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  Wild Cards is a work of fiction set in a completely imaginary world whose history parallels our own. Names, characters, places, and incidents depicted in Wild
  cards are fictitious or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or real persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. For example, the essays, articles, and
  other writings contained in this anthology are completely fictional, and there is no intent to depict actual writers or to imply that any such persons have ever actually written, published, or
  contributed the fictional essays, articles, or other writings contained in this anthology.
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  HERBERT L. CRANSTON


  Years later, when I saw Michael Rennie come out of that flying saucer in The Day the Earth Stood Still, I leaned over to the wife and said, Now thats the
  way an alien emissary ought to look. Ive always suspected that it was Tachyons arrival that gave them the idea for that picture, but you know how Hollywood changes things around. I
  was there, so I know how it really was. For starts, he came down in White Sands, not in Washington. He didnt have a robot, and we didnt shoot him. Considering what happened, maybe we
  should have, eh?


  His ship, well, it certainly wasnt a flying saucer, and it didnt look a damn thing like our captured V-2s or even the moon rockets on Werners drawing boards. It violated
  every known law of aerodynamics and Einsteins special relativity too.


  He came down at night, his ship all covered with lights, the prettiest thing I ever saw. It set down plunk in the middle of the proving range, without rockets, propellers, rotors, or any visible
  means of propulsion whatsoever. The outer skin looked like it was coral or some kind of porous rock, covered with whorls and spurs, like something youd find in a limestone cavern or spot
  while deep-sea diving.


  I was in the first jeep to reach it. By the time we got there, Tach was already outside. Michael Rennie, now, he looked right in that silvery blue spacesuit of his, but Tachyon looked like a
  cross between one of the Three Musketeers and some kind of circus performer. I dont mind telling you, all of us were pretty scared driving out, the rocketry boys and eggheads just as much as
  the GIs. I remembered that Mercury Theater broadcast back in 39, when Orson Welles fooled everybody into thinking that the Martians were invading New Jersey, and I couldnt help
  thinking maybe this time it was happening for real. But once the spotlights hit him, standing there in front of his ship, we all relaxed. He just wasnt scary.


  He was short, maybe five three, five four, and to tell the truth, he looked more scared than us. He was wearing these green tights with the boots built right into them, and this orangy shirt
  with lace sissy ruffles at the wrists and collar, and some kind of silvery brocade vest, real tight. His coat was a lemon-yellow number, with a green cloak snapping around in the wind behind him
  and catching about his ankles. On top of his head he had this wide-brimmed hat, with a long red feather sticking out of it, except when I got closer, I saw it was really some weird spiky quill. His
  hair covered his shoulders; at first glance, I thought he was a girl. It was a peculiar sort of hair too, red and shiny, like thin copper wire.


  I didnt know what to make of him, but I remember one of our Germans saying that he looked like a Frenchman.


  No sooner had we arrived than he came slogging right over to the jeep, bold as you please, trudging through the sand with a big bag stuck up under one arm. He started telling us his name, and he
  was still telling it to us while four other jeeps pulled up. He spoke better English than most of our Germans, despite having this weird accent, but it was hard to be sure at first when he spent
  ten minutes telling us his name.


  I was the first human being to speak to him. Thats Gods truth, I dont care what anybody else tells you, it was me. I got out of the jeep and stuck out my hand and said,
  Welcome to America. I started to introduce myself, but he interrupted me before I could get the words out.


  Herb Cranston of Cape May, New Jersey, he said. A rocket scientist. Excellent. I am a scientist myself.


  He didnt look like any scientist Id ever known, but I made allowances, since he came from outer space. I was more concerned about how hed known my name. I asked him.


  He waved his ruffles in the air, impatient. I read your mind. Thats unimportant. Time is short, Cranston. Their ship broke up. I thought he look more than a little sick when
  he said that; sad, you know, hurting, but scared too. And tired, very tired. Then he started talking about this globe. That was the globe with the wild card virus, of course, everyone knows that
  now, but back then I didnt know what the hell he was going on about. It was lost, he said, he needed to get it back, and he hoped for all our sakes it was still intact. He wanted to talk to
  our top leaders. He must have read their names in my mind, because he named Werner, and Einstein, and the President, except he called him this President Harry S Truman of yours. Then
  he climbed right into the back of the jeep and sat down. Take me to them, he said. At once.


  PROFESSOR LYLE CRAWFORD KENT


  In a certain sense, it was I who coined his name. His real name, of course, his alien patronymic, was impossibly long. Several of us tried to shorten it, I recall, using this or
  that piece of it during our conferences, but evidently this was some sort of breach of etiquette on his home world, Takis. He continually corrected us, rather arrogantly I might say, like an
  elderly pedant lecturing a pack of schoolboys. Well, we needed to call him something. The title came first. We might have called him Your Majesty or some such, since he claimed to be
  a prince, but Americans are not comfortable with that sort of bowing and scraping. He also said he was a physician, although not in our sense of the word, and it must be admitted that he did seem
  to know a good deal of genetics and biochemistry, which seemed to be his area of expertise. Most of our team held advanced degrees, and we addressed each other accordingly, and so it was only
  natural that we fell to calling him Doctor as well.


  The rocket scientists were obsessed with our visitors ship, particularly with the theory of his faster-than-light propulsion system. Unfortunately, our Takisian friend had burned out his
  ships interstellar drive in his haste to arrive here before those relatives of his, and in any case he adamantly refused to let any of us, civilian or military, inspect the inside of his
  craft. Werner and his Germans were reduced to questioning the alien about the drive, rather compulsively I thought. As I understood it, theoretical physics and the technology of space travel were
  not disciplines in which our visitor was especially expert, so the answers he gave them were not very clear, but we did grasp that the drive made use of a hitherto-unknown particle that traveled
  faster than light.


  The alien had a term for the particle, as unpronounceable as his name. Well, I had a certain grounding in classical Greek, like all educated men, and a flair for nomenclature if I do say so
  myself. I was the one who devised the coinage tachyon. Somehow the GIs got things confused, and began referring to our visitor as that tachyon fellow. The phrase caught
  on, and from there it was only a short step to Doctor Tachyon, the name by which he became generally known in the press.


  COLONEL EDWARD REID, U.S. ARMY INTELLIGENCE (RET.)


  You want me to say it, right? Every damned reporter Ive ever talked to wants me to say it. All right, here it is. We made a mistake. And we paid for it too. Do you know
  that afterwards they came within a hair of court-martialing all of us, the whole interrogation team? Thats a fact.


  The hell of it is, I dont know how we could have been expected to do things any differently than we did. I was in charge of his interrogation. I ought to know.


  What did we really know about him? Nothing except what he told us himself. The eggheads were treating him like Baby Jesus, but military men have to be a little more cautious. If you want to
  understand, you have to put yourself in our shoes and remember how it was back then. His story was utterly preposterous, and he couldnt prove a single damned thing.


  Okay, he landed in this funny-looking rocket plane, except it didnt have rockets. That was impressive. Maybe that plane of his did come from outer space, like he said. But maybe
  it didnt. Maybe it was one of those secret projects the Nazis had been working on, left over from the war. Theyd had jets at the end, you know, and those V-2s, and they were even
  working on the atomic bomb. Maybe it was Russian. I dont know. If Tachyon had only let us examine his ship, our boys would have been able to figure out where it came from, Im sure.
  But he wouldnt let anyone inside the damned thing, which struck me as more than a little suspicious. What was he trying to hide?


  He said he came from the planet Takis. Well, I never heard of no goddamned planet Takis. Mars, Venus, Jupiter, sure. Even Mongo and Barsoom. But Takis? I called up a dozen top astronomers all
  around the country, even one guy over in England. Wheres the planet Takis? I asked them. There is no planet Takis, they told me.


  He was supposed to be an alien, right? We examined him. A complete physical, X rays, a battery of psychological tests, the works. He tested human. Every which way we turned him, he came up
  human. No extra organs, no green blood, five fingers, five toes, two balls, and one cock. The fucker was no different from you and me. He spoke English, for crissakes. But get this  he also
  spoke German. And Russian and French and a few other languages Ive forgotten. I made wire recordings of a couple of my sessions with him, and played them for a linguist, who said
  the accent was Central European.


  And the headshrinkers, whoa, you should have heard their reports. Classic paranoid, they said. Megalomania, they said. Schizo, they said. All kinds of stuff. I mean, look, this guy claimed to be
  a prince from outer space with magic fucking powers whod come here all alone to save our whole damned planet. Does that sound sane to you?


  And let me say something about those damned magic powers of his. Ill admit it, that was the thing that bothered me the most. I mean, not only could Tachyon tell you what you were
  thinking, he could look at you funny and make you jump up on your desk and drop your pants, whether you wanted to or not. I spent hours with him every day, and he convinced me. The thing
  was, my reports didnt convince the brass back east. Some kind of trick, they thought, he was hypnotizing us, he was reading our body posture, using psychology to make us think he read minds.
  They were going to send out a stage hypnotist to figure out how he did it, but the shit hit the fan before they got around to it.


  He didnt ask much. All he wanted was a meeting with the President so he could mobilize the entire American military to search for some crashed rocket ship. Tachyon would be in command, of
  course, no one else was qualified. Our top scientists could be his assistants. He wanted radar and jets and submarines and bloodhounds and weird machines nobody had ever heard of. You name it, he
  wanted it. And he did not want to have to consult with anybody, either. This guy dressed like a fag hairdresser, if you want the truth, but the way he gave orders you wouldve thought he had
  three stars at least.


  And why? Oh, yeah, his story, that sure was great. On this planet Takis, he said, a couple dozen big families ran the whole show, like royalty, except they all had magic powers, and they lorded
  it over everybody else who didnt have magic powers. These families spent most of their time feuding like the Hatfields and McCoys. His particular bunch had a secret weapon theyd been
  working on for a couple of centuries. A tailored artificial virus designed to interact with the genetic makeup of the host organism, he said. Hed been part of the research team.


  Well, I was humoring him. What did this germ do? I asked him. Now get this  it did everything.


  What it was supposed to do, according to Tachyon, was goose up these mind powers of theirs, maybe even give them some new powers, evolve em almost into gods, which would sure as
  hell give his kin the edge over the others. But it didnt always do that. Sometimes, yeah. Most often it killed the test subjects. He went on and on about how deadly this stuff was, and
  managed to give me the creeps. What were the symptoms? I asked. We knew about germ weapons back in 46; just in case he was telling the truth, I wanted us to know what to look for.


  He couldnt tell me the symptoms. There were all kinds of symptoms. Everybody had different symptoms, every single person. You ever hear of a germ worked like that? Not me.


  Then Tachyon said that sometimes it turned people into freaks instead of killing them. What kind of freaks? I asked. All kinds, he said. I admitted that it sounded pretty nasty, and asked him
  why his folks hadnt used this stuff on the other families. Because sometimes the virus worked, he said; it remade its victims, gave them powers. What kinds of powers? All kinds of powers,
  naturally.


  So they had this stuff. They didnt want to use it on their enemies, and maybe give them powers. They didnt want to use it on themselves, and kill off half the family.


  They werent about to forget about it. They decided to test it on us. Why us? Because we were genetically identical to Takisians, he said, the only such race they knew of, and the bug was
  designed to work on the Takisian genotype. So why were we so lucky? Some of his people thought it was parallel evolution, others believed that Earth was a lost Takisian colony  he
  didnt know and didnt care.


  He did care about the experiment. Thought it was ignoble. He protested, he said, but they ignored him. The ship left. And Tachyon decided to stop them all by himself. He came after
  them in a smaller ship, burned out his damned tachyon drive getting here ahead of them. When he intercepted them, they told him to fuck off, even though he was family, and they had some kind of
  space battle. His ship was damaged, theirs was crippled, and they crashed. Somewhere back east, he said. He lost them, on account of the damage to his ship. So he landed at White Sands, where he
  thought he could get help.


  I got down the whole story on my wire recorder. Afterwards, Army Intelligence contacted all sorts of experts: biochemists and doctors and germ-warfare guys, you name it. An alien virus, we told
  them, symptoms completely random and unpredictable. Impossible, they said. Utterly absurd. One of them gave me a whole lecture about how Earth germs could never affect Martians like in that H. G.
  Wells book, and Martian germs couldnt affect us, either. Everybody agreed that this random-symptom bit was a laugh. So what were we supposed to do? We all cracked jokes about the Martian flu
  and spacemans fever. Somebody, I dont know who, called it the wild card virus in a report, and the rest of us picked up on the name, but nobody believed it for a second.


  It was a bad situation, and Tachyon just made it worse when he tried to escape. He almost pulled it off, but like my old man always told me, almost only counts in horseshoes and
  grenades. The Pentagon had sent out their own man to question him, a bird colonel named Wayne, and Tachyon finally got fed up, I guess. He took control of Colonel Wayne, and together they just
  marched out of the building. Whenever they were challenged, Wayne snapped off the orders to let them pass, and rank does have its privileges. The cover story was that Wayne had orders to escort
  Tachyon back to Washington. They commandeered a jeep and got all the way back to the spaceship, but by then one of the sentries had checked with me, and my men were waiting for them, with direct
  orders to ignore anything Colonel Wayne might say. We took him back into custody and kept him there, under heavy guard. For all his magic powers, there wasnt much he could do about it. He
  could make one person do what he wanted, maybe three or four if he tried real hard, but not all of us, and by then we were wise to his tricks.


  Maybe it was a bonehead maneuver, but his escape attempt did get him the date with Einstein hed been badgering us for. The Pentagon kept telling us he was the worlds geatest
  hypnotist, but I wasnt buying that anymore, and you should have heard what Colonel Wayne thought of the theory. The eggheads were getting agitated too. Anyway, together, Wayne and I managed
  to wrangle authorization to fly the prisoner to Princeton. I figured a talk with Einstein couldnt do any harm, and might do some good. His ship was impounded, and wed gotten all we
  were going to get from the man himself. Einstein was supposed to be the worlds greatest brain, maybe he could figure the guy out, right?


  There are still those who say that the military is to blame for everything that happened, but its just not true. Its easy to be wise in hindsight, but I was there, and Ill
  maintain to my dying day that the steps we took were reasonable and prudent.


  The thing that really burns me is when they talk about how we did nothing to track down that damned globe with the wild card spores. Maybe we made a mistake, yeah, but we werent stupid,
  we were covering our asses. Every damned military installation in the country got a directive to be on the lookout for a crashed spaceship that looked something like a seashell with running lights.
  Is it my fucking fault that none of them took it seriously?


  Give me credit for one thing, at least. When all hell broke loose, I had Tachyon jetting back toward New York within two hours. I was in the seat behind him. The redheaded wimp cried half the
  fucking way across the country. Me, I prayed for Jetboy.
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  THIRTY MINUTES OVER BROADWAY!


  
    JETBOYS LAST ADVENTURE!

  


  by Howard Waldrop


  


  


  


  


  Bonhams Flying Service of Shantak, New Jersey, was socked in. The small searchlight on the tower barely pushed away the darkness of the swirling fog.


  There was the sound of car tires on the wet pavement in front of Hangar 23. A car door opened, a moment later it closed. Footsteps came to the Employees Only door. It opened. Scoop Swanson came
  in, carrying his Kodak Autograph Mark II and a bag of flashbulbs and film.


  Lincoln Traynor raised up from the engine of the surplus P-40 he was overhauling for an airline pilot who had got it at a voice-bid auction for $293. Judging from the shape of the engine, it
  must have been flown by the Flying Tigers in 1940. A ball game was on the workbench radio. Linc turned it down.


  Lo, Linc, said Scoop.


  Lo.


  No word yet?


  Dont expect any. The telegram he sent yesterday said hed be in tonight. Good enough for me.


  Scoop lit a Camel with a Three Torches box match from the workbench. He blew smoke toward the Absolutely No Smoking sign at the back of the hangar. Hey, whats this? He
  walked to the rear. Still in their packing cases were two long red wing extensions and two 300-gallon teardrop underwing tanks. When these get here?


  Air Corps shipped them yesterday from San Francisco. Another telegram came for him today. You might as well read it, youre doing the story. Line handed him the War
  Department orders.


  
    
      TO: Jetboy (Tomlin, Robert NMI)


      HOR: Bonhams Flying Service


      Hangar 23,


      Shantak, New Jersey


      
        1. Effective this date 1200Z hours 12 Aug 46, you are no longer on active duty, United States Army Air Force.

      


      2. Your aircraft (model-experimental) (ser. no. JB-1) is hereby decommissioned from active status, United States Army Air Force, and reassigned you as private aircraft. No
      further materiel support from USAAF or War Department will be forthcoming.


      3. Records, commendations, and awards forwarded under separate cover.


      4. Our records show Tomlin, Robert NMI, has not obtained pilots license. Please contact CAB for courses and certification.


      5. Clear skies and tailwinds,


      
        For


        Arnold, H.H.


        CofS, USAAF

      


      ref. Executive Order #2, 08 Dec 41

    

  


  Whats this about him having no pilots license? asked the newspaperman. I went through the morgue on him  his files a foot thick.
  Hell, he must have flown faster and farther, shot down more planes than anyone  five hundred planes, fifty ships! He did it without a pilots license?


  Linc wiped grease from his mustache. Yep. That was the most plane-crazy kid you ever saw. Back in 39, he couldnt have been more than twelve, he heard there was a job out
  here. He showed up at four A.M.  lammed out of the orphanage to do it. They came out to get him. But of course Professor Silverberg had hired
  him, squared it with them.


  Silverbergs the one the Nazis bumped off? The guy who made the jet?


  Yep. Years ahead of everybody, but weird. I put together the plane for him, Bobby and I built it by hand. But Silverberg made the jets  damnedest engines you ever saw. The Nazis
  and Italians, and Whittle over in England, had started theirs. But the Germans found out something was happening here.


  Howd the kid learn to fly?


  He always knew, I think, said Lincoln. One day hes in here helping me bend metal. The next, him and the professor are flying around at four hundred miles per. In the
  dark, with those early engines.


  Howd they keep it a secret?


  They didnt, very well. The spies came for Silverberg  wanted him and the plane. Bobby was out with it. I think he and the prof knew something was up. Silverberg put
  up such a fight the Nazis killed him. Then, there was the diplomatic stink. In those days the JB-1 only had six .30 cals on it  where the professor got them I dont know. But the kid
  took care of the car full of spies with it, and that speedboat on the Hudson full of embassy people. All on diplomatic visas.


  Just a sec, Linc stopped himself. End of a doubleheader in Cleveland. On the Blue Network. He turned up the metal Philco radio that sat above the toolrack.


  Sanders to Papenfuss to Volstad, a double play. That does it. So the Sox drop two to Cleveland. Well be right Linc turned it off. There goes five
  bucks, he said. Where was I?


  The Krauts killed Silverberg, and Jetboy got even. He went to Canada, right?


  Joined the RCAF, unofficially. Fought in the Battle of Britain, went to China against the Japs with the Tigers, was back in Britain for Pearl Harbor.


  And Roosevelt commissioned him?


  Sort of. You know, funny thing about his whole career. He fights the whole war, longer than any other American  late 39 to 45  then right at the end,
  he gets lost in the Pacific, missing. We all think hes dead for a year. Then they find him on that desert island last month, and now hes coming home. There was a high, thin
  whine like a prop plane in a dive. It came from the foggy skies outside. Scoop put out his third Camel. How can he land in this soup?


  Hes got an all-weather radar set  got it off a German night fighter back in 43. He could land that plane in a circus tent at midnight.


  They went to the door. Two landing lights pierced the rolling mist. They lowered to the far end of the runway, turned, and came back on the taxi strip.


  The red fuselage glowed in the gray-shrouded lights of the airstrip. The twin-engine high-wing plane turned toward them and rolled to a stop.


  Linc Traynor put a set of double chocks under each of the two rear tricycle landing gears. Half the glass nose of the plane levered up and pulled back. The plane had four 20mm cannon snouts in
  the wing roots between the engines, and a 75mm gunport below and to the left of the cockpit rim.


  It had a high thin rudder, and the rear elevators were shaped like the tail of a brook trout. Under each of the elevators was the muzzle of a rear-firing machine gun. The only markings on the
  plane were four nonstandard USAAF stars in a black roundel, and the serial number JB-1 on the top right and bottom left wings and beneath the rudder.


  The radar antennae on the nose looked like something to roast weenies on.


  A boy dressed in red pants, white shirt, and a blue helmet and goggles stepped out of the cockpit and onto the dropladder on the left side.


  He was nineteen, maybe twenty. He took off his helmet and goggles. He had curly mousy brown hair, hazel eyes, and was short and chunky.


  Linc, he said. He hugged the pudgy man to him, patted his back for a full minute. Scoop snapped off a shot.


  Great to have you back, Bobby, said Linc.


  Nobodys called me that in years, he said. It sounds real good to hear it again.


  This is Scoop Swanson, said Linc. Hes gonna make you famous all over again.


  Id rather be asleep. He shook the reporters hand. Any place around here we can get some ham and eggs?


  The launch pulled up to the dock in the fog. Out in the harbor a ship finished cleaning its bilges and was turning to steam back southward.


  There were three men on the mooring: Fred and Ed and Filmore. One man stepped out of the launch with a suitcase in his hands. Filmore leaned down and gave the guy at the wheel of the motorboat a
  Lincoln and two Jacksons. Then he helped the guy with the suitcase.


  Welcome home, Dr. Tod.


  Its good to be back, Filmore. Tod was dressed in a baggy suit, and had on an overcoat even though it was August. He wore his hat pulled low over his face, and from it a
  glint of metal was reflected in the pale lights from a warehouse.


  This is Fred and this is Ed, said Filmore. Theyre here just for the night.


  Lo, said Fred.


  Lo, said Ed.


  They walked back to the car, a 46 Merc that looked like a submarine. They climbed in, Fred and Ed watching the foggy alleys to each side. Then Fred got behind the wheel, and Ed rode
  shotgun. With a sawed-off ten-gauge.


  Nobodys expecting me. Nobody cares, said Dr. Tod. Everybody who had something against me is either dead or went respectable during the war and made a mint. Im
  an old man and Im tired. Im going out in the country and raise bees and play the horses and the market.


  Not planning anything, boss?


  Not a thing.


  He turned his head as they passed a streetlight. Half his face was gone, a smooth plate reaching from jaw to hatline, nostril to left ear.


  I cant shoot anymore, for one thing. My depth perception isnt what it used to be.


  I shouldnt wonder, said Filmore. We heard something happened to you in 43.


  Was in a somewhat-profitable operation out of Egypt while the Afrika Korps was falling apart. Taking people in and out for a fee in a nominally neutral air fleet. Just a sideline. Then
  ran into that hotshot flier.


  Who?


  Kid with the jet plane, before the Germans had them.


  Tell you the truth, boss, I didnt keep up with the war much. I take a long view on merely territorial conflicts.


  As I should have, said Dr. Tod. We were flying out of Tunisia. Some important people were with us that trip. The pilot screamed. There was a tremendous explosion. Next
  thing, I came to, it was the next morning, and me and one other person are in a life raft in the middle of the Mediterranean. My face hurt. I lifted up. Something fell into the bottom of the raft.
  It was my left eyeball. It was looking up at me. I knew I was in trouble.


  You said it was a kid with a jet plane? asked Ed.


  Yes. We found out later theyd broken our code, and hed flown six hundred miles to intercept us.


  You want to get even? asked Filmore.


  No. That was so long ago I hardly remember that side of my face. It just taught me to be a little more cautious. I wrote it off as character building.


  So no plans, huh?


  Not a single one, said Dr. Tod.


  Thatll be nice for a change, said Filmore. They watched the lights of the city go by.


  He knocked on the door, uncomfortable in his new brown suit and vest.


  Come on in, its open, said a womans voice. Then it was muffled. Ill be ready in just a minute.


  Jetboy opened the oak hall door and stepped into the room, past the glass-brick room divider.


  A beautiful woman stood in the middle of the room, a dress halfway over her arms and head. She wore a camisole, garter belt, and silk hose. She was pulling the dress down with one of her
  hands.


  Jetboy turned his head away, blushing and taken aback. Oh, said the woman. Oh! I  who?


  Its me, Belinda, he said. Robert.


  Robert?


  Bobby, Bobby Tomlin.


  She stared at him a moment, her hands clasped over her front though she was fully dressed.


  Oh, Bobby, she said, and came to him and hugged him and gave him a big kiss right on the mouth.


  It was what he had waited six years for.


  Bobby. Its great to see you. I  I was expecting someone else. Some  girlfriends. How did you find me?


  Well, it wasnt easy


  She stepped back from him. Let me look at you.


  He looked at her. The last time he had seen her she was fourteen, a tomboy, still at the orphanage. She had been a thin kid with mousy blond hair. Once, when she was eleven, shed almost
  punched his lights out. She was a year older than he. Then he had gone away, to work at the airfield, then to fight with the Brits against Hitler. He had written her when he could all during the
  war, after America entered it. She had left the orphanage and been put in a foster home. In 44 one of his letters had come back from there marked Moved  No Forwarding
  Address. Then he had been lost all during the last year.


  Youve changed, too, he said.


  So have you.


  Uh.


  I followed the newspapers all during the war. I tried to write you but I dont guess the letters ever caught up with you. Then they said you were missing at sea, and I sort of gave
  up.


  Well, I was, but they found me. Now Im back. How have you been?


  Real good, once I ran away from the foster home, she said. A look of pain came across her face. You dont know how glad I was to get away from there. Oh, Bobby,
  she said. Oh, I wish things was different! She started to cry a little.


  Hey, he said, holding her by the shoulders. Sit down. Ive got something for you.


  A present?


  Yep. He handed her a grimy, oil-stained paper parcel. I carried these with me the last two years of the war. They were in the plane with me on the island. Sorry I
  didnt have time to rewrap them.


  She tore the English butcher paper. Inside were copies of The House at Pooh Corner and The Tale of the Fierce Bad Rabbit.


  Oh, said Belinda. Thank you.


  He remembered her dressed in the orphanage coveralls, just in, dusty and tired from a baseball game, lying on the reading-room floor with a Pooh book open before her.


  The Pooh books signed by the real Christopher Robin, he said. I found out he was an RAF officer at one of the bases in England. He said he usually didnt do
  this sort of thing, that he was just another airman. I told him I wouldnt tell anyone. Id searched high and low to find a copy, and he knew that, though.


  This other ones got more of a story behind it. I was coming back near dusk, escorting some crippled B-17s. I looked up and saw two German night fighters coming in, probably setting
  up patrol, trying to catch some Lancasters before they went out over the Channel.


  To make a long story short, I shot down both of them; they packed in near a small village. But I had run out of fuel and had to set down. Saw a pretty flat sheep pasture with a lake at
  the far end of it, and went in.


  When I climbed out of the cockpit, I saw a lady and a sheepdog standing at the edge of the field. She had a shotgun. When she got close enough to see the engines and the decals, she said,
  Good shooting! Wont you come in for a bite of supper and to use the telephone to call Fighter Command?


  We could see the two ME-110s burning in the distance.


  Youre the very famous Jetboy. she said, We have followed your exploits in the Sawrey paper. Im Mrs. Heelis. She held out her hand.


  I shook it. Mrs. William Heelis? And this is Sawrey?


  Yes, she said.


  Youre Beatrix Potter! I said.


  I suppose I am, she said.


  Belinda, she was this stout old lady in a raggedy sweater and a plain old dress. But when she smiled, I swear, all of England lit up!


  Belinda opened the book. On the flyleaf was written


  
    
      To Jetboys American Friend,


      Belinda,


      from


      Mrs. William Heelis


      (Beatrix Potter)


      12 April 1943

    

  


  Jetboy drank the coffee Belinda made for him. Where are your friends? he asked.


  Well, he  they should have been here by now. I was thinking of going down the hall to the phone and trying to call them. I can change, and we can sit around and talk about old
  times. I really can call.


  No, said Jetboy Tell you what. Ill call you later on in the week; we can get together some night when youre not busy. That would be fun.


  Sure would.


  Jetboy got up to go.


  Thank you for the books, Bobby. They mean a lot to me, they really do.


  Its real good to see you again, Bee.


  Nobodys called me that since the orphanage. Call me real soon, will you?


  Sure will. He leaned down and kissed her again.


  He walked to the stairs. As he was going down, a guy in a modified zoot suit  pegged pants, long coat, watch chain, bow tie the size of a coat hanger, hair slicked back, reeking of
  Brylcreem and Old Spice  went up the stairs two at a time, whistling It Aint the Meat, Its the Motion.


  Jetboy heard him knocking at Belindas door. Outside, it had begun to rain.


  Great. Just like in a movie, said Jetboy.


  The next night was quiet as a graveyard.


  Then dogs all over the Pine Barrens started to bark. Cats screamed. Birds flew in panic from thousands of trees, circled, swooping this way and that in the dark night.


  Static washed over every radio in the northeastern United States. New television sets flared out, volume doubling. People gathered around nine-inch Dumonts jumped back at the sudden noise and
  light, dazzled in their own living rooms and bars and sidewalks outside appliance stores all over the East Coast.


  To those out in that hot August night it was even more spectacular. A thin line of light, high up, moved, brightened, still falling. Then it expanded, upping in brilliance, changed into a
  blue-green bolide, seemed to stop, then flew to a hundred falling sparks that slowly faded on the dark starlit sky.


  Some people said they saw another, smaller light a few minutes later. It seemed to hover, then sped off to the west, growing dimmer as it flew. The newspapers had been full of stories of the
  ghost rockets in Sweden all that summer. It was the silly season.


  A few calls to the weather bureau or Army Air Force bases got the answer that it was probably a stray from the Delta Aquarid meteor shower.


  Out in the Pine Barrens, somebody knew differently, though he wasnt in the mood to communicate it to anyone.


  Jetboy, dressed in a loose pair of pants, a shirt, and a brown aviators jacket, walked in through the doors of the Blackwell Printing Company. There was a bright
  red-and-blue sign above the door: Home of the Cosh Comics Company.


  He stopped at the receptionists desk.


  Robert Tomlin to see Mr. Farrell.


  The secretary, a thin blond job in glasses with swept-up rims that made it look like a bat was camping on her face, stared at him. Mr. Farrell passed on in the winter of 1945. Were you in
  the service or something?


  Something.


  Would you like to speak to Mr. Lowboy? He has Mr. Farrells job now.


  Whoevers in charge of Jetboy Comics.


  The whole place began shaking as printing presses cranked up in the back of the building. On the walls of the office were garish comic-book covers, promising things only they could
  deliver.


  Robert Tomlin, said the secretary to the intercom.


  Scratch squawk never heard of him squich.


  What was this about? asked the secretary.


  Tell him Jetboy wants to see him.


  Oh, she said, looking at him. Im sorry. I didnt recognize you.


  Nobody ever does.


  Lowboy looked like a gnome with all the blood sucked out. He was as pale as Harry Langdon must have been, like a weed grown under a burlap bag.


  Jetboy! He held out a hand like a bunch of grub worms. We all thought youd died until we saw the papers last week. Youre a real national hero, you
  know?


  I dont feel like one.


  What can I do for you? Not that Im not pleased to finally meet you. But you must be a busy man.


  Well, first, I found out none of the licensing and royalty checks had been deposited in my account since I was reported Missing and Presumed Dead last summer.


  What, really? The legal department must have put it in escrow or something until somebody came forward with a claim. Ill get them right on it.


  Well, Id like the check now, before I leave, said Jetboy.


  Huh? I dont know if they can do that. That sounds awfully abrupt.


  Jetboy stared at him.


  Okay, okay, let me call Accounting. He yelled into the telephone.


  Oh, said Jetboy. A friends been collecting my copies. I checked the statement of ownership and circulation for the last two years. I know Jetboy Comics have
  been selling five hundred thousand copies an issue lately.


  Lowboy yelled into the phone some more. He put it down. Itll take em a little while. Anything else?


  I dont like whats happening to the funny book, said Jetboy.


  Whats not to like? Its selling a half a million copies a month!


  For one thing, the planes getting to look more and more like a bullet. And the artists have swept back the wings, for Christs sakes!


  This is the Atomic Age, kid. Boys nowadays dont like a plane that looks like a red leg of lamb with coat hangers sticking out the front.


  Well, its always looked like that. And another thing: Whys the damned plane blue in the last three issues?


  Not me! I think reds fine. But Mr. Blackwell sent down a memo, said no more red except for blood. Hes a big Legionnaire.


  Tell him the plane has to look right, and be the right color. Also, the combat reports were forwarded. When Farrell was sitting at your desk, the comic was about flying and combat, and
  cleaning up spy rings  real stuff. And there were never more than two ten-page Jetboy stories an issue.


  When Farrell was at this desk, the book was only selling a quarter-million copies a month, said Lowboy.


  Robert stared at him again.


  I know the wars over, and everybody wants a new house and eye-bulging excitement, said Jetboy. But look what I find in the last eighteen months . . .


  I never fought anyone like The Undertaker, anyplace called The Mountain of Doom. And come on! The Red Skeleton? Mr. Maggot? Professor Blooteaux? What is this with all the skulls and
  tentacles? I mean, evil twins named Sturm and Drang Hohenzollern? The Arthropod Ape, a gorilla with six sets of elbows? Where do you get all this stuff?


  Its not me, its the writers. Theyre a crazy bunch, always taking Benzedrine and stuff. Besides, its what the kids want!


  What about the flying features, and the articles on real aviation heroes? I thought my contract called for at least two features an issue on real events and people?


  Well have to look at it again. But I can tell you, kids dont want that kind of stuff anymore. They want monsters, spaceships, stuff thatll make em wet the bed.
  You remember? You were a kid once yourself!


  Jetboy picked up a pencil from the desk. I was thirteen when the war started, fifteen when they bombed Pearl Harbor. Ive been in combat for six years. Sometimes I dont think
  I was ever a kid.


  Lowboy was quiet a moment.


  Tell you what you need to do, he said. You need to write up all the stuff you dont like about the book and send it to us. Ill have the legal department go over
  it, and well try to do something, work things out. Of course, we print three issues ahead, so itll be Thanksgiving before the new stuff shows up. Or later.


  Jetboy sighed. I understand.


  I sure do want you happy, cause Jetboys my favorite comic. No, I really mean that. The others are just a job. My god, what a job: deadlines, working with drunks and
  worse, riding herd over printers  you can just imagine! But I like the work on Jetboy. Its special.


  Well, Im glad.


  Sure, sure. Lowboy drummed his fingers on the desk. Wonder whats taking them so long?


  Probably getting out the other set of ledgers, said Jetboy.


  Hey, no! Were square here! Lowboy came to his feet.


  Just kidding.


  Oh. Say, the paper said you were, what, marooned on a desert island or something? Pretty tough?


  Well, lonely. I got tired of catching and eating fish. Mostly it was boring, and I missed everything. I dont mean missed, I mean missed out. I was there from April twenty-ninth of
  45 until last month.


  There were times when I thought Id go nuts. I couldnt believe it one morning when I looked up, and there was the USS Reluctant anchored less than a mile offshore. I
  fired off a flare, and they picked me up. Its taken a month to get someplace to repair the plane, rest up, get home. Im glad to be back.


  I can imagine. Hey, lots of dangerous animals on the island? I mean, lions and tigers and stuff?


  Jetboy laughed. It was less than a mile wide, and a mile and a quarter long. There were birds and rats and some lizards.


  Lizards? Big lizards? Poisonous?


  No. Small. I must have eaten half of them before I left. Got pretty good with a slingshot made out of an oxygen hose.


  Huh! I bet you did!


  The door opened, and a tall guy with an ink-smudged shirt came in.


  That him? asked Lowboy.


  I only seen him once, but it looks like him, said the man.


  Good enough for me! said Lowboy.


  Not for me, said the accountant. Show me some ID and sign this release.


  Jetboy sighed and did. He looked at the amount on the check. It had far too few digits in front of the decimal. He folded it up and put it in his pocket.


  Ill leave my address for the next check with your secretary. And Ill send a letter with the objections this week.


  Do that. Its been a real pleasure meeting you. Lets hope we have a long and prosperous business together.


  Thanks, I guess, said Jetboy. He and the accountant left. Lowboy sat back down in his swivel chair. He put his hands behind his head and stared at the bookcase across the room.


  Then he rocketed forward, jerked up the phone, and dialed nine to get out. He called up the chief writer for Jetboy Comics.


  A muzzy, hung-over voice answered on the twelfth ring.


  Clean the shit out of your head, this is Lowboy. Picture this: fifty-two-page special, single-story issue. Ready? Jetboy on Dinosaur Island! Got that? I see lots of cavemen, a
  broad, a what-you-call-it-king rex. What? Yeah, yeah, a tyrannosaur. Maybe a buncha holdout Jap soldiers. You know. Yeah, maybe even samurai. When? Blown off course in A.D. 1100? Christ. Whatever. You know exactly what we need.


  Whats this? Tuesday. You got till five P.M. Thursday, okay? Quit bitchin. Its a hundred and a half fast bucksl See you
  then.


  He hung up. Then he called up an artist and told him what he wanted for the cover.


  Ed and Fred were coming back from a delivery in the Pine Barrens.


  They were driving an eight-yard dump truck. In the back until a few minutes ago had been six cubic yards of new-set concrete. Eight hours before, it had been five and a half yards of water,
  sand, gravel, and cement and a secret ingredient.


  The secret ingredient had broken three of the Five Unbreakable Rules for carrying on a tax-free, unincorporated business in the state.


  He had been taken by other businessmen to a wholesale construction equipment center, and been shown how a cement mixer works, up close and personal.


  Not that Ed and Fred had anything to do with that. Theyd been called an hour ago and been asked if they could drive a dump truck through the woods for a couple of grand.


  It was dark out in the woods, not too many miles from the city. It didnt look like they were within a hundred miles of a town over five-hundred population.


  The headlights picked out ditches where everything from old airplanes to sulfuric-acid bottles lay in clogged heaps. Some of the dumpings were fresh. Smoke and fire played about a few. Others
  glowed without combustion. A pool of metal bubbled and popped as they ground by.


  Then they were back into the deep pines again, jouncing from rut to rut.


  Hey! yelled Ed. Stop!


  Fred threw on the brakes, killing the engine. Goddamn! he said. What the hells the matter with you?


  Back there! I swear I saw a guy pushing a neon cats-eye marble the size of Cleveland!


  Im sure as hell not going back, said Fred.


  Nah! Come on! You dont see stuff like that every day.


  Shit, Ed! Someday youre gonna get us both killed!


  It wasnt a marble. They didnt need their flashlights to tell it wasnt a magnetic mine. It was a rounded canister that glowed on its own, with swirling
  colors on it. It hid the man pushing it.


  It looks like a rolled-up neon armadillo, said Fred, whod been out west.


  The man behind the thing blinked at them, unable to see past their flashlights. He was tattered and dirty, with a tobacco-stained beard and wild, steel-wool hair.


  They stepped closer.


  Its mine! he said to them, stepping in front of the thing, holding his arms out across it.


  Easy, old-timer, said Ed. What you got?


  My ticket to easy street. You from the Air Corps?


  Hell, no. Lets look at this.


  The man picked up a rock. Stay back! I found it where I found the plane crash. The Air Corpsll pay plenty to get this atomic bomb back!


  That doesnt look like any atomic bomb Ive ever seen, said Fred. Look at the writing on the side. It aint even English.


  Course its not! It must be a secret weapon. Thats why they dressed it up so weird.


  Who?


  I told you moren I meant to. Get outta my way.


  Fred looked at the old geezer. Youve piqued my interest, he said. Tell me more.


  Outta my way, boy! I killed a man over a can of lye hominy once!


  Fred reached in his jacket. He came out with a pistol with a muzzle that looked like a drainpipe.


  It crashed last night, said the old man, eyes wild. Woke me up. Lit up the whole sky. I looked for it all day today, figured the woods would be crawlin with Air Corps
  people and state troopers, but nobody came.


  Found it just before dark tonight. Tore all hell up, it did. Knocked the wings completely off the thing when it crashed. All these weird-dressed people all scattered around. Women
  too. He lowered his head a minute, shame on his face. Anyway, they was all dead. Must have been a jet plane, didnt find no propellers or nothing. And this here atomic bomb was
  just lying there in the wreck. I figured the Air Corps would pay real good to get it back. Friend of mine found a weather balloon once and they gave him a dollar and a quarter. I figure this is
  about a million times as important as that!


  Fred laughed. A buck twenty-five, huh? Ill give you ten dollars for it.


  I can get a million!


  Fred pulled the hammer back on the revolver. Fifty, said the old man.


  Twenty.


  It aint fair. But Ill take it.


  What are you going to do with that? asked Ed.


  Take it to Doctor Tod, said Fred. Hell know what to do with it. Hes the scientific type.


  What if it is an A-bomb?


  Well, I dont think A-bombs have spray nozzles on them. And the old man was right. The woods would have been crawling with Air Force people if theyd lost an atomic bomb.
  Hell, only five of them have ever been exploded. They cant have more than a dozen, and you better believe they know where every one of them is, all the time.


  Well, it aint a mine, said Ed. What do you think it is?


  I dont care. If its worth money, Doctor Todll split with us. Hes a square guy.


  For a crook, said Ed.


  They laughed and laughed, and the thing rattled around in the back of the dump truck.


  The MPs brought the red-haired man into his office and introduced them.


  Please have a seat, Doctor, said A. E. He lit his pipe.


  The man seemed ill at ease, as he should have been after two days of questioning by Army Intelligence.


  They have told me what happened at White Sands, and that you wont talk to anyone but me, said A. E. I understand they used sodium pentathol on you, and that it had no
  effect?


  It made me drunk, said the man, whose hair in this light seemed orange and yellow.


  But you didnt talk?


  I said things, but not what they wanted to hear.


  Very unusual.


  Blood chemistry.


  A. E. sighed. He looked out the window of the Princeton office. Very well, then. I will listen to your story. I am not saying I will believe it, but I will listen.


  All right, said the man, taking a deep breath. Here goes.


  He began to talk, slowly at first, forming his words carefully, gaining confidence as he spoke. As he began to talk faster, his accent crept back in, one A. E. could not place, something like a
  Fiji Islander who had learned English from a Swede. A. E. refilled his pipe twice, then left it unlit after filling it the third time. He sat slightly forward, occasionally nodding, his gray hair
  an aureole in the afternoon light.


  The man finished.


  A. E. remembered his pipe, found a match, lit it. He put his hands behind his head. There was a small hole in his sweater near the left elbow.


  Theyll never believe any of that, he said.


  I dont care, as long as they do something! said the man. As long as I get it back.


  A. E. looked at him. If they did believe you, the implications of all this would overshadow the reason youre here. The fact that you are here, if you follow my
  meaning.


  Well, what can we do? If my ship were still operable, Id be looking myself. I did the next best thing  landed somewhere that would be sure to attract attention, asked to
  speak to you. Perhaps other scientists, research institutes . . .


  A. E. laughed. Forgive me. You dont realize how things are done here. We will need the military. We will have the military and the government whether we want them or not,
  so we might as well have them on the best possible terms, ours, from the first. The problem is that we have to think of something that is plausible to them, yet will still mobilize them in
  the search.


  Ill talk to the Army people about you, then make some calls to friends of mine. We have just finished a large global war, and many things had a way of escaping notice, or being
  lost in the shuffle. Perhaps we can work something from there.


  The only thing is, we had better do all this from a phone booth. The MPs will be along, so I will have to talk quietly. Tell me, he said, picking up his hat from the corner of a
  cluttered bookcase, do you like ice cream?


  Lactose and sugar solids congealed in a mixture kept just below the freezing point? asked the man.


  I assure you, said A. E., it is better than it sounds, and quite refreshing. Arm in arm, they went out the office door.


  Jetboy patted the scarred side of his plane. He stood in Hangar 23. Linc came out of his office, wiping his hands on a greasy rag.


  Hey, howd it go? he asked.


  Great. They want the book of memoirs. Going to be their big Spring book, if I get it in on time, or so they say.


  You still bound and determined to sell the plane? asked the mechanic. Sure hate to see her go.


  Well, that part of my lifes over. I feel like if I never fly again, even as an airline passenger, itll be too soon.


  What do you want me to do?


  Jetboy looked at the plane.


  Tell you what. Put on the high-altitude wing extensions and the drop tanks. It looks bigger and shinier that way. Somebody from a museum will probably buy it, is what I figure 
  Im offering it to museums first. If that doesnt work, Ill take out ads in the papers. Well take the guns out later, if some private citizen buys it. Check everything to
  see its tight. Shouldnt have shaken much on the hop from San Fran, and they did a pretty good overhaul at Hickam Field. Whatever you think it needs.


  Sure thing.


  Ill call you tomorrow, unless something cant wait.


  
    
      HISTORICAL AIRCRAFT FOR SALE: Jetboys twin-engine jet. 2 x 1200 lb thrust engines, speed 600 mph at 25,000 ft, range 650 miles, 1000w drop tanks (tanks and wing
      exts. inc.) length 31 ft, w s 33 ft (49 w exts.) Reasonable offers accepted. Must see to appreciate. On view at Hangar 23, Bonhams Flying Service, Shantak, New Jersey.

    

  


  Jetboy stood in front of the bookstore window, looking at the pyramids of new titles there. You could tell paper rationing was off. Next year, his book would be one of them. Not
  just a comic book, but the story of his part in the war. He hoped it would be good enough so that it wouldnt be lost in the clutter.


  Seems like, in the words of someone, every goddamn barber and shoeshine boy who was drafted had written a book about how he won the war.


  There were six books of war memoirs in one window, by everyone from a lieutenant colonel to a major general (maybe those PFC barbers didnt write that many books?).


  Maybe they wrote some of the two dozen war novels that covered another window of the display.


  There were two books near the door, piles of them in a window by themselves, runaway best-sellers, that werent war novels or memoirs. One was called The Grass-Hopper Lies Heavy
  by someone named Abendsen (Hawthorne Abendsen, obviously a pen name). The other was a thick book called Growing Flowers by Candlelight in Hotel Rooms by someone so self-effacing she called
  herself Mrs. Charles Fine Adams. It must be a book of unreadable poems that the public, in its craziness, had taken up. There was no accounting for taste.


  Jetboy put his hands in the pockets of his leather jacket and walked to the nearest movie show.


  Tod watched the smoke rising from the lab and waited for the phone to ring. People ran back and forth to the building a half-mile away.


  There had been nothing for two weeks. Thorkeld, the scientist hed hired to run the tests, had reported each day. The stuff didnt work on monkeys, dogs, rats, lizards, snakes,
  frogs, insects, or even on fish in suspension in water. Dr. Thorkeld was beginning to think Tods men had paid twenty dollars for an inert gas in a fancy container.


  A few moments ago there had been an explosion. Now he waited.


  The phone rang.


  Tod  oh, god, this is Jones at the lab, its Static washed over the line. Oh, sweet Jesus! Thorkelds  theyre all There
  was thumping near the phone receiver on the other end. Oh, my . . .


  Calm down, said Tod. Is everyone outside the lab safe?


  Yeah, yeah. The . . . oooh. The sound of vomiting came over the phone.


  Tod waited.


  Sorry, Dr. Tod. The labs still sealed off: The fires  its a small one on the grass outside. Somebody dropped a butt.


  Tell me what happened.


  I was outside for a smoke. Somebody in there must have messed up, dropped something. I  I dont know. Its  theyre most of them dead, I think. I hope. I
  dont know. Somethings  wait, wait. Theres someone still moving in the office, I can see from here, theres


  There was a click of someone picking up a receiver. The volume on the line dropped.


  Tog, Tog, said a voice, an approximation of a voice.


  Whos there?


  Torgk


  Thorkeld?


  Guh. Hep. Hep. Guh.


  There was a sound like a sack full of squids being dumped on a corrugated roof. Hep. Then came the sound of jelly being emptied into a cluttered desk drawer.


  There was a gunshot, and the receiver bounced off the desk.


  He  he shot  it  himself, said Jones.


  Ill be right out, said Tod.


  After the cleanup, Tod stood in his office again. It had not been pretty. The canister was still intact. Whatever the accident had been had been with a sample. The other
  animals were okay. It was only the people. Three were dead outright. One, Thorkeld, had killed himself. Two others he and Jones had had to kill. A seventh person was missing, but had not
  come out any of the doors or windows.


  Tod sat down in his chair and thought a long, long time. Then he reached over and pushed the button on his desk.


  Yeah, Doctor? asked Filmore, stepping into the room with a batch of telegrams and brokerage orders under his arm.


  Dr. Tod opened the desk safe and began counting out bills. Filmore. Id like you to get down to Port Elizabeth, North Carolina, and buy me up five type Blimp balloons. Tell them
  Im a car salesman. Arrange for one million cubic feet of helium to be delivered to the south Pennsy warehouse. Break out the hardware and give me a complete list of what we have 
  anything we need, we can get surplus. Get ahold of Captain Mack, see if he still has that cargo ship. Well need new passports. Get me Cholley Sacks; Ill need a contact in Switzerland.
  Ill need a pilot with a lighter-than-air license. Some diving suits and oxygen. Shot ballast, couple of tons. A bombsight. Nautical charts. And bring me a cup of coffee.


  Fred has a lighter-than-air pilots license, said Filmore.


  Those two never cease to amaze me, said Dr. Tod.


  I thought wed pulled our last caper, boss.


  Filmore, he said, and looked at the man hed been friends with for twenty years, Filmore, some capers you have to pull, whether you want to or not.


  
    
      Dewey was an Admiral at Manila Bay,


      Dewey was a candidate just the other day


      Dewey were her eyes when she said I do;


      Do we love each other? I should say we do!

    

  


  The kids in the courtyard of the apartment jumped rope. Theyd started the second they got home from school.


  At first it bothered Jetboy. He got up from the typewriter and went to the window. Instead of yelling, he watched. The writing wasnt going well, anyway. What had seemed like just the
  facts when hed told them to the G-2 boys during the war looked like bragging on paper, once the words were down:


  
    
      Three planes, two ME-109s and a TA-152, came out of the clouds at the crippled B-24. It had suffered heavy flak damage. Two props were feathered and the top turret was
      missing.


      One of the 109s went into a shallow dive, probably going into a snap roll to fire up at the underside of the bomber.


      I ease my plane in a long turn and fired a deflection shot while about 700 yards away and closing. I saw three hits, then the 109 disintegrated.


      The TA-152 had seen me and dived to intercept. As the 109 blew up, I throttled back and hit my air brakes. The 152 flashed by less than 50 yards away. I saw the surprised
      look on the pilots face. I fired one burst as he flashed by with my 20mms. Everything from his canopy back flew apart in a shower.


      I pulled up. The last 109 was behind the Liberator. He was firing with his machine guns and cannon. Hed taken out the tail gunner, and the belly turret
      couldnt get enough elevation. The bomber pilot was wigwagging the tail so the waist gunners could get a shot, but only the left waist gun was working.


      I was more than a mile away, but had turned above and to the right. I put the nose down and fired one round with the 75mm just before the gunsight flashed across the
      109.


      The whole middle of the fighter disappeared  I could see France through it. The only image I have is that I was looking down on top of an open umbrella and
      somebody folded it suddenly. The fighter looked like Christmas-tree tinsel as it fell.


      Then the few gunners left on the B-24 opened up on me, not recognizing my plane. I flashed my IFF code, but their receiver must have have been out.


      There were two German parachutes far below. The pilots of the first two fighters must have gotten out. I went back to my base.


      When they ran maintenance, they found one of my 75mm rounds missing, and only twelve 20mm shells. Id shot down three enemy planes.


      I later learned the B-24 had crashed in the Channel and there were no survivors.

    

  


  Who needs this stuff? Jetboy thought. The wars over. Does anybody really want to read The Jet-Propelled Boy when its published? Does anybody except morons
  even want to read Jetboy Comics anymore?


  I dont even think Im needed. What can I do now? Fight crime? I can see strafing getaway cars full of bank robbers. That would be a real fair fight. Barnstorming?
  That went out with Hoover, and besides, I dont want to fly again. This year more people will fly on airliners on vacation than have been in the air all together in the last forty-three
  years, mail pilots, cropdusters, and wars included.


  What can I do? Break up a trust? Prosecute wartime profiteers? Theres a real dead-end job for you. Punish mean old men who are robbing the state blind running orphanages and
  starving and beating the kids? You dont need me for that, you need Spanky and Alfalfa and Buckwheat.


  
    
      A tisket, a tasket,


      Hitlers in a casket.


      Eenie-meenie-Mussolini,


      Six feet underground!

    

  


  said the kids outside, now doing double-dutch, two ropes going opposite directions. Kids have too much energy, he thought. They hot-peppered a while, then slowed again.


  
    
      Down in the dungeon, twelve feet deep,


      Where old Hitler lies asleep.


      German boys, they tickle his feet,


      Down in the dungeon, twelve feet deep!

    

  


  Jetboy turned away from the window. Maybe what I need is to go to the movies again.


  Since his meeting with Belinda, hed done nothing much but read, write, and go see movies. Before coming home, the last two movies hed seen, in a crowded post auditorium in France
  in late 44, had been a cheesy double bill. That Nazty Nuisance, a United Artists film made in 43, with Bobby Watson as Hitler, and one of Jetboys favorite character
  actors, Frank Faylen, had been the better of the two. The other was a PRC hunk of junk, Jive Junction, starring Dickie Moore, about a bunch of hepcats jitterbugging at the malt shop.


  The first thing hed done after getting his money and finding an apartment, was to find the nearest movie theater, where hed seen Murder, He Says about a house full of
  hillbilly weird people, with Fred McMurray and Marjorie Main, and an actor named Porter Hall playing identical twin-brother murderers named Bert and Mert. Which ones which?
  asks McMurray, and Marjorie Main picked up an axe handle and hit one of them in the middle of the back, where he collapsed from the waist up in a distorted caricature of humanity, but stayed on his
  feet. That theres Mert, says Main, throwing the axe handle on the woodpile. Hes got a trick back. There was radium and homicide galore, and Jetboy thought
  it was the funniest movie he had ever seen.


  Since then hed gone to the movies every day, sometimes going to three theaters and seeing from six to eight movies a day. He was adjusting to civilian life, like most soldiers and sailors
  had, by seeing films.


  He had seen Lost Weekend with Ray Milland, and Frank Faylen again, this time as a male nurse in a psycho ward; A Tree Grows in Brooklyn; The Thin Man Goes Home, with William
  Powell at his alcoholic best; Bring on the Girls; Its in the Bag with Fred Allen; Incendiary Blonde; The Story of G.I. Joe (Jetboy had been the subject of one of
  Pyles columns back in 43); a horror film called Isle of the Dead with Boris Karloff; a new kind of Italian movie called Open City at an art house; and The
  Postman Always Rings Twice.


  And there were other films, Monogram and PRC and Republic westerns and crime movies, pictures hed seen in twenty-four-hour nabes, but had forgotten about ten minutes after leaving the
  theaters. By the lack of star names and the 4-F look of the leading men, theyd been the bottom halves of double bills made during the war, all clocking in at exactly fifty-nine minutes
  running time.


  Jetboy sighed. So many movies, so much of everything hed missed during the war. Hed even missed V-E and V-J Days, stuck on that island, before he and his plane had been found by
  the crew of the USS Reluctant. The way the guys on the Reluctant talked, youd have thought they missed most of the war and the movies, too.


  He was looking forward to a lot of films this fall, and to seeing them when they came out, the way everybody else did, the way hed used to do at the orphanage.


  Jetboy sat back down at the typewriter. If I dont work, Ill never get this book done. Ill go to the movies tonight.


  He began to type up all the exciting things hed done on July 12, 1944.


  In the courtyard, women were calling kids in for supper as their fathers came home from work. A couple of kids were still jumping rope out there, their voices thin in the afternoon air:


  
    
      Hitler, Hitler looks like this,


      Mussolini bows like this,


      Sonja Henie skates like this,


      And Betty Grable misses like this!

    

  


  The Haberdasher in the White House was having a pissass of a day.


  It had started with a phone call a little after 6 A.M.  the Nervous Nellies over at the State Department had some new hot rumors from
  Turkey. The Soviets were moving all their men around on that nations edges.


  Well, the Plain-speaking Man from Missouri said, call me when they cross the goddamn border and not until.


  Now this.


  Independences First Citizen watched the door close. The last thing he saw was Einsteins heel disappearing. It needed half-soling.


  He sat back in his chair, lifted his thick glasses off his nose, rubbed vigorously. Then the President put his fingers together in a steeple, his elbows resting on his desk. He looked at the
  small model plow on the front of his desk (it had replaced the model of the M-1 Garand that had sat there from the day he took office until V-J Day). There were three books on the right corner of
  the desk  a Bible, a thumbed thesaurus, and a pictorial history of the United States. There were three buttons on his desk for calling various secretaries, but he never used them.


  Now that peace has come, Im fighting to keep ten wars from breaking out in twenty places, theres strikes looming in every industry and thats a damn shame, people are
  hollering for more cars and refrigerators, and theyre as tired as I am of war and wars alarm.


  And I have to kick the hornets nest again, get everybody out looking for a damn germ bomb that might go off and infect the whole U. S. and kill half the people or more.


  Wed have been better off still fighting with sticks and rocks.


  The sooner I get my ass back to 219 North Delaware in Independence, the better off me and this whole damn country will be.


  Unless that son of a bitch Dewey wants to run for President again. Like Lincoln said, Id rather swallow a deer-antler rocking chair than let that bastard be President.


  Thats the only thing thatll keep me here when Ive finished out Mr. Roosevelts term.


  Sooner I get this snipe hunt under way, the faster we can put World War Number Two behind us.


  He picked up the phone.


  Get me the Chiefs of Staff, he said.


  Major Truman speaking.


  Major, this is the other Truman, your boss. Put General Ostrander on the horn, will you?


  While he was waiting he looked out past the window fan (he hated air-conditioning) into the trees. The sky was the kind of blue that quickly turns to brass in the summer.


  He looked at the clock on the wall: 10:23 A.M., eastern daylight time. What a day. What a year. What a century.


  General Ostrander here, sir.


  General, we just had another bale of hay dropped on us . . .


  A couple of weeks later, the note came:


  
    
      Deposit 20 Million Dollars account # 43Z21, Credite Suisse, Berne, by 2300Z 14 Sept or lose a major city. You know of this weapon; your people have been searching for it. I
      have it; I will use half of it on the first city. The price goes to 30 Million Dollars to keep me from using it a second time. You have my word it will not be used if the first payment is made
      and instructions will be sent on where the weapon can be recovered.

    

  


  The Plain-speaking Man from Missouri picked up the phone.


  Kick everything up to the top notch, he said. Call the cabinet, get the joint Chiefs together. And Ostrander . . .


  Yessir?


  Better get ahold of that kid flier, whats his name . . . ?


  You mean Jetboy, sir? Hes not on active duty anymore.


  The hell hes not. He is now!


  Yessir.


  It was 2:24 P.M. on the Tuesday of September 15, 1946, when the thing first showed up on the radar screens.


  At 2:31 it was still moving slowly toward the city at an altitude of nearly sixty thousand feet.


  At 2:41 they blew the first of the air-raid sirens, which had not been used in New York City since April of 1945 in a blackout drill.


  By 2:48 there was panic.


  Someone in the CD office hit the wrong set of switches. The power went off everywhere except hospitals and police and fire stations. Subways stopped. Things shut down, and traffic lights quit
  working. Half the emergency equipment, which hadnt been checked since the end of the war, failed to come up.


  The streets were jammed with people. Cops rushed out to try to direct traffic. Some of the policemen panicked when they were issued gas masks. Telephones jammed. Fistfights broke out at
  intersections, people were trampled at subway exits and on the stairs of skyscrapers.


  The bridges clogged up.


  Conflicting orders came down. Get the people into bomb shelters. No, no, evacuate the island. Two cops on the same corner yelled conflicting orders at the crowds. Mostly people just stood around
  and looked.


  Their attention was soon drawn to something in the southeastern sky. It was small and shiny.


  Flak began to bloom ineffectually two miles below it. On and on it came.


  When the guns over in Jersey began to fire, the panic really started.


  It was 3 P.M.


  Its really quite simple, said Dr. Tod. He looked down toward Manhattan, which lay before him like a treasure trove. He turned to Filmore and held up a long
  cylindrical device that looked like the offspring of a pipe bomb and a combination lock. Should anything happen to me, simply insert this fuse in the holder in the explosives 
  he indicated the taped-over portion with the opening in the canister covered with the Sanskrit-like lettering  twist it to the number five hundred, then pull this lever. He
  indicated the bomb-bay door latch. Itll fall of its own weight, and I was wrong about the bombsights. Pinpoint accuracy is not our goal.


  He looked at Filmore through the grill of his diving helmet. They all wore diving suits with hoses leading back to a central oxygen supply.


  Make sure, of course, everyones suited with their helmet on. Your blood would boil in this thin air. And these suits only have to hold pressure for the few seconds the bomb
  doors open.


  I dont expect no trouble, boss.


  Neither do I. After we bomb New York City, we go out to our rendezvous with the ship, rip the ballast, set down, and head for Europe. Theyll be only too glad to pay us the money
  then. They have no way of knowing well be using the whole germ weapon. Seven million or so dead should quite convince them we mean business.


  Look at that, said Ed, from the co-pilots seat. Way down there. Flak!


  Whats our altitude? asked Dr. Tod.


  Right on fifty-eight thousand feet, said Fred. Target?


  Ed sighted, checked a map. Sixteen miles straight ahead. You sure called those wind currents just right, Doctor Tod.


  They had sent him to an airfield outside Washington, D.C., to wait. That way he would be within range of most of the major East Coast cities.


  He had spent part of the day reading, part asleep, and the rest of it talking over the war with some of the other pilots. Most of them, though, were too new to have fought in any but the closing
  days of the war.


  Most of them were jet pilots, like him, who had done their training in P-59 Airacomets or P-80 Shooting Stars. A few of those in the ready room belonged to a P-51 prop-job squadron. There was a
  bit of tension between the blowtorch jockeys and the piston eaters.


  All of them were a new breed, though. Already there was talk Truman was going to make the Army Air Force into a separate branch, just the Air Force, within the next year. Jetboy felt, at
  nineteen, that time had passed him by.


  Theyre working on something, said one of the pilots, thatll go through the sonic wall. Bells behind it.


  A friend of mine out at Muroc says wait till they get the Flying Wing in operation. Theyre already working on an alljet version of it. A bomber that can go thirteen thousand miles
  at five hundred per, carries a crew of thirteen, bunk beds for seven, can stay up for a day and a half! said another.


  Anybody know anything about this alert? asked a very young, nervous guy with second-looie bars. The Russians up to something?


  I heard we were going to Greece, said someone. Ouzo for me, gallons of it.


  More like Czech potato-peel vodka. Well be lucky if we see Christmas.


  Jetboy realized he missed ready-room banter more than he had thought.


  The intercom hissed on and a klaxon began to wail. Jetboy looked at his watch. It was 2:25 P.M.


  He realized he missed something more than Air Corps badinage. That was flying. Now it all came back to him. When he had flown down to Washington the night before it had been
  just a routine hop.


  Now was different. It was like wartime again. He had a vector. He had a target. He had a mission.


  He also had on an experimental Navy T-2 pressure suit. It was a girdle manufacturers dream, all rubber and laces, pressure bottles, and a real space helmet, like out of Planet Comics,
  over his head. They had fitted him for it the night before, when they saw his high-altitude wings and drop tanks on the plane.


  Wed better tailor this down for you, the flight sergeant had said.


  Ive got a pressurized cabin, said Jetboy.


  Well, in case they need you, and in case something goes wrong, then.


  The suit was still too tight, and it wasnt pressurized yet. The arms were built for a gorilla, and the chest for a chimpanzee. Youll appreciate the extra room if that thing
  ever inflates in an emergency, said the sergeant.


  Youre the boss, said Jetboy.


  Theyd even painted the torso white and the legs red to match his outfit. His blue helmet and goggles showed through the clear plastic bubble.


  As he climbed with the rest of the squadron, he was glad now that he had the thing. His mission was to accompany the flight of P-80s in, and to engage only if needed. He had never exactly been a
  team player.


  The sky ahead was blue as the background curtain in Bronzinos Venus, Cupid, Folly and Time, with a two-fifths cloud to the north. The sun stood over his left shoulder. The
  squadron angled up. He wigwagged the wings. They spread out in a staggered box and cleared their guns.


  Chunder chunder chunder chunder went his 20mm cannons.


  Tracers arced out ahead from the six .50 cals on each P-80. They left the prop planes far behind and pointed their noses toward Manhattan.


  They looked like a bunch of angry bees circling under a hawk.


  The sky was filled with jets and prop fighters climbing like the wall clouds of a hurricane.


  Above was a lumpy object that hung and moved slowly on toward the city. Where the eye of the hurricane would be was a torrent of flak, thicker than Jetboy had ever seen over Europe or Japan.


  It was bursting far too low, only at the level of the highest fighters.


  Fighter Control called them. Clark Gable Command to all squadrons. Target at five five zero . . . repeat, five five zero angels. Moving ENE at two five knots. Flak unable to
  reach.


  Call it off, said the squadron leader. Well try to fly high enough for deflection shooting. Squadron Hodiak, follow me. Jetboy looked up into the high blue
  above. The object continued its slow track.


  Whats it got? he asked Clark Gable Command.


  Command to Jetboy. Some type of bomb is what weve been told. It has to be a lighter-than-air craft of at least five hundred thousand cubic feet to reach that altitude.
  Over.


  Im beginning a climb. If the other planes cant reach it, call them off, too.


  There was silence on the radio, then, Roger.


  As the P-80s glinted like silver crucifixes above him, he eased the nose up.


  Come on, baby, he said. Lets do some flying.


  The Shooting Stars began to fall away, sideslipping in the thin air. Jetboy could hear only the sound of his own pressure-breathing in his ears, and the high thin whine of his
  engines. Come on, girl, he said. You can make it!


  The thing above him had resolved itself into a bastard aircraft: made of half a dozen blimps, with a gondola below it. The gondola looked as if it had once been a PT boat shell. That was all he
  could see. Beyond it, the air was purple and cold. Next stop, outer space.


  The last of the P-80s slid sideways on the blue stairs of the sky. A few had made desultory firing runs, some snap-rolling as fighters used to do underneath bombers in the war. They fired as
  they nosed up. All their tracers fell away under the balloons. One of the P-80s fought for control, dropping two miles before leveling out.


  Jetboys plane protested, whining. It was hard to control. He eased the nose up again, had to fight it.


  Get everybody out of the way, he said to Clark Gable Command.


  Heres where we give you some fighting room, he said to his plane. He blew the drop tanks. They fell away like bombs behind him. He pushed his cannon button. Chunder
  chunder chunder chunder they went. Then again and again.


  His tracers arced toward the target, then they too fell away. He fired four more bursts until his cannon ran dry. Then he cleaned out the twin fifties in the tail, but it didnt take long
  for all one hundred rounds to be spent.


  He nosed over and went into a shallow dive, like a salmon sounding to throw a hook, gaining speed. A minute into the run he nosed up, putting the JB-1 into a long circling climb. Feels
  better, huh? he asked.


  The engines bit into the air. The plane, relieved of the weight, lurched up and ahead.


  Below him was Manhattan with its seven million people. They must be watching down there, knowing these might be the last things they ever saw. Maybe this is what living in the Atomic Age would
  be like, always be looking up and thinking, is this it?


  Jetboy reached down with one of his boots and slammed a lever over. A 75mm cannon shell slid into the breech. He put his hand on the autoload bar, and pulled back a little more on the control
  wheel.


  The red jet cut the air like a razor.


  He was closer now, closer than the others had gotten, and still not close enough. He only had five rounds to do the job. The jet climbed, beginning to stagger in the thin air, as if it were some
  red animal clawing its way up a long blue tapestry that slipped a little each time the animal lurched.


  He pointed the nose up. Everything seemed frozen, waiting.


  A long thin line of machine-gun tracers reached out from the gondola for him like a lover.


  He began to fire his cannon.


  
    
      FROM THE STATEMENT OF PATROLMAN FRANCIS V (FRANCIS THE TALKING COP) OHOOEY, SEPT. 15, 1946, 6:45 P.M.


      We was watching from the street over at Sixth Avenue, trying to get people from shoving each other in a panic. Then they calmed down as they was watching the dogfights and
      stuff up above.


      Some birdwatcher had this pair of binocs, so I confiscated em. I watched pretty much the whole thing. Them jets wasnt having no luck, and the antiaircraft from
      over in the Bowery wasnt doing no good either. I still say the Army oughta be sued cause them Air Defense guys got so panicky they forgot to set the timers on them shells and I
      heard that some of them came down in the Bronx and blew up a whole block of apartments.


      Anyway, this red plane, that is, Jetboys plane, was climbing up and he fired all his bullets, I thought, without doing any damage to the balloon thing.


      I was out on the street, and this fire truck pulls up with its sirens on, and the whole precinct and auxiliaries were on it, and the lieutenant was yelling for me to climb
      on, wed been assigned to the west side to take care of a traffic smash-up and a riot.


      So I jump on the truck, and I try to keep my eyes on whats happening up in the skies.


      The riot was pretty much over. The air-raid sirens was still wailing, but everybody was just standing around gawking at what was happening up there.


      The lieutenant yells to at least get the people in the buildings. I pushed a few in some doors, then I took another gander in the field glasses.


      Ill be damned if Jetboy hasnt shot up some of the balloons (I hear he used his howitzer on em) and the thing looks bigger  its dropping
      some. But hes out of ammo and not as high as the thing is and he starts circlin.


      I forgot to say, all the time this blimp thing is got so many machine guns going it looks like a Fourth of July sparkler, and Jetboys planes taking these hits
      all the time.


      Then he just takes his plane around and comes right back and crashes right into the what-you-call-it-the gondola, thats it, on the blimps. They just sort of merged
      together. He must have been going awful slow by then, like stalling, and the plane just sort of mashed into the side of the thing.


      And the blimp deal looked like it was coming down a little, not a lot, just some. Then the lieutenant took the glasses away from me, and I shaded my eyes and watched as best
      I could.


      There was this flare of light. I thought the whole thing had blown up at first, and I ducked up under a car. But when I looked up the blimps was still there.


      Look out! Get inside! yelled the lieutenant. Everybody had another panic then, and was jumping under cars and around stuff and through windows. It looked like a
      regular Three Stooges for a minute or two.


      A few minutes later, it rained red airplane parts all over the streets, and a bunch on the Hudson Terminal . . .

    

  


  There was steam and fire all around. The cockpit cracked like an egg, and the wings folded up like a fan. Jetboy jerked as the capstans in the pressure suit inflated. He was
  curved into a circle, and must have looked like a frightened tomcat.


  The gondola walls had parted like a curtain where the fighters wings crumpled into it. A wave of frost formed over the shattered cockpit as oxygen blew out of the gondola.


  Jetboy tore his hoses loose. His bailout bottle had five minutes of air in it. He grappled with the nose of the plane, like fighting against iron bands on his arms and legs. All you were
  supposed to be able to do in these suits was eject and pull the D-ring on your parachute.


  The plane lurched like a freight elevator with a broken cable. Jetboy grabbed a radar antenna with one gloved hand, felt it snap away from the broken nose of the plane. He grabbed another.


  The city was twelve miles below him, the buildings making the island look like a faraway porcupine. The left engine of his plane, crumpled and spewing fuel, tore loose and flew under the
  gondola. He watched it grow smaller.


  The air was purple as a plum  the skin of the blimps bright as fire in the sunlight, and the sides of the gondola bent and torn like cheap cardboard.


  The whole thing shuddered like a whale.


  Somebody flew by over Jetboys head through the hole in the metal, trailing hoses like the arms of an octopus. Debris followed through the air in the explosive decompression.


  The jet sagged.


  Jetboy thrust his hand into the torn side of the gondola, found a strut.


  He felt his parachute harness catch on the radar array. The plane twisted. He felt its weight.


  He jerked his harness snap. His parachute packs were ripped away from him, tearing at his back and crotch.


  His plane bent in the middle like a snake with a broken back, then dropped away, the wings coming up and touching above the shattered cockpit as if it were a dove trying to beat its pinions.
  Then it twisted sideways, falling to pieces.


  Below it was the dot of the man who had fallen out of the gondola, spinning like a yard sprinkler toward the bright city below.


  Jetboy saw the plane fall away beneath his feet. He hung in space twelve miles up by one hand.


  He gripped his right wrist with his left hand, chinned himself up until he got a foot through the side, then punched his way in.


  There were two people left inside. One was at the controls, the other stood in the center behind a large round thing. He was pushing a cylinder into a slot in it. There was a shattered
  machine-gun turret on one side of the gondola.


  Jetboy reached for the service .38 strapped across his chest. It was agony reaching for it, agony trying to run toward the guy with the fuse.


  They wore diving suits. The suits were inflated. They looked like ten or twelve beach balls stuffed into suits of long underwear. They were moving as slowly as he was.


  Jetboys hands closed in a claw over the handle of the .38. He jerked it from its holster.


  It flew out of his hand, bounced off the ceiling, and went out through the hole he had come in.


  The guy at the controls got off one shot at him. He dived toward the other man, the one with the fuse.


  His hand clamped on the diving-suited wrist of the other just as the man pushed the cylindrical fuse into the side of the round canister. Jetboy saw that the whole device sat on a hinged
  doorplate.


  The man had only half a face  Jetboy saw smooth metal on one side through the grid-plated diving helmet.


  The man twisted the fuse with both hands.


  Through the torn ceiling of the pilot-house, Jetboy saw another blimp begin to deflate. There was a falling sensation. They were dropping toward the city.


  Jetboy gripped the fuse with both hands. Their helmets clanged together as the ship lurched.


  The guy at the controls was putting on a parachute harness and heading toward the rent in the wall.


  Another shudder threw Jetboy and the man with the fuse together. The guy reached for the door lever behind him as best he could in the bulky suit.


  Jetboy grabbed his hands and pulled him back.


  They slammed together, draped over the canister, their hands entangled on each others suits and the fuse to the bomb. The man tried again to reach the lever. Jetboy pulled him away. The
  canister rolled like a giant beach ball as the gondola listed.


  He looked directly into the eye of the man in the diving suit. The man used his feet to push the canister back over the bomb door. His hand went for the lever again.


  Jetboy gave the fuse a half-twist the other way.


  The man in the diving suit reached behind him. He came up with a .45 automatic. He jerked a heavy gloved hand away from the fuse, worked the slide. Jetboy saw the muzzle swing at him.


  Die, Jetboy! Die! said the man. He pulled the trigger four times.


  
    
      STATEMENT OF PATROLMAN FRANCIS V OHOOEY, SEPT. 15, 1946, 6:45 P.M. (CONTINUED).


      So when the pieces of metal quit falling, we all ran out and looked up.


      I saw the white dot below the blimp thing. I grabbed the binocs away from the lieutenant.


      Sure enough, it was a parachute. I hoped it was.


      Jetboy had bailed out when his plane crashed into the thing.


      I dont know much about such stuff, but I do know that you dont open a parachute that high up or you get in serious trouble.


      Then, while I was watching, the blimps and stuff all blew up, all at once. Like they was there, then there was this explosion, and there was only smoke and stuff way up in
      the air.


      The people all around started cheering. The kid had done it  hed blown the thing up before it could drop the A-bomb on Manhattan Island.


      Then the lieutenant said to get in the truck, wed try to get the kid.


      We jumped in and tried to figure out where he was gonna land. Everywhere we passed, people was standing in the middle of the car wrecks and fires and stuff, looking up and
      cheering the parachute.


      I noticed the big smudge in the air after the explosion, when wed been driving around for ten minutes. Them other jets that had been with Jetboy was back, flying all
      around trough the air, and some Mustangs and Thunderjugs, too. It was like a regular air show up there. Somehow we got out near the Bridge before anybody else did. Good thing, because when we
      got to the water, we saw this guy pile right in about twenty feet from shore. Went down like a rock. He was wearing this diving-suit thing, and we swam out and I grabbed part of the parachute
      and a fireman grabbed some of the hoses and we hauled him out onto shore.


      Well, it wasnt Jetboy, it was the one we got the make on as Edward Smooth Eddy Shiloh, a real small-time operator.


      And he was in bad shape, too. We got a wrench off the fire truck and popped his helmet, and he was purple as a turnip in there. It had taken him twenty-seven minutes to get
      to the ground. Hed passed out of course with not enough air up there, and he was so frostbit I heard they had to take off one of his feet and all but the thumb on the left hand.


      But hed jumped out of the thing before it blew. We looked back up, hoping to see Jetboys chute or something, but there wasnt one, just that misty big
      smudge up there, and all those planes zoomin round.


      Thirty Minutes Over Broadway!


      We took Shiloh to the hospital. Thats my report.

    

  


  
    
      
        STATEMENT OF EDWARD SMOOTH EDDY SHILOH, SEPT. 16, 1946
        (EXCERPT).

      


      . . . all five shells into a couple of the gasbags. Then he crashed the plane right into us. The walls blew. Fred and Filmore were thrown out without their parachutes.


      When the pressure dropped, I felt like I couldnt move, the suit got so tight. I tried to get my parachute. I see that Doctor Tod has the fuse and is making it to the
      bomb thing.


      I felt the airplane fall off the side of the gondola. Next thing I know, Jetboys standing right in front of the hole his plane made.


      I pull out my roscoe when I see hes packing heat. But he dropped his gat and he heads toward Tod.


      Stop him, stop him! Tods yelling over the suit radio. I get one clean shot, but I miss, then hes on top of Tod and the bomb, and right then I
      decide my jobs been over about five minutes and Im not getting paid any overtime.


      So I head out, and all this gnashing and screamings coming across the radio, and theyre grappling around. Then Tod yells and pulls out his .45 and I swear he
      put four shots in Jetboy from closer than I am to you. Then they fall back together, and I jumped out the hole in the side.


      Only I was stupid, and I pulled my ripcord too soon, and my chute dont open right and got all twisted, and I started passing out. Just before I did, the whole thing
      blew up above me.


      Next thing I know, I wake up here, and I got one shoe too many, know what I mean? . . .


      . . . what did they say? Well, most of it was garbled. Lets see. Tod says Stop him, stop him, and I shot. Then I lammed for the hole. They were yelling.
      I could only hear Jetboy when their helmets slammed together, through Tods suit radio. They must have crashed together a lot, cause I heard both of them breathing hard.


      Then Tod got to the gun and shot Jetboy four times and said Die, Jetboy! Die! and I jumped and they must have fought a second, and I heard Jetboy say:


      I cant die yet. I havent seen The Jolson Story.

    

  


  It was eight years to the day after Thomas Wolfe died, but it was his kind of day. Across the whole of America and the northern hemisphere, it was one of those days when summer
  gives up its hold, when the weather comes from the poles and Canada again, rather than the Gulf and the Pacific.


  They eventually built a monument to Jetboy  the kid that couldnt die yet. A battle-scarred veteran of nineteen had stopped a madman from blowing up Manhattan. After
  calmer heads prevailed, they realized that. But it took a while to remember that. And to get around to going back to college, or buying that new refrigerator. It took a long time for anybody to
  remember what anything was like before September 15, 1946.


  When people in New York City looked up and saw Jetboy blowing up the attacking aircraft, they thought their troubles were over.


  They were as wrong as snakes on an eight-lane highway.


  
    
       Daniel Deck


      Godot Is My Co-Pilot:


      A Life of Jetboy


      Lippincott, 1963

    

  


  From high up in the sky the fine mist began to curve downward.


  Part of it stretched itself out in the winds, as it went through the jet stream, toward the east.


  Beneath those currents, the mist re-formed and hung like virga, settling slowly to the city below, streamers forming and re-forming, breaking like scud near a storm.


  Wherever it came down, it made a sound like gentle autumn rain.
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  THE SLEEPER


  
  by Roger Zelazny



  


  


  


  


  I. THE LONG WALK HOME


  He was fourteen years old when sleep became his enemy, a dark and terrible thing he learned to fear as others feared death. It was not, however, a matter of neurosis in any of
  its more mysterious forms. A neurosis generally possesses irrational elements, while his fear proceeded from a specific cause and followed a course as logical as a geometrical theorem.


  Not that there was no irrationality in his life. Quite the contrary. But this was a result, not the cause, of his condition. At least, this is what he told himself later.


  Simply put, sleep was his bane, his nemesis. It was his hell on an installment plan.


  Croyd Crenson had completed eight grades of school and didnt make it through the ninth. This was not because of any fault of his own. While not at the top of his class he was not at the
  bottom either. He was an average kid of average build, freckly-faced, with blue eyes and straight brown hair. He had liked to play war games with his friends until the real war ended; then they
  played cops and robbers more and more often. When it was war he had waited  not too patiently  for his chance to be the ace fighter pilot, Jetboy; after the war, in cops and robbers,
  he was usually a robber.


  Hed started ninth grade, but like many others he never got through the first month: September 1946 . . .


  What are you looking at?


  He remembered Miss Marstons question but not her expression, because he didnt turn away from the spectacle. It was not uncommon for kids in his class to glance out the window with
  increasing frequency once three oclock came within believable distance. It was uncommon for them not to turn away quickly, though, when addressed, feigning a final bout of attention
  while awaiting the dismissal bell.


  Instead, he had replied, The blimps.


  In that three other boys and two girls who also had a good line of sight were looking in the same direction, Miss Marston  her own curiosity aroused  crossed to the window. She
  halted there and stared.


  They were quite high  five or six of them, it seemed  tiny things at the end of an alleyway of cloud, moving as if linked together. And there was an airplane in the vicinity,
  making a rapid pass at them. Black-and-white memories of flashing newsreels, still fresh, came to mind. It actually looked as if the plane were attacking the silver minnows.


  Miss Marston watched for several moments, then turned away.


  All right, class, she began. Its only


  Then the sirens sounded. Involuntarily, Miss Marston felt her shoulders rise and tighten.


  Air raid! called a girl named Charlotte in the first row.


  Is not, said Jimmy Walker, teeth braces flashing. They dont have them anymore. The wars over.


  I know what they sound like, Charlotte said. Every time there was a blackout


  But theres no more war, Bobby Tremson stated.


  That will be enough, class, Miss Marston said. Perhaps theyre testing them.


  But she looked back out the window and saw a small flash of fire in the sky before a reef of cloud blocked her view of the aerial conflict.


  Stay in your seats, she said then, as several students had risen and were moving toward the window. Im going to check in the office and see whether theres a
  drill that hadnt been announced. Ill be right back. You may talk if you do it quietly.


  She departed, banging the door behind her. Croyd continued to stare at the cloud screen, waiting for it to part again.


  Its Jetboy, he said to Bobby Tremson, across the aisle.


  Aw, cmon, Bobby said. What would he be doing up there? The wars over.


  Its a jet plane. Ive seen it in newsreels, and thats how it goes. And hes got the best one.


  Youre just making that up, Liza called from the rear of the room.


  Croyd shrugged.


  Theres somebody bad up there, and hes fighting them, he said. I saw the fire. Theres shooting.


  The sirens continued to wail. From the street outside came the sound of screeching brakes, followed by the brief hoot of an auto horn and the dull thud of collision.


  Accident! Bobby called, and everyone was getting up and moving to the window.


  Croyd rose then, not wanting his view blocked; and because he was near he found a good spot. He did not look at the accident, however, but continued to stare upward.


  Caved in his trunk, Joe Sarzanno said.


  What? a girl asked.


  Croyd heard the distant booming sounds now. The plane was no longer in sight.


  Whats the noise? Bobby asked.


  Anti-aircraft fire, Croyd said.


  Youre nuts!


  Theyre trying to shoot the things down, whatever they are.


  Yeah. Sure. Just like in the movies.


  The clouds began to close again. But as they did, Croyd thought that he glimpsed the jet once more, sweeping in on a collision course with the blimps. His view was blocked then, before he could
  be sure.


  Damn! he said. Get em, Jetboy!


  Bobby laughed and Croyd shoved him, hard.


  Hey! Watch who youre pushing!


  Croyd turned toward him, but Bobby did not seem to want to pursue the matter. He was looking out of the window again, pointing.


  Why are all those people running?


  I dont know.


  Is it the accident?


  Naw.


  Look! Theres another!


  A blue Studebaker had swung rapidly about the corner, swerved to miss the two stopped vehicles, and clipped an oncoming Ford. Both cars were turned at an angle. Other vehicles braked and halted
  to avoid colliding with them. Several horns began to sound. The muffled noises of anti-aircraft fire continued within the wail of sirens. People were rushing along the streets now, not even pausing
  to regard the accidents.


  Do you think the war started again? Charlotte asked.


  I dont know, Leo said.


  The sound of a police siren was suddenly mixed with the other noises.


  Jeez! Bobby said. Here comes another!


  Before he finished speaking a Pontiac had run into the rear of one of the stopped vehicles. Three pairs of drivers confronted each other on foot; one couple angrily, the others simply talking
  and occasionally pointing upward. Shortly, they all departed and hurried off along the street.


  This is no drill, Joe said.


  I know, Croyd answered, staring at the area where a cloud had grown pink from the brightness it masked. I think its something real bad.


  He moved back from the window.


  Im going home now, he said.


  Youll get in trouble, Charlotte told him.


  He glanced at the clock.


  Ill bet the bell rings before she gets back, he answered. If you dont go now I dont think theyll let you go with whatever that is going on
   and I want to go home.


  He turned away and crossed to the door.


  Im going, too, Joe said.


  Youll both get in trouble.


  They passed along the hallway. As they neared the front door an adult voice, masculine, called out from up the hall, You two! Come back here!


  Croyd ran, shouldered open the big green door, and kept going. Joe was only a step behind him as he descended the steps. The street was full of stopped cars now, for as far as he could see in
  either direction. There were people on the tops of buildings and people at every window, most of them looking upward.


  He rushed to the sidewalk and turned right. His home was six blocks to the south, in an anomalous group of row houses in the eighties. Joes route took him half that way, then off to the
  east.


  Before they reached the corner they were halted as a stream of people flowed from the side street to the right, cutting into their line of pedestrian traffic, some turning north and trying to
  push through, others heading south. The boys heard cursing and the sound of a fistfight from up ahead.


  Joe reached out and tugged at a mans sleeve. The man jerked his arm away, then looked down.


  Whats happening? Joe shouted.


  Some kind of bomb, the man answered. Jetboy tried to stop the guys who had it. I think they were all blown up. The thing might go off any minute. Maybe atomic.


  Whered it fall? Croyd yelled.


  The man gestured to the northwest.


  That way.


  Then the man was gone, having seen an opening and pushed his way through.


  Croyd, we can get past on the street if we go over the hood of that car, Joe said.


  Croyd nodded and followed the other boy across the still-warm hood of a gray Dodge. The driver swore at them, but his door was blocked by the press of bodies and the door on the passenger side
  could only open a few inches before hitting the fender of a taxi. They made their way around the cab and passed through the intersection at its middle, traversing two more cars on the way.


  Pedestrian traffic eased near to the center of the next block, and it looked as if there was a large open area ahead. They sprinted toward it, then halted abruptly.


  A man lay upon the pavement. He was having convulsions. His head and hands had swollen enormously, and they were dark red, almost purple in color. Just as they caught sight of him, blood began
  to rush from his nose and mouth; it trickled from his ears, it oozed from his eyes and about his fingernails.


  Holy Mary! Joe said, crossing himself as he drew back. Whats he got?


  I dont know, Croyd answered. Lets not get too close. Lets go over some more cars.


  It took them ten minutes to reach the next corner. Somewhere along the way they noticed that the guns had been silent for a long time, though the air-raid sirens, police sirens, and auto horns
  maintained a steady din.


  I smell smoke, Croyd said.


  Me, too. If somethings burning no fire trucks going to get to it.


  Whole damn town could burn down.


  Maybe its not all like this.


  Bet it is.


  They pushed ahead, were caught in a press of bodies and swept about the corner.


  Were not going this way! Croyd yelled.


  But it did not matter, as the mass of people about them was halted seconds later.


  Think we can crawl through to the street and go over cars again? Joe asked.


  Might as well try.


  They made it. Only this time, as they worked their way back toward the corner it was slower, as others were taking the same route. Croyd saw a reptilian face through a windshield then, and scaly
  hands clutching at a steering wheel that had been torn loose from its column as the driver slowly slumped to the side. Looking away, he saw a rising tower of smoke from beyond buildings to the
  northeast.


  When they reached the corner there was no place to descend. People stood packed and swaying. There were occasional screams. He wanted to cry, but he knew it would do no good. He clenched his
  teeth and shuddered.


  Whatre we going to do? he called to Joe.


  If were stuck here overnight we can bust the window on an empty car and sleep in it, I guess.


  I want to go home!


  Me, too. Lets try and keep going as far as we can.


  They inched their way down the street for the better part of an hour, but only made another block. Drivers howled and pounded on windows as they climbed over the roofs of their cars. Other cars
  were empty. A few others contained things they did not like to look at. Sidewalk traffic looked dangerous now. It was fast and loud, with brief fights, numerous screams, and a number of fallen
  bodies which had been pushed into doorways or off the curb into the street. There had been a few seconds hesitation and silence when the sirens had stopped. Then came the sound of someone
  speaking over a bullhorn. But it was too far away. The words were not distinguishable, except for bridges. The panic resumed.


  He saw a woman fall from a building across the street and up ahead, and he looked away before she hit. The smell of smoke was still in the air, but there were yet no signs of fire in the
  vicinity. Ahead, he saw the crowd halt and draw back as a person  man or woman, he could not tell  burst into flames in its midst. He slid to the road between two cars and waited till
  his friend came up.


  Joe, Im scared shitless, he said. Maybe we should just crawl under a car and wait till its all over.


  Ive been thinking of that, the other boy replied. But what if part of that burning building falls on a car and it catches fire?


  What of it?


  If it gets to the gas tank and it blows up theyll all go, this close together, like a string of firecrackers.


  Jesus!


  Weve got to keep going. You can come to my place if it seems easier.


  Croyd saw a man perform a series of dancelike movements, tearing at his clothing. Then he began to change shape. Someone back up the road started howling. There came sounds of breaking
  glass.


  During the next half-hour the sidewalk traffic thinned to what might, under other circumstances, be called normal. The people seemed either to have achieved their destinations or to have
  advanced their congestion to some other part of town. Those who passed now picked their way among corpses. Faces had vanished from behind windows. No one was in sight atop the buildings. The sounds
  of auto horns had diminished to sporadic outbursts. The boys stood on a corner. They had covered three blocks and crossed the street since they had left school.


  I turn here, Joe said. You want to come with me or you going ahead?


  Croyd looked down the street.


  It looks better now. I think I can make it okay, he said.


  Ill see you.


  Okay.


  Joe hurried off to the left. Croyd watched him for a moment, then moved ahead. Far up the street, a man raced from a doorway screaming. He seemed to grow larger and his movements more erratic as
  he moved to the center of the street. Then he exploded. Croyd pressed his back against the brick wall to his left and stared, heart pounding, but there was no new disturbance. He heard the bullhorn
  again, from somewhere to the west, and this time its words were more clear: . . . The bridges are closed to both auto and foot traffic. Do not attempt to use the bridges. Return to your
  homes. The bridges are closed . . .


  He moved ahead again. A single siren wailed somewhere to the east. A low-flying airplane passed overhead. There was a crumpled body in a doorway to his left; he looked away and quickened his
  pace. He saw smoke across the street, and he looked for the flames and saw then that it rose from the body of a woman seated on a doorstep, her head in her hands. She seemed to shrink as he
  watched, then fell to her left with a rattling sound. He clenched his fists and kept going.


  An Army truck rolled from the side street at the corner ahead of him. He ran to it. A helmeted face turned toward him from the passenger side.


  Why are you out, son? the man asked.


  Im going home, he answered.


  Wheres that?


  He pointed ahead.


  Two blocks, he said.


  Go straight home, the man told him.


  Whats happening?


  Were under martial law. Everybodys got to get indoors. Good idea to keep your windows closed, too.


  Why?


  It seems that was some kind of germ bomb that went off. Nobody knows for sure.


  Was it Jetboy that . . . ?


  Jetboys dead. He tried to stop them.


  Croyds eyes were suddenly brimming.


  Go straight home.


  The truck crossed the street and continued on to the west. Croyd ran across and slowed when he reached the sidewalk. He began to shake. He was suddenly aware of the pain in his knees, where he
  had scraped them in crawling over vehicles. He wiped his eyes. He felt terribly cold. He halted near the middle of the block and yawned several times. Tired. He was incredibly tired. He began
  moving. His feet felt heavier than he ever remembered. He halted again beneath a tree. There came a moaning from overhead.


  When he looked up he realized that it was not a tree. It was tall and brown, rooted and spindly, but there was an enormously elongated human face near its top and it was from there that the
  moaning came. As he moved away one of the limbs plucked at his shoulder, but it was a weak thing and a few more steps bore him out of its reach. He whimpered. The corner seemed miles away, and then
  there was another block . . .


  He had long yawning spells now, and the remade world had lost its ability to surprise him. So what if a man flew through the skies unaided? Or if a human-faced puddle lay in the gutter to his
  right? More bodies . . . An overturned car . . . A pile of ashes . . . Hanging telephone lines . . .


  He trudged on to the corner. He leaned against the lamppost, then slowly slid down and sat with his back to it.


  He wanted to close his eyes. But that was silly. He lived right over there. Just a bit more and he could sleep in his own bed.


  He caught hold of the lamppost and dragged himself to his feet. One more crossing . . .


  He made it onto his block, his vision swimming. Just a little farther. He could see the door . . .


  He heard the sliding, grating sound of a window opening, heard his name called from overhead. He looked up. It was Ellen, the neighbors little girl, looking down at him.


  Im sorry your daddys dead, she called.


  He wanted to cry but he couldnt. The yawning took all of his strength. He leaned upon his door and rang the bell. The pocket with his key in it seemed so far away . . .


  When his brother Carl opened the door, he fell at his feet and found that he could not rise.


  Im so tired, he told him, and he closed his eyes.


  II. THE KILLER AT THE HEART OF THE DREAM


  Croyds childhood vanished while he slept, that first Wild Card Day. Nearly four weeks passed before he awoke, and he was changed, as was the world about him. It was not
  just that he was a half-foot taller, stronger than he had thought anyone could be, and covered with fine red hair. He quickly discovered, also, as he regarded himself in the bathroom mirror, that
  the hair possessed peculiar properties. Repelled by its appearance, he wished that it were not red. Immediately, it began to fade until it was pale blond in color, and he felt a not-unpleasant
  tingling over the entire surface of his body.


  Intrigued, he wished for it to turn green and it did. Again, the tingling, this time more like a wave of vibration sweeping over him. He willed himself black and he blackened. Then pale once
  more. Only this time he did not halt at light blond. Paler, paler; chalky, albino. Paler still . . . What was the limit? He began to fade from sight. He could see the tiled wall behind him now,
  through his faint outline in the mirror. Paler . . .


  Gone.


  He raised his hands before his face and saw nothing. He picked up his damp washcloth and held it to his chest. It, too, became transparent, was gone, though he still felt its wet presence.


  He returned himself to pale blond. It seemed the most socially acceptable. Then he squeezed into what had been his loosest jeans and put on a green flannel shirt that he could not button all the
  way. The pants only reached to his shins now. Silently, he padded down the stairs on bare feet and made his way to the kitchen. He was ravenous. The hall clock told him that it was close to three.
  He had looked in on his mother, his brother, and his sister, but had not disturbed their slumber.


  There was a half-loaf of bread in the breadbox and he tore it apart, stuffing great chunks into his mouth, barely chewing before he swallowed. He bit his finger at one point, which slowed him
  only slightly. He found a piece of meat and a wedge of cheese in the refrigerator and he ate them. He also drank a quart of milk. There were two apples on the countertop and he ate them as he
  searched the cupboards. A box of crackers. He munched them as he continued his search. Six cookies. He gulped them. A half-jar of peanut butter. He ate it with a spoon.


  Nothing. He could find nothing more, and he was still terribly hungry.


  Then the enormity of his feast struck him. There was no more food in the house. He remembered the mad afternoon of his return from school. What if there were a food shortage? What if they were
  back on rationing? He had just eaten everyones food.


  He had to get more, for the others as well as for himself. He went to the front room and looked out the window. The street was deserted. He wondered about the martial law he had heard of on the
  way home from school  how long ago? How long had he slept, anyway? Hed a feeling it had been a long while.


  He unlocked the door and felt the coolness of the night. One of the unbroken streetlights shone through the bare branches of a nearby tree. There had still been a few leaves on the roadside
  trees on the afternoon of the troubles. He removed the spare key from the table in the hall, stepped outside, and locked the door behind him. The steps, which he knew must be cold, did not feel
  particularly chill on his bare feet.


  He halted then, retreated into shadow. It was frightening, not knowing what was out there.


  He raised his hands and held them up to the streetlight.


  Pale, pale, pale . . .


  They faded until the light shone through them. They continued to fade. His body tingled.


  When they were gone, he lowered his eyes. Nothing of him seemed to remain but the tingle.


  Then he hurried up the street, a feeling of enormous energy within him. The odd, treelike being was gone from the next block. The streets were clear for traffic now, though there was
  considerable debris in the gutters and almost every parked vehicle he saw had sustained some damage. It seemed that every building he passed had at least one window blocked with cardboard or wood.
  Several roadside trees were now splintered stumps, and the metal signpost at the next corner was bent far to one side. He hurried, surprised at the rapidity of his progress, and when he reached his
  school he saw that it remained intact, save for a few missing panes of glass. He passed on.


  Three grocery stores he came to were boarded up and displayed CLOSED UNTIL FURTHER NOTICE signs. He broke into the third one. The boards offered very little resistance
  when he pushed against them. He located a light switch and threw it. Seconds later, he flipped it off. The place was a shambles. It had been thoroughly looted.


  He proceeded uptown, passing the shells of several burned-out buildings. He heard voices  one gruff, one high and fluting  from within one of these. Moments later, there came a
  flash of white light and a scream. Simultaneous with this, a portion of a brick wall collapsed, spilling across the sidewalk at his back. He saw no reason to investigate. It also seemed on occasion
  that he heard voices from beneath sewer gratings.


  He wandered for miles that night, not becoming aware until he was nearing Times Square that he was being followed. At first he thought that it was simply a large dog moving in the same direction
  he was headed. But when it drew nearer and he noted the human lines to its features, he halted and faced it. It sat down at a distance of about ten feet and regarded him.


  Youre one, too, it growled.


  You can see me?


  No. Smell.


  What do you want?


  Food.


  Me, too.


  Ill show you where. For a cut.


  Okay. Show me.


  It led him to a roped-off area where Army trucks were parked. Croyd counted ten of them. Uniformed figures stood or rested among them.


  Whats going on? Croyd asked.


  Talk later. Food packages in the four trucks to the left.


  It was no problem to pass the perimeter, enter the rear of a vehicle, gather an armload of packages, and withdraw in the other direction. He and the dog-man retreated to a doorway two blocks
  away. Croyd phased back to visibility and they proceeded to gorge themselves.


  Afterward, his new acquaintance  who wished to be called Bentley  told him of the events during the weeks following Jetboys death, while Croyd had slept. Croyd learned of
  the rush to Jersey, of the rioting, of the martial law, of the Takisians, and of the ten thousand deaths their virus had caused. And he heard of the transformed survivors  the lucky ones and
  the unlucky ones.


  Youre a lucky one, Bentley concluded.


  I dont feel lucky, Croyd said.


  At least you stayed human.


  So, have you been to see that Doctor Tachyon yet?


  No. Hes been so damn busy. I will, though.


  I should, too.


  Maybe.


  What do you mean, maybe?


  Why should you want to change? You got it made. You can have whatever you want.


  You mean stealing?


  Times are tough. You get by however you can.


  Maybe so.


  I can put you on to some clothes that will fit you.


  Where?


  Just around the corner.


  Okay.


  It was not difficult for Croyd to break into the rear of the clothing store to which Bentley led him. He faded again after that and returned for another load of food parcels. Bentley padded
  beside him as he headed home.


  Mind if I keep you company?


  No.


  I want to see where you live. I can put you on to lots of good things.


  Yeah?


  Id like a friend who can keep me fed. Think we can work something out?


  Yes.


  In the days that followed, Croyd became his familys provider. His older brother and sister did not ask whence he acquired the food or, finally, the money he obtained
  with seeming facility during his nightly absences. Neither did his mother, distracted in her grief over his fathers death, think to inquire. Bentley  who slept somewhere in the
  neighborhood  became his guide and mentor in these enterprises, as well as his confidant in other matters.


  Maybe I should see that doctor you mentioned, Croyd said, lowering the case of canned goods he had removed from a warehouse and perching himself upon it.


  Tachyon? Bentley asked, stretching himself in an undoglike fashion.


  Yeah.


  Whats wrong?


  I cant sleep. Its been five days since I woke up this way, and I havent slept at all since then.


  So? Whats wrong with that? More time to do what you want.


  But Im finally starting to get tired and I still cant sleep.


  Itll catch up with you in time. Not worth bothering Tachyon over. Anyway, if he tries to cure you your chances are only like one in three or four.


  How do you know that?


  I went to see him.


  Oh?


  Croyd ate an apple. Then, You going to try it? he asked.


  If I can get up the nerve, Bentley answered. Who wants to spend his life as a dog? And not a very good dog, at that. By the way, when we go past a pet shop I want you to
  break in and get me a flea collar.


  Sure. I wonder . . . If I do go to sleep, will I sleep a long time like before?


  Bentley tried to shrug, gave up.


  Who knows?


  Wholl take care of my family? Wholl take care of you?


  I see the point. If you stop coming out nights, I guess I wait awhile and then go and try the cure. For your family, youd better pick up a bunch of money. Things will loosen up
  again, and money always talks.


  Youre right.


  Youre damn strong. Think you could tear open a safe?


  Maybe. I dont know.


  Well try one on the way home, too. I know a good place.


  Okay.


  . . . And some flea powder.


  It was getting on toward morning, as he sat reading and eating, that he began to yawn uncontrollably. When he rose there was a certain heaviness to his limbs that had not been
  present earlier. He climbed the stairs and entered Carls room. He shook his brother by the shoulder until he awoke.


  Whassamatter, Croyd? he asked.


  Im sleepy.


  So go to bed.


  Its been a long time. Maybe Ill sleep a long time again, too.


  Oh.


  So heres some money, to take care of everybody in case thats what happens.


  He opened the top drawer of Carls dresser and stuffed a huge wad of bills in under the socks.


  Uh, Croyd . . . Whered you get all that money?


  None of your business. Go back to sleep.


  He made it to his room, undressed, and crawled into bed. He felt very cold.


  When he awoke there was frost on the windowpanes. When he looked outside he saw that there was snow on the ground beneath a leaden sky. His hand on the sill was wide and
  swarthy, the fingers short and thick.


  Examining himself in the bathroom, he discovered that he was about five and a half feet tall, powerfully built, with dark hair and eyes, and that he possessed hard scarlike ridges on the front
  of his legs, the outside of his arms, across his shoulders, down his back, and up his neck. It took him another fifteen minutes to learn that he could raise the temperature of his hand to the point
  where the towel he was holding caught fire. It was only a few more minutes before he discovered that he could generate heat all over, until his entire body glowed  though he felt badly about
  the footprint that had burned into the linoleum, and the hole his other foot made in the throw rug.


  This time, there was plenty of food in the kitchen, and he ate steadily for over an hour before his hunger pangs were eased. Hed put on sweatpants and a sweatshirt, reflecting on the
  variety of clothing he would have to keep about if he were going to change in form each time that he slept.


  There was no pressure on him this time to forage for food. The enormous number of deaths that had occurred following the release of the virus had resulted in a surplus in local warehouses, and
  the stores were open again with distribution routines back to normal.


  His mother was spending most of her time in church, and Carl and Claudia were back in school, which had reopened recently. Croyd knew that he would not be returning to school himself. The money
  supply was still good, but on reflecting that he had slept nine days longer this time than he had on the previous occasion he felt it would be a good idea to have some extra cash on hand. He
  wondered whether he could heat a hand sufficiently to burn through the metal door of a safe. He had had a very hard time tearing open that one  had almost given up, actually  and
  Bentley had assured him that it was a tin can. He went outside and practiced on a piece of galvanized pipe.


  He tried to plan the job carefully, but his judgment was bad. He had to open eight safes that week before he obtained much in the way of money. Most of them just held papers. He knew that he set
  off alarms also, and this made him nervous; he hoped that his fingerprints changed too when he slept. He worked as quickly as he could and wished that Bentley were back. The dog-man would have
  known what to do, he felt. He had hinted on several occasions that his normal occupation had involved something somewhat less than legal.


  The days passed more quickly than he would have wished. He purchased a large, all-purpose wardrobe. Nights, he walked the city, observing the signs of damage that still remained and the progress
  of repair work. He caught up on the news, of the city, the world. It was not hard to believe in a man from outer space when the results of his virus were all about him. He asked a bullet-domed man
  with webbed fingers where he might find Dr. Tachyon. The man gave him an address and a phone number. He kept them in his wallet and did not call or visit. What if the doctor examined him, told him
  there was no problem, and cured him? Nobody else in the family was able to make a living at this point.


  The day came when his appetite peaked again, which he felt might mean that his body was getting ready for another change. This time, he observed his feelings more carefully, for future
  reference. It took him the rest of that day and night and part of the next day before the chills came and the waves of drowsiness began. He left a note saying good night to the others, for they
  were out when the feeling began to overwhelm him. And this time he locked his bedroom door, for he had learned that they had observed him regularly as he slept, had even brought in a doctor at one
  point  a woman who had prudently recommended that they simply let him sleep, once she learned his case history. She had also suggested that he see Dr. Tachyon when he awoke, but his mother
  had misplaced the paper on which she had written this. Mrs. Crensons mind seemed to wander often these days.


  He had the dream again  and this time he realized that it was again  and this was the first time that he remembered it: The apprehension was reminiscent of his feelings on
  the day of his last return home from school. He was walking down what seemed an empty twilit street. Something stirred behind him and he turned and looked back. People were emerging from doorways,
  windows, automobiles, manholes, and all of them were staring at him, moving toward him. He continued on his way and there came something like a collective sigh at his back. When he looked again
  they were all hurrying after him in a menacing fashion, expressions of hatred on their faces. He began to run, with a certainty that they intended his destruction. They pursued him . . .


  When he awoke he was hideous, and he had no special powers. He was hairless, snouted, and covered with gray-green scales; his fingers were elongated and possessed of extra
  joints, his eyes yellow and slitted; he developed pains in his thighs and lower back if he stood upright for too long. It was far easier to go about his room on all fours. When he exclaimed aloud
  over his condition there was a pronounced sibilance to his speech.


  It was early evening, and he heard voices from downstairs. He opened the door and called out, and Claudia and Carl both hurried to his room. He opened the door the barest crack and remained
  behind it.


  Croyd! Are you all right? Carl asked.


  Yes and no, he hissed. Ill be okay. Right now Im starving. Bring me food. Lots of it.


  Whats the matter? Claudia asked. Why wont you come out?


  Later! Talk later. Food now!


  He refused to leave his room or to let his family see him. They brought him food, magazines, newspapers. He listened to the radio and paced, quadrupedally. This time, sleep was something to be
  courted rather than feared. He lay back on the bed, hoping it would come soon. But it was denied him for the better part of a week.


  The next time he woke he found himself slightly over six feet tall, dark-haired, slim, and not unpleasantly featured. He was as strong as he had been on earlier occasions, but after a while he
  concluded that he possessed no special powers  until he slipped on the stair in his rush to the kitchen and saved himself by levitating.


  Later, he noticed a note in Claudias handwriting, tacked to his door. It gave a phone number and told him he could reach Bentley there. He put it in his wallet.
  Hed another call to make first.


  Dr. Tachyon looked up at him and smiled faintly.


  It could be worse, he said.


  Croyd was almost amused at the judgment.


  How? he asked.


  Well, you could have drawn a joker.


  Just what did I draw, sir?


  Yours is one of the most interesting cases Ive seen so far. In all of the others its simply run its course and either killed the person or changed him  for better or
  worse. With you Well, the nearest analogy is an earth disease called malaria. The virus you harbor seems to reinfect you periodically.


  I drew a joker once . . .


  Yes, and it could happen again. But unlike anyone else to whom its happened, all you have to do is wait. You can sleep it off.


  I dont ever want to be a monster again. Is there some way you could change just that much of it?


  Im afraid not. Its part of your total syndrome. I can only go after the whole thing.


  And the odds against a cure are three or four to one?


  Who told you that?


  A joker named Bentley. He looked sort of like a dog.


  Bentley was one of my successes. Hes back to normal now. Just left here fairly recently, in fact.


  Really! Its good to know that someone made it.


  Tachyon looked away.


  Yes, he answered, a moment later.


  Tell me something.


  What?


  If I only change when I sleep, then I could put off a change by staying awake  right?


  I see what you mean. Yes, a stimulant would put it off a bit. If you feel it coming on while youre out somewhere, the caffeine in a couple of cups of coffee would probably hold it
  off long enough for you to get back home.


  Isnt there something stronger? Something that would put it off for a longer time?


  Yes, there are powerful stimulants  amphetamines, for example. But they can be dangerous if you take too many or take them for too long.


  In what ways are they dangerous?


  Nervousness, irritability, combativeness. Later on, a toxic psychosis, with delusions, hallucinations, paranoia.


  Crazy?


  Yes.


  Well, you could just stop them if it gets near that point, couldnt you?


  I dont believe its that easy.


  Id hate to be a monster again, or You didnt say it, but isnt it possible that I could just die during one of the comas?


  There is that possibility. Its a nasty virus. But youve come through several attacks now, which leads me to believe that your body knows what it is doing. I wouldnt
  worry myself unduly on that . . .


  Its the joker part that really bothers me.


  That is a possibility you simply have to live with.


  All right. Thank you, Doctor.


  I wish you would come to Mount Sinai the next time you feel it coming on. Id really like to observe the process in you.


  Id rather not.


  Tachyon nodded.


  Or right away after you awaken . . . ?


  Maybe, Croyd said, and he shook his hand. By the way, Doctor . . . How do you spell amphetamine?


  Croyd stopped by the Sarzannos apartment later, for he had not seen Joe since that day in September when they had made their way home from school together, the
  exigencies of making a living had limited his spare time since then.


  Mrs. Sarzanno opened the door a crack and stared at him. After he had identified himself and tried to explain his changed appearance, she still refused to open the door farther.


  My Joe, he is changed, too, she said.


  Uh, how is he changed? he asked.


  Changed. Thats all. Changed. Go away.


  She closed the door.


  He knocked again, but there was no response.


  Croyd went away then and ate three steaks, because there was nothing else he could do.


  Croyd studied Bentley  a small foxy-featured man with dark hair and shifty eyes  feeling that his earlier transformation had actually been in keeping with his
  general demeanor. Bentley returned the compliment for several seconds, then said, Thats really you, Croyd?


  Yep.


  Come on in. Sit down. Have a beer. Weve got a lot to talk about.


  He stepped aside, and Croyd entered the brightly furnished apartment.


  I got cured and Im back in business. Business is lousy, Bentley said, after they had seated themselves. Whats your story?


  Croyd told him, of the changes and powers hed experienced and of his talk with Tachyon. The one thing he never told him was his age, since all of his transformations bore the appearance
  of adulthood. He feared that Bentley might not trust him in the same fashion as he had if he knew otherwise.


  You went about those other jobs wrong, the small man said, lighting a cigarette and coughing. Hit or miss is never good. You want a little planning, and it should be
  tailored to whatever your special talent is, each time around. Now, you say that this time you can fly?


  Yes.


  Okay. There are lots of places high up in skyscrapers that people think are pretty secure. This is the time we hit those. You know, youve got the best setup of anyone there is.
  Even if someone sees you, it dont matter. Youre going to look different next time around . . .


  And youll get me the amphetamines?


  All you want. You come back here tomorrow  same time, same station. Maybe Ill have a job worked out for us. And Ill have your pills for you.


  Thanks, Bentley.


  Its the least I can do. If we stick together well both get rich.


  Bentley did plan a good job, and three days later Croyd brought home more money than he had ever held before. He took most of it to Carl, who had been handling the
  familys finances.


  Lets take a walk, Carl said, securing the money behind a row of books and glancing significantly toward the living room where their mother sat with Claudia.


  Croyd nodded.


  Sure.


  You seem a lot older these days, said Carl  who would be eighteen in a few months  as soon as they were on the street.


  I feel a lot older.


  I dont know where you keep getting the money . . .


  Better you dont.


  Okay. I cant complain, since Im living off it, too. But I wanted you to know about Mom. Shes getting worse. Seeing Dad torn apart that way . . . Shes been
  slipping ever since. You missed the worst of it so far, the last time you were asleep. Three different nights she just got up and went outside in her nightgown  barefoot yet, in February,
  for crissake!  and she wandered around like she was looking for Dad. Fortunately, someone we knew spotted her each time and brought her back. She kept asking her  Mrs. Brandt 
  if shed seen him. Anyhow, what Im trying to say is shes getting worse. Ive already talked to a couple of doctors. They think she should be in a rest home for a while.
  Claudia and I think so, too. We cant watch her all the time, and she might get hurt. Claudias sixteen now. The two of us can run things while shes away. But its going to
  be expensive.


  I can get more money, Croyd said.


  When he finally got hold of Bentley the following day and told him that they had to do another job soon, the small man seemed pleased, for Croyd had not been eager for a quick
  follow-up to the last one.


  Give me a day or so to line something up and work out the details, Bentley said. Ill get back to you.


  Right.


  The next day Croyds appetite began to mount, and he found himself yawning occasionally. So he took one of the pills.


  It worked well. Better than well, actually. It was a fine feeling that came over him. He could not recall the last time hed felt quite that good. Everything seemed as if it were going
  right for a change. And all of his movements felt particularly fluid and graceful. He seemed more alert, more aware than usual, also. And, most importantly, he was not sleepy.


  It was not until nighttime, after everyone else had retired, that these feelings began to wear off. He took another pill. When it began to work he felt so fine that he went outside and levitated
  high above the city, drifting in the cold March night between the bright constellations of the city and those far above, feeling as if he possessed a secret key to the inner meaning of it all.
  Briefly, he thought of Jetboys battle in the sky, and he flew over the remains of the Hudson Terminal which had burned when pieces of Jetboys plane fell upon it. He had read of a plan
  to build a monument to him there. Was this how it felt when he fell?


  He descended to swoop among buildings  sometimes resting atop one, leaping, falling, saving himself at the last moment. On one such occasion, he beheld two men watching him from a
  doorway. For some reason that he did not understand, this irritated him. He returned home then and began cleaning the house. He stacked old newspapers and magazines and tied them into bundles, he
  emptied wastebaskets, he swept and mopped, he washed all of the dishes in the sink. He flew four loads of trash out over the East River and dropped them in, trash collections still not being quite
  regular. He dusted everything, and dawn found him polishing the silverware. Later, he washed all of the windows.


  It was quite sudden that he found himself weak and shaking. He realized what it was and he took another pill and set a pot of coffee to percolating. The minutes passed. It was hard to remain
  seated, to be comfortable in any position. He did not like the tingling in his hands. He washed them several times, but it would not go away. Finally, he took another pill. He watched the clock and
  listened to the sounds of the coffeepot. Just as the coffee became ready the tingling and the shaking began to subside. He felt much better. While he was drinking his coffee he thought again of the
  two men in the doorway. Had they been laughing at him? He felt a quick rush of anger, though he had not really seen their faces, known their expressions. Watching him! If theyd had more time
  they might have thrown a rock . . .


  He shook his head. That was silly. They were just two guys. Suddenly, he wanted to run outside and walk all over the city, or perhaps fly again. But he might miss Bentleys call if he did.
  He began pacing. He tried to read but was unable to focus his attention as well as usual. Finally, he phoned Bentley.


  Have you come up with anything yet? he asked.


  Not yet, Croyd. Whats the rush?


  Im starting to get sleepy. You know what I mean?


  Uh  yeah. You take any of that shit yet?


  Uh-huh. I had to.


  Okay. Look, go as light on it as possible. Im working on a couple angles now. Ill try to have something lined up by tomorrow. If its no go then, you stop taking the
  stuff and go to bed. We can do it next time. Got me?


  I want to do it this time, Bentley.


  Ill talk to you tomorrow. You take it easy now.


  He went out and walked. It was a cloudy day, with patches of snow and ice upon the ground. He realized suddenly that he had not eaten since the day before. That had to be bad, when he considered
  what had become his normal appetite. It must be the pills doing, he concluded. He sought a diner, determined to force himself to eat something. As he walked, it occurred to him that he did
  not care to sit down in a crowd of people and eat. The thought of having all of them around him was unsettling. No, he would get a carryout order . . .


  As he headed toward a diner he was halted by a voice from a doorway. He turned so quickly that the man who had addressed him raised an arm and drew back.


  Dont . . . the man protested.


  Croyd took a step back.


  Sorry, he mumbled.


  The man had on a brown coat, its collar turned all the way up. He wore a hat, its brim drawn about as low as it would go and still permit vision. He kept his head inclined forward. Nevertheless,
  Croyd discerned a hooked beak, glittering eyes, an unnaturally shiny complexion.


  Would you do me a favor, sir? the man asked in a clipped, piping voice.


  What do you want?


  Food.


  Automatically, Croyd reached for his pocket.


  No. I got money. You dont understand. I cant go in that place and get served, looking like I do. Ill pay you to go in and get me a couple hamburgers, bring them
  out.


  I was going in anyway.


  Later, Croyd sat with the man on a bench, eating. He was fascinated by  jokers. Because he knew he was partly one himself. He began wondering where he would eat if he ever woke up in bad
  shape and there was nobody home.


  I dont usually come this far uptown anymore, the other told him. But I had an errand.


  Where do you guys usually hang out?


  Theres a number of us down on the Bowery. Nobody bothers us there. Theres places you get served and nobody cares what you look like. Nobody gives a damn.


  You mean people might  attack you?


  The man uttered a brief, shrill laugh.


  People aint real nice, kid. Not when you really get to know em.


  Ill walk you back, Croyd said.


  You might be taking a chance.


  Thats okay.


  It was down in the forties that three men on a bench stared at them as they passed. Croyd had just taken two more pills a few blocks back. (Was it only a few blocks back?) He hadnt wanted
  the jitters again while talking with his new friend John  at least, thats what hed said to call him  so hed taken two more to ease him over the next hump, in case
  one was due soon, and he knew right away when he saw the two men that they were planning something bad for him and John, and the muscles in his shoulders tightened and he rolled his hands into
  fists within his pockets.


  Cock-a-doodle-doo, said one of the men, and Croyd started to turn, but John put his hand on his arm and said, Come on.


  They walked on. The men rose and fell into step behind them.


  Kirkiriki, said one of the men.


  Squak, squak, said another.


  Shortly, a cigarette butt sailed over Croyds head and landed in front of him.


  Hey, freak lover!


  A hand fell upon his shoulder.


  He reached up, took hold of the hand, and squeezed. Bones made little popping noises within it as the man began to scream. The screaming stopped abruptly when Croyd released the hand and slapped
  the man across the face, knocking him into the street. The next man threw a punch at his face and Croyd knocked the arm aside with a flick of his hand that spun the man full-face toward him. He
  reached out then with his left hand, caught hold of both the others lapels, bunching them, twisting them, and raised the man two feet into the air. He slammed him back against the brick wall
  near which they stood and released him. The man slumped to the ground and did not move.


  The final man had drawn a knife and was swearing at him through clenched teeth. Croyd waited until he was almost upon him, and then levitated four feet and kicked him in the face. The man went
  over backward onto the sidewalk. Croyd drifted into position above him then and dropped, landing upon his midsection. He kicked the fallen knife into the gutter, turned away, and walked on with
  John.


  Youre an ace, the smaller man said after a while.


  Not always, Croyd replied. Sometimes Im a joker. I change every time I sleep.


  You didnt have to be that rough on them.


  Right. I could have been a lot rougher. If its really going to be like this we should take care of each other.


  Yeah. Thanks.


  Listen, I want you to show me the places on the Bowery where you say nobody bothers us. I may have to go there someday.


  Sure. Ill do that.


  Croyd Crenson. C-r-e-n-s-o-n. Remember it, okay? If you see me again Ill look different, thats why.


  Ill remember.


  John took him to several dives and pointed out places where some of them stayed. He introduced him to six jokers they encountered, all of them savagely deformed. Remembering his lizard phase,
  Croyd shook appendages with all of them and asked if there was anything they needed. But they shook their heads and stared. He knew that his appearance was against him.


  Good evening, he said, and he flew away.


  His fear that the uninfected survivors were watching him, waiting to jump him, grew as he flew up along the course of the East River. Even now, someone with a rifle with
  telescopic sights might be taking aim . . .


  He moved faster. On one level, he knew that his fear was ridiculous. But he felt it too strongly to put it aside. He landed on the corner, ran to his front door, and let himself in. He hurried
  upstairs and locked himself in his bedroom.


  He stared at the bed. He wanted to stretch out on it. But what if he slept? It would be all over. The world would end for him. He turned on the radio and began to pace. It was going to be a long
  night . . .


  When Bentley called the next day and said that he had a hot one but that it was a little risky, Croyd said he didnt care. He would have to carry explosives  which meant he would
  have to learn to use them between now and then  because this safe would be too tough even for his enhanced strength. Also, there was the possibility of an armed guard . . .


  He didnt mean to kill the guard, but the man had frightened him when he came in with a drawn gun that way. And he must have miscalculated on the fuse, because the thing
  blew before it should have, which is how the piece of flying metal took off the first two fingers of his left hand. But he wrapped the hand in his handkerchief and got the money and got out.


  He seemed to remember Bentleys saying, For crissake, kid! Go home and sleep it off! right after they split the take. He levitated then and headed in the proper direction,
  but he had to descend and break into a bakery where he ate three loaves of bread before he could continue, his mind reeling. There were more pills in his pocket, but the thought of them tied his
  stomach into a knot.


  He slid open his bedroom window, which he had left unlatched, and crawled inside. He staggered up the hall to Carls room and dumped the sack of money onto his sleeping form. Shaking then,
  he returned to his own room and locked the door. He switched on the radio. He wanted to wash his injured hand in the bathroom, but it just seemed too far away. He collapsed onto the bed and did not
  rise.


  He was walking down what seemed an empty twilit street. Something stirred behind him and he turned and looked back. People were emerging from doorways, windows,
  automobiles, manholes, and all of them were staring at him, moving toward him. He continued on his way and there came something like a collective sigh at his back. When he looked again they were
  all hurrying after him, expressions of hatred on their faces. He turned upon them, seized hold of the nearest man and strangled him. The others halted, drew back. He crushed another mans
  head. The crowd turned, began to flee. He pursued . . .


  III. DAY OF THE GARGOYLE


  Croyd awoke in June, to discover that his mother was in a sanatorium, his brother had graduated high school, his sister was engaged, and he had the power to modulate his voice
  in such a fashion as to shatter or disrupt virtually anything once he had determined the proper frequency by a kind of resonant feedback that he lacked the vocabulary to explain. Also, he was tall,
  thin, dark-haired, sallow, and had regrown his missing fingers.


  Foreseeing the day when he would be alone, he spoke with Bentley once again, to line up one big job for this waking period, and to get it over with quickly, before the weariness overcame him. He
  had resolved not to take the pills again, as he had thought back over the nightmare quality of his final days the last time around.


  This time he paid even more attention to the planning and he asked better questions as Bentley chain-smoked his way through a series of details. The loss of both his parents and his
  sisters impending marriage had led him to reflect upon the impermanence of human relationships, with the realization that Bentley might not always be around.


  He was able to disrupt the alarm system and damage the door to the banks vault sufficiently to gain entrance, though he had not counted on shattering all of the windows in a three-block
  area while seeking the proper frequencies. Still, he was able to make good his escape with a large quantity of cash. This time he rented a safe-deposit box in a bank across town, where he left the
  larger portion of his share. He had been somewhat bothered by the fact that his brother was driving a new car.


  He rented rooms in the Village, Midtown, Morningside Heights, the Upper East Side, and on the Bowery, paying all of the rents for a year in advance. He wore the keys on a chain around his neck,
  along with the one for his safe-deposit box. He wanted places he could reach quickly no matter where he was when the sleep came for him. Two of the apartments were furnished; the other four he
  equipped with mattresses and radios. He was in a hurry and could take care of amenities later. He had awakened with an awareness of several events that had transpired during his most recent sleep,
  and he could only attribute it to an unconscious apprehension of news broadcasts from the radio he had left playing this last time. He resolved to continue the practice.


  It took him three days to locate, rent, and equip his new retreats. In that his place on the Bowery was his last one, he looked up John, identified himself, and had dinner with him. The stories
  he heard then of a gang of joker-bashers depressed him, and when the hunger and the chill and the drowsiness came upon him that evening he took a pill so as to stay awake and patrol the area. Just
  one or two, he decided, would hardly matter.


  The bashers did not show up that night, but Croyd was depressed by the possibility that he might awaken as a joker the next time around. So he took two more pills with his breakfast to put
  things off a bit, and he decided to furnish his local quarters in the fit of energy that followed. That evening he took three more for a last night on the town, and the song he sang as he walked
  along Forty-second Street, shattering windows building by building, caused dogs to howl for several miles around and awakened two jokers and an ace equipped with UHF hearing. Bat-ears Brannigan
   who expired two weeks later beneath a falling statue thrown by Muscles Vincenzi the day he was gunned down by the NYPD  sought him out to pound on him in payment for his headache and
  wound up buying him several drinks and requesting a soft UHF version of Galway Bay.


  The following afternoon on Broadway, Croyd responded to a taxi drivers curse by running his vehicle through a series of vibrations until it fell apart. Then, while he was about it, he
  turned the force upon all of those others who had proven themselves enemies by blowing their horns. It was only when the ensuing traffic snarl reminded him of the one outside his school on that
  first Wild Card Day that he turned and fled.


  He awoke in early August in his Morningside Heights apartment, recalling slowly how he had gotten there and promising himself he would not take any more pills this time. When he looked at the
  tumors on his twisted arm he knew that the promise would not be hard to keep. This time he wanted to return to sleep as quickly as possible. Looking out the window, he was grateful that it was
  night, since it was a long way to the Bowery.


  On a Wednesday in mid-September he woke to find himself dark blond, of medium height, build, and complexion, and possessed of no visible marks of his wild card syndrome. He ran
  himself through a variety of simple tests that experience had taught him were likely to reveal his hidden ability. Nothing in the way of a special power came to light.


  Puzzled, he dressed himself in the best-fitting clothing he had on hand and went out for his usual breakfast. He picked up several newspapers along the way and read them while he devoured plate
  after plate of scrambled eggs, waffles, pancakes. It had been a chill morning when hed entered the street. When he left the diner it was near to ten oclock and balmy.


  He rode the subways to midtown, where he entered the first decent-looking clothing store he saw and completely refitted himself. He bought a pair of hot dogs from a street vendor and ate them as
  he walked to the subway station.


  He got off in the seventies, walked to the nearest delicatessen, and ate two corned beef sandwiches with potato pancakes. Was he stalling? he asked himself then. He knew that he could sit here
  all day and eat. He could feel the process of digestion going on like a blast furnace in his midsection.


  He rose, paid, and departed. He would walk the rest of the way. How many months had it been? he wondered, scratching his forehead. It was time to check in with Carl and Claudia. Time to see how
  Mom was doing. To see whether anybody needed any money.


  When Croyd came to his front door he halted, key in his hand. He returned the key to his pocket and knocked. Moments later, Carl opened the door.


  Yes? he said.


  Its me. Croyd.


  Croyd! Jeez! Come in! I didnt recognize you. How longs it been?


  Pretty long.


  Croyd entered.


  How is everybody? he asked.


  Moms still the same. But you know they told us not to get our hopes up.


  Yeah. Need any money for her?


  Not till next month. But a couple of grand would come in handy then.


  Croyd passed him an envelope.


  Id probably just confuse her if I went to see her, looking this different.


  Carl shook his head.


  Shed be confused even if you looked the same as you did, Croyd.


  Oh.


  Want something to eat?


  Yeah. Sure.


  His brother led him to the kitchen.


  Lots of roast beef here. Makes a good sandwich.


  Great. Hows business?


  Oh, Im getting established now. Its better than it was at first.


  Good. And Claudia?


  Its good you turned up when you did. She didnt know where to send the invitation.


  What invitation?


  Shes getting married Saturday.


  That guy from Jersey?


  Yeah. Sam. The one she was engaged to. He manages a family business. Makes pretty good money.


  Wherell the wedding be?


  In Ridgewood. You come with me for it. Im driving over.


  Okay. I wonder what kind of present theyd like?


  Theyve got this list. Ill find it.


  Good.


  Croyd went out that afternoon and bought a Dumont television set with a sixteen-inch screen, paid cash, and arranged for its delivery to Ridgewood. He visited with Bentley
  then, but declined a somewhat-risky-sounding job because of his apparent lack of special talent this time around. Actually, it was a good excuse. He didnt really want to work anyway, to take
  a chance on getting screwed up  physically or with the law  this close to the wedding.


  He had dinner with Bentley in an Italian restaurant, and they sat for several hours afterward over a bottle of Chianti, talking shop and looking ahead as Bentley tried to explain to him the
  value of long-range solvency and getting respectable one day  a thing hed never quite managed himself.


  He walked most of the night after that, to practice studying buildings for their weak points, to think about his changed family. Sometime after midnight, as he was passing up Central Park West,
  a strong itching sensation began on his chest and spread about his entire body. After a minute, he had to halt and scratch himself violently. Allergies were becoming very fashionable about this
  time, and he wondered whether his new incarnation had brought him a sensitivity to something in the park.


  He turned west at the first opportunity and left the area as quickly as possible. After about ten minutes the itching waned. Within a half-hour it had vanished completely. His hands and face
  felt as if they were chapped, however.


  At about four in the morning he stopped in an all-night diner off Times Square, where he ate slowly and steadily and read a copy of Time magazine which someone had left in a booth.
  Its medical section contained an article on suicide among jokers, which depressed him considerably. The quotations it contained reminded him of things he had heard said by many people with
  whom he was acquainted, causing him to wonder whether any of them were among the interviewees. He understood the feelings too well, though he could not share them fully, knowing that no matter what
  he drew he would always be dealt a new wild card the next time around  and that more often than not it was an ace.


  All of his joints creaked when he rose, and he felt a sharp pain between his shoulder blades. His feet felt swollen, also.


  He returned home before daybreak, feeling feverish. In the bathroom, he soaked a washcloth to hold against his forehead. He noted in the mirror that his face seemed swollen. He sat in the easy
  chair in his bedroom until he heard Carl and Claudia moving about. When he rose to join them for breakfast his limbs felt leaden, and his joints creaked again as he descended the stairway.


  Claudia, slim and blond, embraced him when he entered the kitchen. Then she studied his new face.


  You look tired, Croyd, she said.


  Dont say that, he responded. I cant get tired this soon. Its two days till your wedding, and Im going to make it.


  You can rest without sleeping, though, cant you?


  He nodded.


  Then, take it easy. I know it must be hard . . . Come on, lets eat.


  As they were sipping their coffee, Carl asked, You want to come into the office with me, see the setup Ive got now?


  Another time, Croyd answered. Ive got some errands.


  Sure. Maybe tomorrow.


  Maybe so.


  Carl left shortly after that. Claudia refilled Croyds cup.


  We hardly see you anymore, she said.


  Yeah. Well, you know how it is. I sleep  sometimes months. When I wake up Im not always real pretty. Other times, I have to hustle to pay the bills.


  Weve appreciated it, she said. Its hard to understand. Youre the baby, but you look like a grown man. You act like one. You didnt get your full
  share of being a kid.


  He smiled.


  So what are you  an old lady? Here you are just seventeen, and youre getting married.


  She smiled back.


  Hes a nice guy, Croyd. I know were going to be happy.


  Good. I hope so. Listen, if you ever want to reach me Im going to give you the name of a place where you can leave a message. I cant always be prompt, though.


  I understand. What is it that you do, anyway?


  Ive been in and out of a lot of different businesses. Right now Im between jobs. Im taking it easy this time, for your wedding. Whats he like,
  anyhow?


  Oh, very respectable and proper. Went to Princeton. Was a captain in the Army.


  Europe? The Pacific?


  Washington.


  Oh. Well-connected.


  She nodded.


  Old family, she said.


  Well . . . Good, he said. You know I wish you happiness.


  She rose and embraced him again.


  Ive missed you, she said.


  Me, too.


  Ive got errands to run, too, now. Ill see you later.


  Yes.


  You take it easy today.


  When she left he stretched his arms as far as they would go, trying to relieve the ache in his shoulders. His shirt tore down the back as he did this. He looked in the hall mirror. His shoulders
  were wider today than they had been yesterday. In fact, his entire body looked wider, huskier. He returned to his room and stripped. Most of his torso was covered with a red rash. Just looking at
  it made him want to scratch, but he restrained himself. Instead, he filled the bathtub and soaked in it for a long while. The water level had lowered itself visibly by the time he got out. When he
  studied himself in the bathroom mirror he seemed even larger. Could he have absorbed some of the water through his skin? At any rate, the inflammation seemed to have vanished, though his skin was
  still rough in those areas where it had been prominent.


  He dressed himself in clothing he had left from an earlier time when he had been larger. Then he went out and rode the subways to the clothing store he had visited the previous day. There, he
  re-outfitted himself completely and rode back, feeling vaguely nauseous as the car jounced and swayed. He noted that his hands looked dry and rough. When he rubbed them, flakes of dead skin fell
  off like dandruff.


  After he left the subway he walked on until he came to the Sarzannos apartment building. The woman who opened the door was not Joes mother, Rose, however.


  What do you want? she asked.


  Im looking for Joe Sarzanno, he said.


  Nobody here by that name. Must be someone who moved out before we moved in.


  So you wouldnt know where they went?


  No. Ask the manager. Maybe he knows.


  She closed the door.


  He tried the managers apartment, but there was no answer. So he made his way home, feeling heavy and bloated. The second time that he yawned he was abruptly fearful. It seemed too soon to
  be going back to sleep. This transformation was more puzzling than usual.


  He put a fresh pot of coffee on the stove and paced while he waited for it to percolate. While there was no certainty that he would awaken with a special power on each occasion, the one thing
  that had been constant was change. He thought back over all of the changes he had undergone since he had been infected. This was the only one where he had seemed neither joker nor ace, but normal.
  Still . . .


  When the coffee was ready, he sat down with a cup and became aware that he had been scratching his right thigh, half-consciously. He rubbed his hands together and more dry skin flaked off. He
  considered his increased girth. He thought of all the little twinges and creaks, of the fatigue. It was obvious that he was not completely normal this time, but as to what his abnormality
  actually constituted, he was uncertain. Could Dr. Tachyon help him? He wondered. Or at least give him some idea as to what was going on?


  He called the number that he had committed to memory. A woman with a cheerful voice told him that Tachyon was out but would be back that afternoon. She took Croyds name, seemed to
  recognize it, and told him to come in at three.


  He finished the pot of coffee; the itching had increased steadily all over his body as he sat drinking the final cup. He went upstairs and ran the water in the bathtub again. While the tub was
  filling he undressed and studied his body. All of his skin now had the dry, flaky appearance of his hands. Wherever he brushed himself a small flurry occurred.


  He soaked for a long while. The warmth and the wetness felt good. After a time he leaned back and closed his eyes. Very good . . .


  He sat up with a start. He had begun dozing. He had almost drifted off to sleep just then. He seized the washcloth and began rubbing himself vigorously, not only to remove all of the detritus.
  When he had finished he toweled himself briskly as the tub drained, then rushed to his room. He located the pills at the back of a clothing drawer and took two of them. Whatever games his body was
  playing, sleep was very much his enemy now.


  He returned to the bathroom, cleaned the tub, dressed. It would feel good to stretch out on his bed for a time. To rest, as Claudia had suggested. But he knew that he couldnt.


  Tachyon took a blood sample and fed it to his machine. On his first attempt, the needle had only gone in a short distance and stopped. The third needle, backed with
  considerable force, penetrated a subdermal layer of resistance and the blood was drawn.


  While awaiting the machines findings, Tachyon conducted a gross examination.


  Were your incisors that long when you awoke? he asked, peering into Croyds mouth.


  They looked normal when I brushed them, Croyd replied. Have they grown?


  Take a look.


  Tachyon held up a small mirror. Croyd stared. The teeth were an inch long, and sharp looking.


  Thats a new development, he stated. I dont know when it happened.


  Tachyon moved Croyds left arm up behind his back in a gentle hammerlock, then pushed his fingers beneath the protruding scapula. Croyd screamed.


  That bad, is it? Tachyon asked.


  My God! Croyd said. What is it? Is something broken back there?


  The doctor shook his head. He examined some of the skin flakes under a microscope. He studied Croyds feet next.


  Were they this wide when you woke up? he asked.


  No. What the hell is happening, Doc?


  Lets wait another minute or so for my machine to finish with your blood. Youve been here three or four times in the past . . .


  Yes, Croyd said.


  Fortunately, you came in once right after you woke up. Another time, you were in about six hours after you awoke. On the former occasion you possessed a high level of a very peculiar
  hormone which I thought at the time might be associated with the change process itself. The other time  six hours after awakening  you still had traces of the hormone, but at a very
  low level. Those were the only two times it was evident.


  So?


  The main test in which I am interested right now is a check for its presence in your blood. Ah! I believe we have something now.


  A series of strange symbols flashed upon the screen of the small unit.


  Yes. Yes, indeed, he said, studying them. You have a high level of the substance in your blood  higher even than it was right after awakening. Hm. Youve been
  taking amphetamines again, too.


  I had to. I was starting to get sleepy, and Ive got to make it to Saturday. Tell me in plain words what this damn hormone means.


  It means that the process of change is still going on within you. For some reason you awoke before it was completed. There seems to be a regular cycle of it, but this time it was
  interrupted.


  Why?


  Tachyon shrugged, a movement he seemed to have learned since the last time Croyd had seen him.


  Any of a whole constellation of possible biochemical events triggered by the change itself. I think you probably received some brain stimulation as a side effect of another change that
  was in progress at the time you were aroused. Whatever that particular change was, it is completed  but the rest of the process isnt. So your body is now trying to put you back to
  sleep until it finishes its business.


  In other words, I woke up too soon?


  Yes.


  What should I do?


  Stop taking the drugs immediately. Sleep. Let it run its course.


  I cant. I have to stay awake for two more days  a day and a half will do, actually.


  I suspect your body will fight this, and as I said once before, it seems to know what its doing. I think you would be taking a chance to keep yourself awake much longer.


  What kind of chance? Do you mean it might kill me  or will it just make me uncomfortable?


  Croyd, I simply do not know. Your condition is unique. Each change takes a different course. The only thing we can trust is whatever accommodation your body has made to the virus 
  whatever it is within you that brings you through each bout safely. If you try to stay awake by unnatural means now, this is the very thing that you will be fighting.


  Ive put off sleep lots of times with amphetamines.


  Yes, but those times you were merely postponing the onset of the process. It doesnt normally begin until your brain chemistry registers a sleep state. But now it is already under
  way, and the presence of the hormone indicates its continuance. I dont know what will happen. You may turn an ace phase into a joker phase. You may lapse into a really lengthy coma. I simply
  have no way of telling.


  Croyd reached for his shirt.


  Ill let you know how it all turns out, he said.


  Croyd did not feel like walking as much as he usually did. He rode the subway again. His nausea returned and this time brought with it a headache. And his shoulders were still
  hurting badly. He visited the drugstore near his subway stop and bought a bottle of aspirins.


  He stopped by the apartment building where the Sarzannos had formerly resided, before he headed home. This time the manager was in. He was unable to help him, however, for Joes family had
  left no forwarding address when they departed. Croyd glanced in the mirror beside the mans door as he left, and he was shocked at the puffiness of his eyes, at the deep circles beneath them.
  They were beginning to ache now, he noted.


  He returned home. He had promised to take Claudia and Carl to a good restaurant for dinner, and he wanted to be in the best shape he could for the occasion. He returned to the bathroom and
  stripped again. He was huge, bloated-looking. He realized then that with all of his other symptoms, he had forgotten to tell Tachyon that he had not relieved himself at all since awakening. His
  body must be finding some use for everything that he ate or drank. He stepped on the scale, but it only went up to three hundred and he was over that. He took three aspirins and hoped that they
  would work soon. He scratched his arm and a long strip of flesh came away, painlessly and without bleeding. He scratched more gently in other areas and the flaking continued. He took a shower and
  brushed his fangs. He combed his hair and big patches of it came out. He stopped combing. For a moment he wanted to cry, but he was distracted by a yawning jag. He went to his room and took two
  more amphetamines. Then he recalled having heard somewhere that body mass had to be taken into account in calculating doses of medication. So he took another one, just to be safe.


  Croyd found a dark restaurant and he slipped the waiter something to put them in a booth toward the rear, out of sight of most of the other diners.


  Croyd, youre really looking  unwell, Claudia had said when shed returned earlier.


  I know, he replied. I went to see my doctor this afternoon.


  What did he say?


  Im going to need a lot of sleep, starting right after the wedding.


  Croyd, if you want to skip it, Ill understand. Your health comes first.


  I dont want to skip it. Ill be okay.


  How could he say it to her when he did not fully understand it himself? Say that it was more than his favorite relatives wedding?  that the occasion represented the final rending
  of his home and that it was unlikely he would ever have another? Say that this was the end of a phase of his existence and the beginning of a big unknown?


  Instead, he ate. His appetite was undiminished and the food was particularly good. Carl watched with the fascination of a voyeur, long after he had finished his own meal, as Croyd put away two
  more chateaubriands-for-two, pausing only to call for extra baskets of rolls.


  When they finally rose Croyds joints were creaking again.


  He sat on his bed later that evening, aching. The aspirins werent helping. He had removed his clothing because all of his garments were feeling tight again. Whenever he scratched himself
  now, his skin did more than flake. Big pieces of it came away, but they were dry and pale with no signs of blood. No wonder I look pasty-faced, he decided. At the bottom of one particularly large
  rent in his chest he saw something gray and hard. He could not figure what it was, but its presence frightened him.


  Finally, despite the hour, he phoned Bentley. He had to talk to someone who knew his condition. And Bentley usually gave good advice.


  After many rings Bentley answered, and Croyd told him his story.


  You know what I think, kid? Bentley said at last. You ought to do what the doctor said. Sleep it off.


  I cant. Not yet. I just need a little over a day. Then Ill be all right. I can keep awake that long, but I hurt so damn much and my appearance


  Okay, okay. Heres what well do. You come by about ten in the morning. I cant do anything for you now. But Ill talk to a man I know first thing, and well
  get you a really strong painkiller. And I want to have a look at you. Maybe theres some way of playing down your appearance a bit.


  Okay. Thanks, Bentley. I appreciate it.


  Its all right. I understand. It was no fun being a dog either. Gnight.


  Night.


  Two hours later, Croyd was stricken with severe cramps followed by diarrhea; also, his bladder felt as if it were bursting. This continued through the night. When he weighed
  himself at three-thirty he was down to 276. By six oclock he weighed 242 pounds. He gurgled constantly. Its only benefit, he reflected, was that it kept his mind off the itching and the
  aches in his shoulders and joints. Also, it was sufficient to keep him awake without additional amphetamines.


  By eight oclock he weighed 216 and he realized  when Carl called him  that he had finally lost his appetite. Strangely, his girth had not decreased at all. His general body
  structure was unaltered from the previous day, though he was pale now to the point of albinism  and this, combined with his prominent teeth, gave him the look of a fat vampire.


  At nine oclock he called Bentley because he was still gurgling and running to the john. He explained that he had the shits and couldnt come for the medicine. Bentley said that
  hed bring it by himself as soon as the man dropped it off. Carl and Claudia had already left for the day. Croyd had avoided them this morning, claiming an upset stomach. He now weighed
  198.


  It was near eleven oclock when Bentley came by. Croyd had lost another twenty pounds by then and had scratched off a large flap of skin from his lower abdomen. The area of exposed tissue
  beneath it was gray and scaly.


  My God! Bentley said when he saw him.


  Yeah.


  Youve got big bald patches.


  Right.


  Ill get you a hairpiece. Also, Ill talk to a lady I know. Shes a beautician. Well get you some kind of cream to rub in. Give you some normal color. I think
  youd better wear dark glasses, too, when you go to the wedding. Tell em you got drops in your eyes. Youre getting hunchbacked, too. Whend that happen?


  I didnt even notice. Ive been  occupied.


  Bentley patted the lump between his shoulders and Croyd screamed.


  Sorry. Maybe youd better take a pill right away.


  Yeah.


  Youre going to need to wear a big overcoat, too. What size do you take?


  I dont know  now.


  Thats okay. I know someones got a warehouse full. Well send you a dozen.


  Ive got to run, Bentley. Im gurgling again.


  Yeah. Take your medicine and try to rest.


  By two oclock, Croyd weighed 155. The painkiller had worked fine, and he was without aches for the first time in a long while. Unfortunately, it had also made him sleepy and he had had to
  take amphetamines again. On the plus side, this combination gave him his first good feeling since the whole business had started, even though he knew it was fake.


  When the load of coats was delivered at three-thirty he was down to 132 pounds and felt very light on his feet. Somewhere deep within him his blood seemed to be singing. He found a coat that fit
  him perfectly and took it back to his room, leaving the others on the sofa. The beautician  a tall, lacquered blonde who chewed gum  came by at four oclock. She combed out most
  of his hair, shaved the rest, and fitted him with a hairpiece. She made up his face then, instructing him in the use of the cosmetics as she went along. She also advised him to keep his mouth
  closed as much as possible to hide his fangs. He was pleased with the results and gave her a hundred dollars. She observed then that there were other services she might perform for him, but he was
  gurgling again and had to bid her a good afternoon.


  By six oclock his guts began to ease up on him. He was down to 116 by then and still feeling very good. The itching had finally stopped also, though he had scratched more skin from his
  thorax, forearms, and thighs.


  When Carl came in, he yelled upstairs, What the hell are all these coats doing here?


  Its a long story, Croyd answered. You can have them if you want.


  Hey, theyre cashmere!


  Yeah.


  This ones my size.


  So take it.


  How you feeling?


  Better, thanks.


  That evening he felt his strength returning, and he took one of his long walks. He raised the front end of a parked car high into the air to test it. Yes, he seemed to be recovering now. With
  the hair and the makeup he looked like a garden-variety fat man, so long as he kept his mouth closed. If only hed had a little more time hed have sought a dentist to do something
  about the fangs. He did not eat anything that night or in the morning. He did feel a peculiar pressure on the sides of his head, but he took another pill and it did not turn to pain.


  Before he and Carl left for Ridgewood, Croyd had indulged in another soak. More of his skin had come away, but that was all right. His clothes would cover his patchwork body.
  His face, at least, had remained intact. He applied his makeup carefully and adjusted the hairpiece. When he was fully dressed and had put on a pair of sunglasses, he thought that he looked fully
  presentable. And the overcoat did minimize the bulging of his back somewhat.


  The morning was brisk and overcast. His intestinal problem seemed ended. He took another pill as a prophylactic, not knowing whether there was really any remaining pain to be masked. This
  necessitated another amphetamine. But that was all right. He felt fine, if a bit nervous.


  As they were passing through the tunnel he found himself rubbing his hands. To his dismay, a large flap of skin came loose on the back of his left hand. But even that was all right. He had
  remembered to bring gloves.


  He did not know whether it was the pressure in the tunnel, but his head was beginning to throb again. It was not a painful sensation, merely a vicinity of heavy pressure in his ears and temples.
  His upper back also throbbed, and there was a movement within it. He bit his lip and a piece of it came loose. He cursed.


  Whats the matter? his brother asked.


  Nothing.


  At least it wasnt bleeding.


  If youre still sick, I can take you back. Hate to have you get ill at the wedding. Especially with a stodgy bunch like Sams gang.


  Ill be okay.


  He felt light. He felt the pressure at many points within his body. The sense of strength from the drug overlaid his genuine strength. Everything seemed to be flowing perfectly. He hummed a tune
  and tapped his fingers on his knee.


  . . . coats must be worth quite a bit, Carl was saying. Theyre all new.


  Sell em somewhere and keep the money, he heard himself saying.


  They hot?


  Probably.


  You in the rackets, Croyd?


  No, but I know people.


  Ill keep quiet.


  Good.


  You sort of look the part, though, you know? With that black coat and the glasses . . .


  Croyd did not answer him. He was listening to his body, which was telling him that something was coming free in his back. He rubbed his shoulders against the back of the seat. This made him feel
  better.


  When he was introduced to Sams parents, William and Marcia Kendall  a rugged-looking gray-haired man gone slightly to fat, and a well-preserved blond woman  Croyd remembered
  to smile without opening his mouth and to make his few comments through barely moving lips. They seemed to study him carefully, and he felt certain they would have had more to say, save that there
  were others waiting to be greeted.


  I want to talk to you at the reception, were Williams final words.


  Croyd sighed as he moved away. Hed passed. He had no intention of attending the reception. Hed be in a taxi heading back to Manhattan as soon as the service ended, be sleeping in a
  matter of hours. Sam and Claudia would probably be in the Bahamas before he awoke.


  He saw his cousin Michael from Newark and almost approached him. The hell with it. Hed have to explain his appearance then and it wasnt worth it. He entered the church and was
  shown to a pew in the front, to the right. Carl would be giving Claudia away. At least he had awakened too late to be impressed as an usher himself. There was that much to be said for his
  timing.


  As he sat waiting for the ceremony to begin he regarded the altar decorations, the stained-glass windows at either hand, the arrangements of flowers. Other people entered and were seated. He
  realized that he was sweating. He glanced about. He was the only one wearing an overcoat. He wondered whether the others would think that strange. He wondered whether the perspiration was causing
  his makeup to run. He unbuttoned his coat, let it hang open.


  The sweating continued, and his feet began to hurt. Finally, he leaned forward and loosened the shoelaces. As he did, he heard his shirt tear across his back. Something also seemed to have
  loosened even further in the vicinity of his shoulders. Another flap of skin, he supposed. When he straightened he felt a sharp pain. He could not lean all the way back in the pew. His hump seemed
  to have grown, and any pressure on it was painful. So he assumed a position partway forward, bowed slightly as if in prayer. The organist began playing. More people entered and were seated. An
  usher conducted an elderly couple past his row and gave him a strange look as he went by.


  Soon everyone was seated, and Croyd continued to sweat. It ran down his sides and his legs, was absorbed by his clothing which became blotchy, then drenched. He decided that it might be a bit
  cooler if he slipped his arms out of the coats sleeves and just let it hang about his shoulders. This was a mistake, for as he struggled to free his arms he heard his garments tear in
  several more places. His left shoe burst suddenly, and his toes protruded grayly from its sides. A number of people glanced his way as these sounds occurred. He was grateful that he was incapable
  of blushing.


  He did not know whether it was the heat or something psychological that set off the itching again. Not that it mattered. It was a real itch, whatever had brought it on. He had painkillers and
  amphetamines in his pocket, but nothing for skin irritation. He clasped his hands tightly, not to pray but to keep from scratching  though he threw in a prayer too, since the circumstances
  seemed about as appropriate as they came. It didnt work.


  Through perspiration-beaded lashes he saw the priest enter. He wondered why the man was staring at him so. It was as if he did not approve of non-Episcopalians sweating in his church. Croyd
  clenched his teeth. If only he still had the power to make himself invisible, he mused. Hed fade for a few minutes, scratch like mad, then phase back and sit quietly.


  By dint of sheer will he was able to hold himself steady through Mendelssohns March. He was unable to focus on what the priest was saying after that, but he was now certain
  that he was not going to be able to remain seated through the entire ceremony. He wondered what would happen if he left right then. Would Claudia be embarrassed? On the other hand, if he stayed, he
  was certain that she would be. He must look ill enough to justify it. Still, would it become one of those incidents that people would talk about for years afterward? (Her brother walked out
  . . .) Perhaps he could stay a little longer.


  There was movement on his back. He felt his coat stirring. He heard female gasps from behind him. Now he was afraid to move, but


  The itching became overpowering. He unclasped his hands to scratch, but in a final act of resistance he seized hold of the back of the pew before him. To his horror, there came a loud cracking
  noise as the wood splintered within his grip.


  There followed a long moment of silence.


  The priest was staring at him. Claudia and Sam had both turned to stare at him, where he sat clutching a six-foot length of broken pew-back and knowing that he couldnt even smile or his
  fangs would show.


  He dropped the wood and clasped himself with both arms. There were exclamations from behind as his coat slipped away. With his full strength he dug his fingers into his sides and scratched
  cross-body.


  He heard his clothes tear and felt his skin rip all the way up to the top of his head. He saw the hairpiece fall away to his right. He threw down the clothing and the skin and scratched again,
  hard. He heard a scream from the rear and he knew that he would never forget the look on Claudias face as she began to cry. But he could no longer stop. Not until his great batlike wings
  were unfurled, the high, pointed vanes of his ears freed, and the last remnants of clothing and flesh removed from his dark, scaled frame.


  The priest began speaking again, something that sounded like an exorcism. There came shrieks and the sounds of rapid footfalls. He knew that he couldnt exit through the door where
  everyone else was headed, so he leapt into the air, circled several times to get a feeling of his new limbs, then covered his eyes with his left forearm and crashed out through the stained-glass
  window to his right.


  As he beat his way back toward Manhattan he felt that it would be a long time before he saw the in-laws again. He hoped that Carl wouldnt be getting married for a while. He wondered then
  whether hed ever meet the right girl himself . . .


  Catching an updraft he soared, the breezes sobbing about him. The church looked like a disturbed anthill when he glanced back. He flew on.
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