him in a big lump of solid lead. There’re the radioactive ones, the corrosive ones – and for every wrong guess, we lose at least one man.’

‘Remote control?’ said Cooley.

‘First figure out what makes the tools operate when somebody’s holding them, and stop when they let go.’

Cooley drank, frowning.

‘And remember,’ said Baker, ‘there’s just about one choice that would do us any good against the Galactics. One pattern, out of millions. No. It won’t be technology that licks them; it’ll be guts.’

He was right; but he was wrong.

Al Jenkins was in the Star-Ledger city room, gloomily reading a wire story about denunciations of the aliens issued by governors of eight states. ‘What good is that?’ he said, tossing it back onto the city editor’s desk. ‘Look at it.’

Through the window, they could see the top of the alien building shining in the distance. Tiny figures were crawling over the domed roof. The aliens had inflated a hemispherical membrane, and now the workers were going over it with the tools, forming a solid layer.

The dome was almost finished. Work on the interior of the building had stopped two days before.

‘He knew what he was talking about,’ said Jenkins. ‘We couldn’t stop them. We had three weeks to do it in, but we just couldn’t get together that fast.’

Cigarette ash was spilling down the front of his shirt. He scrubbed at it absently, turned, and walked out of the office. The editor watched him go without saying anything.

One morning in July, two months after the aliens’ landing, a ragged mob armed with Galactic tools appeared near the spaceship. Similar mobs had formed several times during the last few nights. When a native grew desperate, he lost what little intelligence he had.

The officer in charge, standing in the open doorway, looked them over disdainfully as they approached. There was no need for any defensive measures; they would try to club him with the tools, fail, and go away.

The native in the lead, a big, burly male, raised his tool like a pitchfork. The Galactic watched him with amusement. The next instant, he was dead, turned into bloody mush on the floor of the airlock.

The mob poured into the ship. Inside, the greenlit hallways were as dim and vast as a cathedral. Bored Galactics looked out of doorways. Their bland expressions changed to gapes of horror. Some ran; some hid. The tools cut them down.

The long corridors echoed to the rattle of running feet, to shouts of excitement and triumph, screams of dismay. The mob swept into every room; it was over in fifteen minutes.

The victors stopped, panting and sweaty, looking around them with the beginnings of wonder. The high-ceilinged rooms were hung with gleaming gold-and-green tapestries; the desks were carved crystal. Music breathed from somewhere, soothing and quiet.

A tray of food was steaming on a table. A transparent chart had been pulled out of a wall. Under each was a pulpy red smear, a puddle of disorganized tissue.

Baker and Cooley looked up and recognized each other. ‘Guts,’ said Baker wryly.

‘Technology,’ said Cooley. ‘They underrated us; so did you.’ He raised the tool he held, careful not to touch the butt. ‘Ten thousand tries, I hear – and ten thousand dead men. All right, have it your way. I call that guts, too.’ He lifted his head, staring off into the distance, trying to imagine the hundreds of research stations, hidden in remote areas, with their daily, ghastly toll of human life. ‘Ten thousand’ he said.

Baker was shaking with reaction. ‘We were lucky; it might have been a million …’ He tried to laugh. ‘Have to find a new name for this now – no more idiot stick.’

Cooley glanced at the floor. ‘It depends,’ he said grimly, ‘which end of the stick the idiot’s on.’
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