On the peanut-shaped planetoid of Ut, a 15-million-year-old computer named Mamacita rules with dictatorial control. Her every whim is a steadfast rule, and no command is stronger than the ban of Sudanna, the wind that sweeps across Ut spreading the liberating sounds of music.
Hiley OIV is one of Ut’s most conscientious inhabitants, a man so afraid of losing his head (utpeople have very precarious necks) that a Bad Thought almost never enters his mind. But now his teenage daughter has fallen in love with Prussirian BBD—Ut’s most notorious outlaw—a man who has broken Mamacita’s cardinal rule: he makes music.
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When we conquered Ut, the utpeople breathed with a single lung located in the center of the chest. Shortly after we abolished all music there (including the stringed flute, or Zuggernaut), a curious thing happened: their lungs atrophied and collapsed, causing their torsos to become nearly flat. With most breathing life forms, this would have been fatal. The utpeople, however, seem capable of subsisting on a daily water intake and solar energy, with nutrients transmitted to their vital organs via the intricate solar collector hairs covering their bodies. The lung was used solely to blow Zuggernaut music. Their music has been correlated with rebelliousness: control it and you control the people.
—synopsis in U-Lotan Field Journal 1352,
one of the dust-covered cello-volumes
placed in storage by Mamacita,
the planetoid’s mother computer
The peanut-shaped planetoid of Ut was merely a punctuation mark in the universe, and barely that. In only a matter of U-Lotan standard days, this world would become the scene of one of the most peculiar natural disasters ever recorded.
At noon one day in its deep rock bowl known as Shriek Loch, a mottled brown-and-white Shriek swam gracefully in chloral argon, arching its boneless, spidery body to hydrodynamic perfection. Six webbed amphibious legs worked at its sides, pulling and waiting out each glide, then pulling again. The Shriek’s white face was concave, with a round, sloping nose, two narrowly set bright yellow eyes, and a large, jag-toothed mouth.
Far across Ut, beneath the planetoid’s pale red sky, a split-level dwello floated on a different body of liquid. Inside that home, the utwoman Maudrey OIV used the multifunction sensor on her face to watch the flat, liquid-crystal display panel of her family’s plasmaviewer. A low, rumbling noise from chloral argon loch currents came through the machine’s speaker. She watched the faraway Shriek dive deep into green liquid and enter an irregular, rock-lined tunnel. The short tunnel opened into a dimly lit cavern of immersed, phosphorescent rocks. She had seen this airless place, the sleeping den of the Shrieks, before on her screen. Some of the creatures already slept, and their sonar slumber sounds filled the cavern. Maudrey’s screen went black for a moment as the Shriek, projecting to her viewer, blinked its eyes slowly. Then the picture returned.
My Shriek is following the other, she thought. The dwello lurched beneath her, causing her to brace her stubby, rubber-shoed feet.
Her family’s dwello floated on a warm current of liquefied Ut soil, entirely separate from the chloral argon enclosed within the rocky confines of Shriek Loch. The soil of Ut, known as galoo, had the consistency of sun-heated taffy during this time of the year. It was Flux season, that three-month period when Ut and its much larger planetary partner, Sudanna (“Rilu” to the conquerors), passed closest to the blue gasball sun. Galoo was a common soil in the Blue Sun 593 Star Group, one of many conquered by the U-Lotans, a powerful race of sociologist-philosophers. Galoo below 27 degrees Centigrade looked and behaved much like dirt found in other solar systems according to one of Maudrey’s science books—forming into clods, mud, and dust. Above that temperature, galoo lost its water solubility and became tacky but not sticky, thinning to a warm liquid above 39 degrees Centigrade.
A sudden glare across the screen and warmth on Maudrey’s shoulders told her the early afternoon sun had cleared a cloud, casting rays through the high dwello window behind her. She considered drawing the shade, but just then the sunlight dimmed.
The pedestal-mounted plasmaviewer used by Maudrey’s family resembled any other on Ut, with a square, red plastic cabinet and a small, round Lotanglas screen on each face of the square, thus enabling several people to sit around it and partake in the magnified image simultaneously. Maudrey knew roughly how it worked: inside the mechanism was a tiny mercuric-chilled drop of living Shriek plasma, sealed in thermal magnification Lotanglas. The droplet in her viewer had been extracted from the Shriek whose face she never saw, the one whose eyes, ears, and brain projected images and sounds to her, thousands of kilometers across Ut. Other people used viewers containing the plasma of other Shrieks, and everyone shared Shrieks. There were, after all, only sixty-two Shrieks on Ut and nearly seventeen million utpeople.
From the wide chair that accommodated her Uttian body, Maudrey looked around the small plasmaviewer room, focusing on a framed color-by-numbers painting on the wall. The painting had been done by her mother, Sperl, and depicted a typical rules class such as the one Maudrey would attend in an hour. Attentive, happy students sat at small desks before a smiling proctor. Maudrey often looked at the picture. Something seemed inexplicably wrong with it.
Her gaze moved left to a ’glas-doored, recessed bookcase, full of volumes, and read several of the titles, written in U-Lotan script, that appeared on their spines: Statutes of Ut, Series 1 … Good Thought Exercises … Dwello Navigation and Galoomanship … The Joy of Smoothing … This last was new to her, and she resolved to read it sometime.
The dwello moved beneath her again. Maudrey looked back in the viewer and watched the Shriek nuzzle past a school of little fish into an airless, tight niche between the chloral argon-immersed rocks. The creature was preparing for sleep in its remote loch, wedging its body into a place where currents could not move it. From the shaking of her picture, she realized that her Shriek was doing the same thing. She switched off the viewer.
Maudrey walked into her parents’ skylighted master bedroom and stood next to another ’glas-doored bookcase, this one bigger and crammed with most of the family’s rule books. They were a typical family in this regard, she thought, with hundreds of volumes covering every aspect of life on Ut. These rules had remained constant for fifteen million years, from the time the U-Lotans had set up this planetoid-size research station. It was one of thousands established around the universe to study every facet of social behavior Maudrey’s people could imagine. Her father’s thick notebook of hazards, crammed with loose-leaf pages, rested atop a Rule Concordance. Bracing her stubby feet to keep her balance, Maudrey opened the case. Using the sucktip suction on the shortest of her two arms, she grabbed hold of the notebook.
Maudrey glanced up nervously and looked through the skylight at her father, Hiley OIV. Wearing a green solar-conducting jacket and dark trousers, Hiley stood on the top deck of the floating dwello, holding the sucktip of his short arm against the tiller. Turned sideways in relation to her, he did not notice her in the room below. Like all utpeople, Hiley resembled a come-to-life Picasso creation, with a shield-shaped, hair-covered body that was nearly flat, with two stubby, kneeless legs and two thin arms—one long and one short—sharing joints in lower body sockets with the top of the legs. A neckless, anvil-shaped head rested on the tops of the body, with no eyes, ears, mouth, or nose—only a down-turned/crescent-shaped sensor that stretched across the center of the face.
Hiley had a dark brown beard on an otherwise hairless face and wore a gray glass sensor goggle to shield the intermittent brightness of the afternoon sun. A brown headcap strapped around his leg-armpits kept his head from failing off. In theory, anyway. Actually, very few utpeople ever lost their heads. But a certain percentage—Maudrey did not know the exact figure—had a defect in the way their heads were connected to their bodies. Her father had no indication of such a problem, but wore the cap anyway. He was cautious by nature. Ridiculously so, in Maudrey’s opinion.
Maudrey stepped away from the skylight in the kneeless, herky-jerk way of her people so as not to be seen. She opened the notebook carefully, flipping slowly through the scrawl-covered white cello-sheets. Her father had filled the pages with personal injury hazards, broken down into categories and listed according to severity. These were the things he worried about most, garnered from personal observation and experience, hearsay, statistics, even nightmares.
He even worries about his sensor foke falling off during sleep! Maudrey thought, casting an amber sensor glow as she read from a page entitled “Night Hazards.” (Sensor fokes were adjustable devices used by all utpeople to keep their sensors open during sleep. Without fokes, they would die of sensory deprivation—“S.D.”—in approximately six minutes.)
No one’s foke ever falls off! Maudrey thought, flipping to other pages. Where did he ever get that one?
Presently, she found the section she wanted, the one marked “Playville Games—Hazard Statistics.” She scanned the page, then flipped to another. And another. Then back to the first.
She felt the dwello turning.
“This one,” Maudrey muttered, balanced herself. “The roulette cannon! Highest risk on Ut!” Her words, in the language of the U-Lotan conquerors came through the same multifunction sensor with which she looked at the notebook—her sensorlids moving as she spoke. Game risk factor: one chance of death per thousand attempts. No figure shown for serious injury. A die-or-survive proposition.
She closed the notebook and returned it to its place on top of the Rule Concordance, then flipped open a covered bowl of water held by a metal wall bracket. She dipped a sucktip inside, drawing lukewarm liquid up her arm and into her body. Like all utpeople, she had to do this several times a day. Hearing a noise at the door, she started and withdrew her sucktip.
Maudrey’s five-year-old brother, Plick, ten years her junior, poked his anvil-shaped head in. Eleven-year-old sister, Ghopa, stood behind him. These three were all of Hiley and Sperl’s children.
“I’m gonna tell!” Plick said, twisting his blue-green sensor into a bratty smile. Small for his age, Plick had uncombable black head hair that sprouted cowlicks like weeds on a lawn.
“Shush!” Maudrey said angrily. She caught the inquisitive gaze of Ghopa’s olive-green sensor over Plick’s shoulder.
“Dad’s gonna be mad!” Plick said. He had lowered his voice, but not enough to suit Maudrey.
Maudrey herky-jerked to him and placed a sucktip reassuringly on his shoulder. “I just needed to check on something Daddy told me.”
“No one’s allowed in Dad’s stuff,” Plick said, ominously. “He’s gonna—”
Maudrey nudged her brother and sister into the hallway, closing the door behind them. The dwello’s chrome-and-plazbrass battery pack recharger was recessed in the wall behind them. The rectangular unit had sockets for sixteen battery packs. Five small oblong packs were charging at that moment with tiny red lights aglow, drawing electricity from the solar-powered dwello’s storage batteries.
“Daddy doesn’t have to find out,” Maudrey said. “I didn’t hurt anything.”
“What’ll you do for me if I don’t tell?” Plick asked.
Ghopa remained silent, watching and listening.
“Don’t even think about that,” Maudrey husked. “Think about what I’ll do to you if you do tell.” She pressed a candy scent against his sucktip, then gave another to Ghopa.
Plick looked up at Maudrey as if the offering were not enough, but accepted it and trudged with Ghopa down the hallway. Their stubby feet clumped on the blue and tan mosaic tiles.
At the rooftop control station, Hiley looked at his dwello and realized that it was nicer than most. His handyman’s talent helped. The split-level white-and-green home had nine-layer Lotanglas windows for maximum heating and cooling efficiency, a triple-thick hull, eighteen high-efficiency solar cells, a large solar hearth (with a bright plazbrass chimney), and two top-of-the-line galoo launchers—one fore and one aft—for catapulting warm galoo at neighbors and other disliked utpersons. Hiley rarely threw galoo, but enjoyed it on occasion. His dwello was an untethered one, there being only a few Good Thought moorages along the sides of Ut’s limited number of immobile rock formations.
Hiley felt weary as he moved the long burnished alloy tiller to port, guiding his floating home away from a collision course with a three-story craft of doubtful maneuverability. Unlike Hiley’s dwello, the other galoocraft had sails—a main and a jib—rainbow-hued and slack in the windless air. Such expensive gear seemed a waste to Hiley, for the Sudanna winds on Ut’s surface came in short bursts. Still, he admitted to himself, the sails were beautiful.
The other dwello appeared a little top-heavy to Hiley, with each level slightly wider than the one below. Deciding it must have a deep keel, he noted its garish lavender paint and yellow dots ringing the hull above the galooline. Hiley swatted an orange-and-black skeeter that persisted in buzzing across his face. Skeeters were voracious, feeding solely on the body fluids of utpeople.
The other craft changed course the wrong way, returning to a collision course with Hiley’s dwello. Hiley could not see the captain clearly. Someone with an upper body obscured by the mainsail stood at the topside tiller, wearing bright orange or red short pants. The legs were light in color and looked too long to be those of an utperson. Did they have hair? Hiley could not quite tell.
Damn! Hiley thought. Doesn’t this guy see me? Hiley stepped on his horn button, blasting out three high-pitched toots.
The dwello kept coming. Hiley saw now that an accursed Earth human stood at the controls—a fat man with a cherubic, dumb face. The man pulled his hands away from the tiller as Hiley watched, grabbed hold of a camera strapped around his neck and began snapping pictures in Hiley’s direction.
These stupid tourists! Hiley raged, blasting his horn again. Always coming close for pictures! I’m sick of them!
“Get away!” Hiley screeched, gesturing wildly with his mismatched arms. “You idiot!”
The human kept clicking pictures, paying no attention to his dwello controls or to Hiley’s exhortations.
I hate the Earth-Ut Exchange Program! Hiley thought, fuming as he jerked the tiller to come about hard. It’s the worst planetary exchange program we have! Is Earth a place of fools, or are all of them sent here? Then he remembered something he had heard—that Mamacita might be an Earth name.
No, he thought. It can’t be true. Too much intelligence in the mother computer.
The other craft passed within a meter, with its negligent skipper waving and smiling as he went by. Hiley considered launching a load of galoo at the alien, but had second thoughts. One of the many rules Hiley had been required to memorize prohibited this. Galoo could only be thrown at another utperson.
The voluntary exchange programs with Earth, Sucia, Oknos, and other inhabited planets had been established by the U-Lotans for reasons unknown to Hiley. The programs were full of problems, in his opinion. Any utperson wanting to visit another planet could do so at nominal cost, but had to leave his family members behind. If the traveler defected (and Hiley had never heard of one doing so), the Holo-Cop police force had a rule requiring that they kill all remaining family members. Hiley had no interest in participating, and not because of this threat from Mamacita’s projected hologram creatures of light. He feared the strong winds reputed to exist on other planets, for his body did funny things in the wind.
Hiley feared many things.
As he watched the other dwello float away on a current of brownish-yellow galoo, he wondered if utpeople were belowdecks on it—the rest of the dwello owner’s family, left behind as security. Or the dwello owner might be unmarried, with his family living elsewhere on Ut.
A human should never be left alone at the controls, Hiley thought. There ought to be a rule …
He focused on a low volcano beyond the dwello. The volcano, one of hundreds active on Ut, puffed dark red clouds into the air, which rose lazily for a time and then took off, propelled horizontally by high Sudanna winds. The sky glowed the faintest red, a thin atmosphere of argon, nitrogen, oxygen, and volcano-spewed iron particles, giving the always visible stars beyond the appearance of being seen through light red tracing paper.
A kluss of four dwellos moved slowly across Hiley’s line of sight, having been hooked together by owners wishing to remain neighbors through the changing seasons. To his dismay, Hiley had not been able to find such an arrangement. He envied people who had lasting klussmates. The people he met never became more than acquaintances, floating on their way each year when the soils liquefied.
A giant purple-and-black butterfly, the first he had seen this year, fluttered in front of Hiley’s moving dwello, then passed on the port side. The appearance of such insects, which had wingspans of half a meter and more, meant plants already were growing somewhere on Ut where the galoo had stopped flowing. Spring would arrive soon for the entire planetoid.
Hiley sighed, shrugging his shoulders breathlessly in the way of his people. He glanced down at the deck hook secured near his feet and wondered if he would ever find another dwello with which to kluss. There was safety in numbers—from the elements and from scavengers—but he never seemed to click with other families. Always there were new neighborhoods when Flux stopped, with new people to meet and consider. For Hiley and others like him, it was a lifetime shopping experience.
He felt a gust of wind against his back and cursed. His wide, nearly flat torso billowed with air between the separate spines running down each side, lifting him off the deck. He held tightly to the tiller with both sucktips, but lost his grip as the wind intensified and snapped him up in the air to the limit of the lifeline he had secured to one leg. Seconds later, the Sudanna gust subsided. He fell roughly to the deck headfirst with a loud, painful thud. Other utpeople landed gracefully. Hiley always thudded on his head. Something was terribly wrong with his aerodynamics. Another doctor would call on him about it that afternoon, at his wife’s insistence.
Mamacita, I hate doctors! Hiley thought. He lay supine on the green rooftop deck, nursing a headache and looking up along the plazbrass pedestal of the galoometer. Another bunch of dwello-calling schemers, trying to separate me from my hard-earned dollups and credits! This doctor would be like the rest, he suspected, with no solution. The doctor would know how to demand payment, however. They all knew how to do that.
Hiley remained on his back for several minutes, until his headache subsided. He watched the high, dark red clouds, which moved briskly in his vicinity now, as they always did after a Sudanna gust on Ut’s surface. He wished the clouds would accelerate before the surface gusts. That way he might predict when the troublesome winds would blow.
As Hiley picked himself up and grabbed hold of the tiller, he wished for something else as well—holes in his body, so that the wind would not play havoc with it. He looked down at the green solar-conducting jacket he wore, noting that clothing would have to be specially designed and wrapped into each hole. The holes would leak body fluids, of course, unless some method of coagulation and recirculation could be found. Despite possessing no knowledge of medicine or of many other subjects, Hiley liked to bounce such thoughts around in his brain. Sometimes it dismayed him when his mind wandered so, but he knew inventiveness was a strength in a world that often required improvisation to survive.
A round, gray rock loomed on his left, and he nudged the tiller to clear it by a wide margin. Two silver-and-green police rotocruisers (operated by Holo-Cops, those hologram creatures of light projected by Mamacita) swooped low over the rock and hovered there, dropping purses and wallets on it. Some of these valuable “deaks” fell down the rock’s sides, plopping in the galoo at the base and scattering yellow dollup bills and white credit slips.
More bait from an Entrapment Detail, Hiley thought. No utperson could take such items. When sited, their location had to be reported to the Holo-Cops for credits. Hiley would need identification numbers from each item and might change an anchorage near the rock. But the currents were tricky here. The only safe time to report such finds was after the soil cooled and solidified—when the currents of warm galoo no longer flowed.
He guided the dwello by the rock, glancing back longingly. Hiley hated to pass a find like that, for he was unemployed—the condition of most utpeople. The mechanically controlled U-Lotan system left on Ut was such that there were not many jobs available for the citizenry. All jobs (with the exception of odd jobs performed by citizens for one another) were by definition government jobs, and as such could only be performed by the holders of Good Thought moorages. Despite the hindrance this presented, Hiley did quite well by earning the maximum allowable rule-class attendance credits and by scouring the environment for additional credits and dollups left in the form of deaks by the police. Credits, dollups, and rules: they went hand in hand, and Hiley knew how to play the game.
A high rock police fortress became visible to him in the distance now, with citizen rotocars and larger police rotocruisers moving above it like bees at a hive. Recalling the Sudanna wind that had struck moments before, Hiley worried about his head falling off and rolling from the deck to the galoo. He checked the headcap strap that ran through his leg-armpits. It remained tight. It would never do for his head to tumble in such a place, where he could not reattach it in the required six minutes without help. Beyond those six minutes, he would die of S.D.—sensory deprivation. It was not so bad indoors, where the victim might thrash about until locating his appendage.
It had to do with “the Curse of Ut.” According to legend, the invading U-Lotans cut off every utperson’s head, then reattached them with purposefully weak plug-in connectors. The utpeople were ordered to follow strict rules after this, under threat of losing their heads permanently for non-cooperation. Hiley had never been certain of the veracity of the legend, and most people did not believe it. He took the safe course anyway, just in case.
The small family rotocar secured to the deck behind Hiley jiggled, causing him to glance back. The short-winged, dual-prop craft remained tied down securely, adjacent to the large black U-Lotan numerals 36504 painted on the deck. Matching numerals marked the rotocar’s tail fins. He heard Sperl yelling at the children belowdecks—indistinguishable words in an annoying, incessant caterwaul. Such strife angered him, triggering an internal button. He pulled hard at the tiller, jerking the floating home. The yelling subsided. He wished life might be more harmonious and longed for a moorage along a rock—some unchanging place his family might call home. Maybe then there would not be so much squabbling.
The blue sun cleared a cloud and warmed his backside, transmitting nutrients through his conducting jacket to the solar collection hairs covering his body. He often worried about the cyclic dependence of his body—the way the nutrients entered him through the hairs, after which they were converted to proteins and carbohydrates. The sun was cooler than it had been only a few days earlier; Was it too cool? The mucky landscape was thicker as well, causing the currents and their dwello captives to move slower. Hiley estimated this Flux would end in seven or eight days, and he looked forward to becoming stationary. He longed to set foot on solid ground.
He heard his wife yelling again. This time Sperl’s words were clear: “Damn this door! Won’t your father ever fix it? Use the back door!”
Moments later, their teenage daughter, Maudrey, stood at Hiley’s side. “I’m off to Social Rules 100,” she announced, referring to one of the mandatory rule-compliance classes utpeople attended. She longed for adulthood. Adults were required to attend one class every two weeks, whereas minors had to attend two per week in addition to their regular schooling. These were minimums, for which periodic credits and dollups were paid. Anyone who could stand it and who wanted to earn more could attend as often as he wished.
“Why’s your mother so upset?” Hiley asked, noting that Maudrey wore a yellow dress with a spring rose print. He liked that dress on her. The oblong black battery pack on her belt touched her skin through a reinforced hole in the clothing and showed nearly three-quarters charge on its dial—enough reserve to last her for a day and an evening of activity away from the sun. (Utpeople charged their own battery packs to an extent in direct sunlight, but to feel their best they needed fresh battery packs regularly from a dwello recharger. These packs were reputed to be of ancient design, predating the U-Lotans.)
So many things to worry about, Hiley thought, noting that Maudrey seemed upset and was taking her time to answer. Sometimes Hiley grew tired of all the concerns. I’ve got to remain vigilant, he thought with determination. No one else in this family shows anywhere near the proper amount of concern.
“I left a few things scattered around my room,” Maudrey said at last. “And that front door won’t open again. Mom’s especially mad about that.”
“Just give it a little kick at the bottom,” he said. “I’ve told everyone that before. It isn’t a priority.”
He looked away from her to the sea of galoo, then back at her. Maudrey’s crescent-shaped sensor glowed amber, and she pulled its downturned edges up into a winsome smile as he looked at her. She was nearly as tall as her father, with long, straw-blond head hair. The head hair was too long, covering some of the vital, darker solar collector hairs on her back and shoulders. He made a mental note to discuss it with her that evening. Again. A forehead blemish just above the sensorbrow had been partially concealed by makeup. Maudrey’s sensor opened nearly twice as far as his and glowed more brightly. It would dim and constrict with age until she, like all utpeople, would die of S.D. Hiley knew this was years away for her, nothing a young girl should worry about. Still, the thought of a family member dying troubled him.
He scanned the pale red horizon, smoothing his beard with one sucktip. “Is your room clean now?” he asked.
She kissed him on the cheek, using the lids of her multifunction sensor as a human uses lips. “I’ll do it when I get back,” she promised. “No time now.” Hiley had heard such words before and accepted them. Some things could be postponed, if one’s priorities were in order.
Maudrey clumped around the rotocar hurriedly, releasing the tie-downs.
“I calibrated the homing meter this morning,” he said. “You’ll have no trouble finding your way back.” He grabbed hold of the tiller with the suction of both sucktips and turned his body sideways to the rotocar, thus reducing rotor wind effect.
“Thanks, Daddy. Oh, I’ll be a little late getting home. Mom said I could keep the class attendance money I have coming … and use it for fun.”
Hiley’s dark brown sensorbrow lifted in displeasure. “You’re going to Playville?”
“Yes. But I won’t—”
“Do you remember which rides and games I told you were safest?” He reached in his jacket pocket with his short arm and brought forth a small red notebook he carried with him at all times for jotting down hazards as they occurred to him. He later entered these in his larger notebook, kept in the master bedroom bookcase. Hiley also had important hazards written on the inside covers of the small notebook, for instant reference. “I have it right here,” he said, flipping open the front cover.
“You don’t have to read them to me again, Daddy. I remember which rides and games you mentioned, and I’ll stick to those.” She undid the last tie-down, a loop over the tail section. He’s so ridiculous, she thought. I wonder if he’s heard the latest rumor, the one about Ut getting ready to snap apart. Better not mention that. He might not let me leave. Many unconfirmed stories passed among the people of Ut, and as far as Maudrey knew this one carried no more credence than the others.
“Repeat what I told you,” Hiley demanded.
“Daddy, I’m in a hurry! Don’t worry about me! I’ll play it safe, like you always say.” She stepped on the rotocar’s entry platform and pulled open the Lotanglas cockpit door, not looking at her father out of fear that he might detect falsehood in her expression. I’m getting in that roulette cannon, she thought, and in anything else that looks exciting! As she entered the bubble cockpit, she told herself she had a right to do as she pleased with her life. Maudrey did not want to be anything like her father. He never had any fun.
Seconds later, Maudrey was in the wide control seat, throwing on her safety harness, pushing buttons, and flipping levers. The rotocar’s two wingtip rotors groaned and then roared to life, one after the other, throwing a warm wind against Hiley’s side. His body fluttered, but he was able to keep his feet on the deck by holding tightly to the galoometer with the sucktips on the ends of his arms.
The rotors tilted to vertical and the engines revved. The craft ascended. Soon the rotors had been tilted forward to form twin horizontal props on the ends of short wings, and the rotocar sped east. In her mind’s sensor, Maudrey envisioned the giant planet Sudanna, which would rise in several hours, exposing its bumpy, braided ring and blue-gray, crater-mottled surface. Most utpeople, including Maudrey, thought of it as Sudanna, despite this being the prohibited S word. Thinking the S word was the only rule Maudrey knew of that the Holo-Cops could not enforce, and she did not know why. In spoken conversation, the citizens referred to the planet by its approved name, Rilu. The winds of Ut, also referred to in thought by the S word, had no approved name.
Back on the dwello, a bright flash to Hiley’s left caused him to look away from Maudrey’s departing rotocar. He saw another active volcano, this one in full eruption, showering the thin atmosphere with bright red and blue embers. It was far enough away to be of little concern, even to one who worried about virtually everything. When he looked back toward the rotocar, he could no longer see it.
Feeling a premonition—the first strong one in her life—Maudrey thought, I’m going to meet somebody exciting today! She recalled one of the many legends she did not believe, that the Sudanna spirits living in Ut’s winds occasionally gave people accurate information about the future. To Maudrey, legends were for old people who sat around telling stories while waiting for their sensors to constrict.
But an uneasy, expectant feeling forced its way into Maudrey’s mind. Maybe she would meet an interesting and exciting man to free her from her boring, structured life.
“What silly thoughts I’m having!” Maudrey said to herself. She stared at the black control lever in front of her as it moved slightly under autopilot without her touching it. “I’m not going to meet anyone today! No spirits are interested in me!”
Prussirian had never thought of himself as “somebody exciting.” On the deck of a floating dwello he shared with his sister thirty air minutes southwest of the Hiley dwello, Prussirian stood staring at his own rotocar, a newish white two-seater with horizontal blue stripes and a long transport compartment. He was due to leave for a rule class.
“These classes are really wearing on me,” Prussirian said, not looking at his sister, Tixa, who stood next to him. “They’re boring, oppressive, stupid …”
Tixa said nothing, but thought of the full-smoothing her brother needed for such words. They were bad words, and bad words came from Bad Thoughts. She held the tiller while their one-story dwello cut slowly through the light brown galoo, carried on one of the many strong currents that controlled the surface.
“And my biannual Truthing Session is less than two weeks off,” Prussirian said. “I won’t attend that one. I’ve told you why.”
“Yes, Pruss,” she said, reassuringly. Her voice was like a salve on his troubled spirit. She looked sadly up at Prussirian, her senior by four years. He was not a handsome Utman. His ruddy, pockmarked face and dark, nearly black sensor did not fit accepted norms. Now he furled his brow into hundreds of wrinkles and stood hunched over, staring dejectedly at the aircraft. He would go to class this one last time—after which he vowed to never comply with another rule.
Prussirian had changed in the five and a half months since his last Truthing Session. Little things bothered him all the time now. And except for the times when he was playing the forbidden stringed flute Zuggernaut, he was morose, thinking too much, worrying too much. Streaks of premature gray had appeared recently in his once pure black head hair.
It’s that Zuggy music, Tixa thought. I wish he had never taken the thing out of its case! Playing the instrument was prohibited, and one of the six Basic Rules stipulated: “Music is evil in any form.” These were good rules, Tixa knew. But why did the Holo-Cops tantalize people with Zuggernauts, placing one in an unlocked Lotanglas wallcase inside every dwello? She realized with her unspoken question that the flutes of Ut were like the untouchable valuables the entrapment details scattered around. She felt dirty every time her brother made music. It was wrong, terribly wrong. She should turn him in—and would be punished for not doing so. But she had to stand by Prussirian. He was all she had, since their parents had been killed three U-Lotan standard years before in a rotocar crash.
He looked at her. His expression became concerned and more than a little sad as he studied her features. Tixa had a solitary round cheekbone beneath her downturned sensor, with a black sensorbrow like that of her mother. Nothing exceptional there, except her sensor was a very pale and beautiful shade of blue. Its color constituted the most striking feature of this twenty-year-old girl, and Prussirian had never seen one to match it. Other utgirls were generally more attractive, to be certain. But Tixa’s sensor was something altogether unusual. It mirrored the beauty she possessed within. It reflected her age, too, as all sensors did, being wide and bright with youth.
“Oh, Tixa,” he said, moving close to her and touching the side of her smooth face with a sucktip. “What is all this doing to you?”
“Do as you must,” she said. “I want you happy, whatever it takes. It isn’t as if you’re going to defect to another planet. The Holo-Cops won’t kill me as a left-behind family member.”
“You’re sure of that? Absolutely sure?”
“Yes! I’ve told you. I checked with my friend who works in Fortress 33. She has access to a robot and got it to give her a punishment schedule. Shock-smoothings for music criminals; less severe full-smoothings for accomplices. Nothing there about death. We get full-smoothings all the time at our biannual—Anyway, they’re painless.”
“Yeah.”
Does he believe me? Tixa wondered. My lie sounds plausible enough and should make what he has to do easier for him. He’s done enough for me. I need to do this! They probably won’t kill me anyway. Even scavengers are rarely killed.…
“I wish I could see the punishment schedule,” Prussirian said. “I’d feel better then about leaving you.”
“It was verbal, from the robot. We’ve been over all this before.”
“I know.”
“I’ll be all right,” she said. “I’m old enough to manage now. And we’re still in the kluss. The other families will help me.”
“The Holo-Cops are going to catch me,” Prussirian said. “This isn’t like a planetary exchange visit, is it? I’m not defecting, so they won’t kill my family. I’m just not cooperating anymore. I’ll still be on Ut. Somewhere, until they get me.”
“That’s right,” she said. “It’s totally different.”
“Diabolical, isn’t it,” Prussirian said, “the way these Holo-Cops have our people figured out, knowing the unbreakable family bonds we feel? They know we won’t defect. We can’t.”
“Rules are for our own good,” Tixa said, quoting a mantra. “You shouldn’t call them diabolical.”
“Escape is impossible,” he muttered. Another mantra.
Tixa moved the tiller to the left, causing the dwello to shake in a slight crosscurrent.
“I want you, of all people, to understand,” he said. “There are other things. Not just the music and the stories that come to me in our old language when I play melodies. Why, I often wonder at the marvelous functions of our bodies. A Great Creator must have done it all, don’t you think?”
She looked at him blankly.
“Few people talk of such things,” Prussirian said. “Maybe there is a God. Realistically, though, I’ll never prove he exists. They’re my thoughts, to be shared with others at my discretion—not to be forced from me in a Truthing Session and then smoothed away.”
He speaks so strangely, she thought. Smoothings are for our own good.
“I’d better get to class. We’ll talk about it when I get back.”
She smiled bravely, withholding her tears until after his departure.
After five minutes of random flight, Maudrey used one sucktip to set the rotocar’s course, moving a black plastic dial on the instrument panel to a mark designated CLASS-NEAREST. This caused the aircraft’s guidance system to lock onto the class signal pulsating from the nearest fortress beacon. The rotocar banked to starboard and flew over a kluss of eight connected dwellos moving slowly in thick galoo.
We have no friends, she thought. No one wants to kluss with my family … all because of Daddy’s strangeness. It will be different when I get married! I’m going to be popular, throwing lots of parties! Everyone will want to be my klussmate! In defiance, she released her safety harness and pushed the accelerator lever all the way up. The tiny rotocar jumped forward, nearly doubling its speed. A chill of excitement ran down both of her spines, followed by a warm feeling in her midsection. She was growing to love danger, and the more her father nagged her about safety the more she wanted to take great risks.
The rotocar ascended automatically to avoid another similar craft flying in the same direction but more slowly. There was one person in the craft, an utgirl about her age with long, wavy orange hair. Maudrey did not recognize the girl and wondered if they would be in the same rule class. The way the galoo flows at this time of year, she could never be sure of having the same classmates two times in a row.
The girl noticed her and waved. Her sensor glowed bright orange, matching her hair. It was an odd sensor color.
Maudrey smiled and waved back. She wondered what the other members of the girl’s family looked like.
Maudrey thought of the rules class ahead of her. She always tried to be positive about such classes and usually approached them cheerfully. But today she felt reluctant. She wanted to go straight to Playville, located adjacent to the fortress. She realized this was not a particularly Good Thought and glanced at the chrome-and-Lotanglas self-smoother around her short arm, near the sucktip. The thing was a white laser transmitter, capable of removing minor Bad Thoughts from her brain. A digital counter below a rectangular Lotanglas crystal showed the U-Lotan numeral 3, signifying the number of times she had used the device since her last full-smoothing and biannual Truthing Session, conducted by a Holo-Cop. Her score was about average for the one-month period. Everyone had marginal thoughts. She decided against self-treatment this time, feeling the thoughts were not bad enough. They probably would not even show up in her next Truthing Session.
A police fortress was visible now. Hundreds of dwellos in every geometric shape and size were anchored at Good Thought moorages around the base of the megalithic fortress rock.
Like a giant kluss, Maudrey thought, feeling resentment.
Good Thought moorages were awarded Uttian families having the least number of Bad Thoughts and misdeeds. Most in this elite group were said not to have experienced even the slightest wrong thought during the six months between Truthing Sessions. She suspected some of faking it. There were rumors concerning secret ways to evade detection.
The rocktop fortress gleamed shiny silver alloy and Lotanglas on its lower office levels, with dull, galoo-walled and windowless classroom levels above that. The structure tapered toward the top, narrowing to a landing pad on the roof. Profiled against the partially visible planet Sudanna and Ut’s pale red sky, dozens of rotocars and larger police rotocruisers landed and took off simultaneously, with hundreds more in tower-controlled holding patterns. In a few minutes, Maudrey’s craft settled to the roof.
***
What is this thing called Sudanna? One of the six Basic Rules prohibits any citizen of Ut from writing, speaking or thinking the word. Pronunciation: “Soo-dah-nah.”
It means the wind that moves across the surface of Ut. It is Motion itself, but in an unchanging way. It is as well the great planet that dominates Ut’s sky, a place where Bad Thought utpeople hope to travel someday, escaping our rules. Some say the Sudanna wind will carry them to the planet Sudanna, where life will be good, as once it was. To them the Sudanna is the whirling, vengeful spirit of those millions of utpeople who have lived and died under our rules. Some say they hear voices in the wind.
The Sudanna is Life itself for these people.
And Death.
It is Afterlife, too.
And Inspiration as well, for it is the internal wind that fills their chests and allows them to blow the forbidden Zuggernaut music.
The word means many things, depending upon intonation, facial expression, and when it is spoken. It is said that when the spirits are right an utperson can simply look at another and nod without speaking, communicating the Sudanna message without a word.
It is far more than a word and beyond what we might hope to understand with our language and background. It is a spiritual, mysterious thing, perhaps that which all of us should seek.
—from the secret writings of the
U-Lotan traitor Bab Silvo,
a man banished to
Prison Star 16 for his
dangerous ideas
Maudrey was early enough to get in line for the collection of her credits, only available in rule classes. There were fifteen or twenty shield-shaped utpeople of varying ages in line, queued behind the rule proctor’s charcoal-gray desk. The proctor—a scowly, very proper fellow in a russet tweed suit—sat at an institutional desk in this windowless classroom, punching entries into a computer terminal and passing out credit slips if the screen showed credits due. Maudrey recognized this as a method of enforcing class attendance, established by Mamacita to keep down the number of full-smoothings her equipment had to perform.
Each full-smoothing (performed during most biannual Truthing Sessions) took its toll on the mother computer, albeit infinitesimal. Rumor had it that Mamacita, abandoned here fifteen million years earlier by the U-Lotans, was operating on backup systems and near breakdown. When the conquerors departed, for whatever reason, they left no computer tools, no repair manuals, nothing—except for the system and its hologram police enforcers, which were projected on “mother beams” by Mamacita, the functioning control computer with the unexplained Earth name. As far as Maudrey knew, the U-Lotans never conquered Earth and never lived on Earth.
The U-Lotans must have admired Earth ways, Maudrey thought, bringing to mind the numerous Earth gadgets and words scattered around Ut. It was said that such things also were to be found at other U-Lotan study sites around the universe.
Maudrey knew the Holo-Cops, Mamacita, and all of the rules would be gone someday—probably not in Maudrey’s lifetime. It did not matter to her one way or the other. Her concerns were the concerns of most teenagers. She wanted to have fun. The dull, old fortress odor of the classroom touched her sensor. All classrooms smelled the same and looked the same.
“So many lines,” the tall young man in front of Maudrey said, glancing back at her and bringing her out of her thoughts. His face was ruddy and pockmarked, but appealing to her. The lids around his dark, nearly black sensor moved as he spoke.
“I’m Maudrey,” she said, smiling. That was quick, she thought. Why did I introduce myself? Then she said, “I hate lines! Too many people, I guess.”
“Uh huh. Prussian’s my name. Pruss, if you like.” His dark sensor scanned the rule-compliance signs around the room and the day’s topic scrawled on the blackboard: “The Credit Hunt.”
“Do you have many credits to pick up?” she asked.
“Only one.” Prussirian was substantially taller than Maudrey and too old for her by accepted standards. He wore a red-and-blue striped chuba sportcoat with a tiny golden anchor brooch on the lapel—hardly the sort of attire attractive young men wore. Still, something stirred inside when she looked at him.
“They owe me five,” Maudrey boasted, “plus a few dollups for class attendance.” She stared at the strong sucktip on the end of his long arm. “I found a big load of deaks just before Flux.”
“A fiver! That’s five hundred dollups! You haven’t collected yet, eh?”
“Some delay in the system. Found it at the wrong time, I suppose. Flux has a way of messing everything up. At each rule class, I’m told the same thing: ‘Nothing on the screen yet about your deaks. Try at the next class.’”
Prussirian nodded understandingly.
The line moved quickly, and soon Maudrey’s turn arrived. She gave the proctor her name and dwello number, then waited while he made the entries. The proctor was about her father’s age, but very bookish-looking, with a horn-rimmed sensorglass suspended from two thin, surgically implanted wires on top of his anvil-shaped head. He appeared to be in a permanent foul mood, for the scowl lines were deep across his face. The plazbrass nameplate on his desk read: “KORY-PROCTOR OF RULES.”
Proctor Kory grumbled and glared at the computer screen. He was experiencing some problem with the machine and pushed several keys in rapid succession with the four corners of his short arm sucktip.
“I suppose you’ll tell me my deak credits aren’t available yet,” Maudrey said dejectedly. “I’ve heard that before.”
He touched two more buttons, then relaxed his expression. “Here’s something,” he said. “Five credits and fifteen dollups. Does that sound correct?”
“Yes!” Maudrey was surprised and elated.
She watched Proctor Kory touch the “reset,” “on-line,” and “print” buttons on a printer next to the keyboard. The printer jerked and squawked, then spit out a rectangular white credit slip with Maudrey’s credits printed on it in red ink. He tore the slip off and handed it to her, then waited while the dollups were printed—on yellow money paper. He handed her three five-dollup bills.
Maudrey stuffed the money into a pocket of her dress, then looked at the credit slip as she walked to a student desk. The slip had a large U-Lotan numeral 5 in the center of both sides, with small legal tender print above and below the numerals. Five squares along the top had a numeral in each, from 1 to 5, with a letter-numerical code below that. Merchants made holes in the squares with transmitting punchers as the credits were used. She smiled. At last! She had enough now to go on the roulette cannon fifty times—or on any other ride she wanted!
“May I see it?” Prussirian asked, moving to her side.
Maudrey handed him the fiver.
“This is really something.” Prussirian scanned the card, casting a dim glow from his sensor as he read.
“Daddy doesn’t know about it. I’m going to spend it before he finds out.”
“All this? After class, you mean? Today?” He laughed. “You’ll get tired of the thrills.” He handed the credit slip back to her.
They took seats at adjacent student desks. “Let’s see,” Maudrey said, stuffing the fiver in her dress pocket. “I’ll do the roulette cannon ten … no, make it eleven times, followed by the dart dodge—”
“First-rate choices!” Prussirian said.
“You’re not afraid of them?” she asked. “I understand they’re very dangerous.”
“Naw. I don’t worry about things like that.”
They exchanged smiles.
“Do you want to go with me after class?” Maudrey asked. “My treat?” Am I coming on too strong? she wondered. Is this what my strange premonition before class meant? Is Pruss my “exciting somebody”?
Prussirian hesitated. Then: “How about Shriek Loch instead? It’s only a fraction of a second away by laser pod.”
“A creampuff trip. Hardly any risk or thrill at all.”
“You’re wrong,” Prussirian said, lowering his voice. “There are monsters in the loch!”
“Aw, the Shrieks always come out to guard each boat. Those loch monsters—if they exist—are afraid of Shrieks.”
“But the boatman calls the Shrieks. With an ultrasonic whistle blast.”
“Yeah. So?”
“So I can fog out the sound of the whistle. The Shrieks will never hear it.”
Maudrey perked up. She watched intently as Prussirian removed a small blue ball from his pocket. It appeared to be rubber or soft plastic and had a slender silver ring around it.
“Just squeeze this,” he said, leaning close to Maudrey to prevent being heard by other students taking seats nearby. “It sucks up the high-frequency sound!”
“Really! I can’t believe—”
“I recorded the whistle frequency the last time I took the boat ride and constructed a little transmitter with the tools and parts in my mother’s shop. She was a rotocar mechanic for Fortress 9 before she died. We got all sorts of good things free for making dwellohold gadgets.”
“I’m sorry your mom died.”
“Dad went with her, in the same crash. I live with my younger sister now. We’re in a kluss.”
“I wish we were in a kluss. Is it exciting?”
He smiled. “Not very.”
“What if the Holo-Cops find out about your antinoise gadget?”
Prussirian looked disturbed. “I do have a Truthing Session in two weeks. But I’ve got that worked out.” I’m not going! he thought. Shouldn’t tell her, though.
“My dad makes things, too,” Maudrey said. “Nothing high-tech like yours, of course.” She wondered why Prussirian had told her so much. Now she would have to report him at her next Truthing Session. Nothing like this could be concealed from the Holo-Cops.
Proctor Kory was about to begin the lesson and was shutting off the terminal and printer. Students filed in the door, almost late. Maudrey remembered that her Shriek had settled down to sleep just before she left for class. That was only an hour before, so her Shriek—and the others—would still be asleep, just beginning their ten- to twelve-hour slumbers. They would not be swimming around and could not know the boat was on the loch without first hearing the subsonic blast.
Cello-sheets rustled around her as the students prepared to take notes. Chairs squeaked.
Maudrey removed a small notebook and pen from her dress pocket and placed them in front of her on the desk.
Prussirian returned the blue ball to his pocket, glancing over at Maudrey as he did so.
Maudrey looked away and stared down at her notebook. The monsters in Shriek Loch were nothing to take lightly. Everyone said terrible creatures lived there, and dark shapes had been seen just below the surface. Still, no one knew for sure if they existed. No one had ever seen one on Shriek-projected plasmavision either, meaning the Shrieks had never seen one.
“You look afraid,” Prussirian whispered to Maudrey in a teasing tone. “Or is it the cost? I’ll buy the tickets.”
She frowned without looking at him. The proctor was beginning to speak, and Maudrey welcomed his words. Maybe she was afraid. Just a little.
Proctor Kory had the usual repetitious, boring style of delivery, with words that seemed to ooze from the old fortress walls. He droned on about the impropriety of searching for credits by rotocar. “It’s not just illegal,” he said half a dozen times, “it’s unsportsmanlike.” The first time he said it, the unsportsmanship comment caught Maudrey’s attention. Ut citizens normally were not provided reasons for the rules they had to follow. As a matter of course, rules were to be memorized, with the strict admonition that they were never to be violated. The Basic Rules, considered most important, were inscribed in heavy black lettering on a sign to Maudrey’s right:
1. Music is evil in any form.
2. The S word is never to be spoken, thought, or written.
3. Deaks may not be removed from the locations in which they are found.
4. Bad thoughts must be smoothed away.
5. Only Holo-Cops may kill.
6. There is no rule permitting you to violate a rule.
She wondered as she looked at the sign now how a person could know Basic Rule No. 2 and not think the S word. Mustn’t think that, she thought. Could trigger other questions. Bad Thoughts, too.
They recited these and other rules hundreds of times and wrote them on notepads and on the little chalkboards kept in the storage compartments of their desks. Maudrey spoke and wrote the rules too, but her thoughts traveled elsewhere, to the manner in which she would spend the five credits in her pocket. Fortunately for her, the proctor was not very intense, at least not on this day. He did not notice the scrawled note Maudrey passed to Prussirian and did not see them exchange smiles. He did not perform an electronic handwriting analysis on Maudrey’s writings to check for sincerity and did not do this on anyone else, either. No surprise quiz was administered. Big on recitation, he made his session seem to go on forever.
After the class ended, Maudrey and her new friend stopped in the corridor outside, waiting for a spin lift to the main floor. The waiting area was crowded and murmurous, with occasional bursts of laughter from a loud boy several heads away. Maudrey and Prussirian spoke about the note she had passed him, which contained only four words: “YES! AND I’LL PAY!” Prussirian confessed to her his given name, Neal, an Earth moniker favored by his parents but detested by him. An Earth human by that name had stayed with his family once before Prussirian’s birth—under the Earth-Ut Exchange Program. Prussirian told Maudrey he hated all Earth things that had filtered into their world—words, products, ways of doing things. “They’re like infections,” he said.
“But isn’t it true that Mamacita is an Earth name?” Maudrey asked.
“So I’ve heard,” he said bitterly. “And we have her to thank for all of this!”
Maudrey looked at him intensely. She had never before heard such talk.
“They say her original name was simply Control Computer, or C.C.,” Prussirian said. “That’s the way the U-Lotans left her. This became See-See in practice for obvious reasons. That’s S-e-e, S-e-e.”
“Huh. I’d never heard that.”
“The U-Lotans programmed her for a variable name, and one day after they abandoned her she brought in an Earth human to service her … a renowned computer expert. Supposedly he took one look at her. She’s only the size of a Sucian eyeball, you know—”
“Yes.”
“Anyway, he saw how small she was and said, ‘Forget it! No way am I going to mess with that!’ This Earth guy named her Mamacita for all time. That means little mother in one of the Earth languages.”
“Interesting.” And Pruss doesn’t like our little mother, Maudrey thought. That’s interesting, too.
Prussirian went on to say that his sister had been named Tixa, after a Sucian staying with the family at the time of her birth. He told Maudrey as well of his trips to Sucia and to the distant Oknos Galaxy—by himself, due to the defection-prevention rule. He liked the people of those planets, saying they were not as pushy and brash as Earth humans.
“You’ve done so much, seen so much,” Maudrey said, feeling drawn to him. This was someone who could make her life more colorful. An exciting man, the premonition had indicated.
A punctuating click inside the wall announced the arrival of the spin lift. A double door slid open, vertically. They found places to stand at one side on the shallow, clear liquid floor of the saucer-shaped lift. It spun as they stepped aboard. The liquid was frictionless, so they felt nothing despite seeing movement beneath their feet.
Maudrey and Prussirian exchanged uneasy half smiles. Something about spin lifts made people ill at ease, and the crowd became very quiet when the doors closed and the device began to descend. Lifts never crashed. Or at least Maudrey had never heard of a catastrophe like that. Maybe it was the technology that bothered people, she thought, for the lifts hovered without supporting cables.
Maudrey felt no sensation of movement as the spin lift descended. With the other passengers, she stared transfixed at the floor indicator lights. Presently, she and Prussirian stepped out with most of the throng at the main level. All passed together slowly and quietly through a corridor with a glowing Lotanglas floor. In the Truthing Rooms below, visible through the floor, they saw utpeople undergoing lie detection and smoothing procedures, administered by Holo-Cops. The nitro-hologram Holo-Cops were free-moving, free-willed creatures, matrixes of black light projected in boxlike shapes onto nitrogen particles in the air by Mamacita. They had no skeletons, flesh, or substance. Every fortress was laid out in precisely the same way, to the point where all seemed like one facility. Maudrey and the others did not speak in this corridor, adhering to a rule concerning Truthing Room spectators.
The group paused dutifully at a ’glas-cubicled Truthing Room on their level at the end of the hallway, where an utwoman was undergoing a full-smoothing. The woman’s arms were strapped to her chair, with wires connected to her temples, sucktips, and other sensitive areas. A white plastic, chrome, and Lotanglas console in front of the Holo-Cop room operator was dominated by geometric-shaped meters, indicating the subject’s galvanic skin response, voice volume and overtones, solar heart rate, perspiration, and other factors necessary for truth verification.
“Tell me about your last six months,” the box-shaped Holo-Cop commanded, his voice coming through a hall speaker to the onlookers. Holo-Cops spoke in faraway voices, like whispers carried across many kilometers. The speaker made this one sound even farther off.
Oh, Mamacita! Maudrey thought. It’s just starting, and we can’t leave until it’s over!
Maudrey and Prussirian listened as the woman confessed to dozens of infractions she had committed since her last Truthing Session, some of which had resulted in self-smoothings. To Maudrey’s dismay, the woman spoke slowly and hesitatingly, relating offenses that ranged from falling asleep in rule class to keeping found dollup bills and credit slips. Sometimes she went off on irrelevant ramblings, uninterrupted by the Holo-Cop. Maudrey noticed company for her own impatience—many of the spectators shifting on their feet.
At the climax of the session, the subject pleaded loudly, “Smooth me! Make my brain feel better!”
The subject usually said this or something similar, after which they were accommodated with a Bad Thought-seeking laser jolt. Gradually, a smile crossed this woman’s face, and she was at peace with her tormented conscience.
After the session, Maudrey, Prussirian, and most of the others pushed through five sets of swinging doors, spaced between short marble hallways. There was some significance to the number 5 in U-Lotan tradition, or so a story went, and Maudrey smelled sandalwood scent here—a religious scent, someone once told her. The U-Lotan story about the number 5 was not one of the popular or enforced stories and had been relegated with others like it to the dim archives of people’s minds.
The last swinging door opened into the fortress gardens and fresh air, on the north side of the main building. Low-oxygen plants alongside dirt pathways were just beginning to sprout white, and already some of the faster growing non-photosynthetic flowers had small leaves and tight little buds. Here and there a bit of crimson, yellow, or lavender peeked through the buds, and soon the garden would be awash in color.
Walking faster than the others, Maudrey and Prussirian reached a large expanse of dormant gray grass that stretched down a gentle slope to the edge of the north cliff. A low brown petrified galoo wall ran along the clifftop. They observed no KEEP OFF THE GRASS signs this day, but after some discussion chose to remain on the path anyway, just in case the HoloCops had intentionally placed signs in hard-to-see locations. The stroll through the garden was known as “running the gauntlet”—a course salted with temptations and little tricks left by the police.
Their path ran along the low side of the grass, parallel to the cliff edge. White-bellied hawks flew overhead, extending their long, narrow wings.
“This would be a bad spot for a strong gust of wind,” Prussirian observed. “Could take us right over the edge!”
“Winds are rare on Ut,” Maudrey said.
“But strong.”
Maudrey laughed, a tinkly little laugh, and looked at her new friend. “How long have you been in a kluss?” she asked.
“Eleven years.”
“Oh,” Maudrey said, smiling with some difficulty. It’s Daddy’s fault we’re not in a kluss, she thought. Sometimes I hate him for it.
While Prussirian walked ahead, Maudrey paused to examine a tan wallet full of dollups, kneeling to read one of the identification numbers stamped on the wallet. These numbers were all the same, stamped in several places so they could be read without touching the deak. She entered the number on her pocket miniterminal, seeing peripherally that others in her class had noticed the deak, too. They approached and waited for her to finish.
“A quarter credit,” Maudrey said, finishing up. She ran to catch Prussirian.
The path entered a maze of low, dirty brown hedges, then sloped up gently back toward the main building, which was now some distance away. A shiny metal can lay on the ground at one side of the path, with the words DO NOT KICK painted on it in bright red U-Lotan letters. Some cans Maudrey had seen were marked KICK, so a person had to be alert for such things. It was not much of a violation to miss kicking a designated can, but doling out a proper kick here and there occasionally earned a credit if the Holo-Cops found out about it.
“We’re doing pretty well,” Prussirian observed. He felt nothing but resentment at the gauntlet exercise.
Maudrey was anxious to get through the gardens to Playville (called this on every fortress), but wanted to take it cautiously. The Great White Wall ran parallel on their left now, a three-meter-high structure of whitewashed, petrified galoo. Rule AR-29558.3 of Fortress Rules, Volume 55, prohibited defacing the wall, but writing chalks in all colors had been piled in trays at the base of the wall, spaced every few meters and within easy reach of the path.
Behind nearby park benches and shrubs Maudrey saw portions of the black light bodies of Holo-Cops, lying in wait to arrest anyone daring to write upon the wall. Every once in a while, Maudrey had to admit to herself that she felt tempted by the clean whiteness of the surfaces and the proximity of the writing instruments. Even if she were caught, it might be fun to scribble on a wall for the thrill of it. Some people did it. A full brain smoothing would follow, of course, but she had experienced them before. They were painless. But today she felt no such urging and hurried past the wall with Prussirian.
After leaving the hedges, Maudrey heard crowd noises. They passed a second, smaller expanse of grass, then reached Playville. She saw it as a fantasyland of turrets, flags, games, and rides—frequented by utpeople and by a number of creatures from planets with which Ut had exchange programs. Maudrey and Prussirian stood to one side for a moment while others in their group pushed ahead. Looming high behind a large black-and-gold striped tent the giant round cylinder of the roulette cannon captured Maudrey’s attention. It had one-thousand person-size chambers, she knew, and was in the process of being loaded. This gray-blue cannon held living cartridges in its chambers, each cartridge a paying customer—a person willing to risk his life for the thrill of not knowing if he would be the one in a thousand shot through the barrel. This person ended up very dead on the galooflats six kilometers north of the fortress.
“That’s it,” Maudrey said, pointing.
“After we return from Shriek Loch,” Prussirian said.
“What a way to go,” Maudrey said, thinking of the cannon. She felt her solar pulse race. But this ride of chance would have to wait. She had given her word.
Two Earth women approached, wearing black rubber oxygen concentrators over their noses and mouths. A clear plastic front on each triangular concentrator revealed the human mouth and nose behind, with an oxygen collection paddle whirring back and forth blurrily in the mechanism like the pendulum of an overcharged Earth clock Maudrey had once seen for sale in an import store.
“Excuse me!” one of the Earth women said in her brash Earth way. She spoke through a rectangular, white plastic language converter held in one hand and looked at Prussirian.
“Yes?” Prussirian said.
“Can you direct us to the mechanical Sam-Sam lion? We’ve come all the way from the Milky Way Galaxy to ride it!”
The other Earth alien tittered.
“Yes,” Prussirian said. “Go right down the center of the midway.” He pointed to a row of booths, tents, and ramshackle stands. “Just beyond the candy scent stand you’ll see a red-and-yellow checkered tent—the Sam-Sam tent.”
The aliens thanked Prussirian and hurried away in the indicated direction, melting into the crowd.
“I’ll bet they have strange names,” Prussirian mused, noticing the constant, low crowd noises, punctuated by gleeful yells and laughter. “I wonder if they know anyone on Earth with my given name, Neal.”
Maudrey shrugged, then led the way, wading into the midway throng. People odors, scents, and alien food odors touched Maudrey’s sensor. Utpeople hawking their wares and services called out from the booths and stands on each side, waving their slender long and short arms like mismatched insect antennae.
“Right this way!”
“How about Warrior Ball?”
“Get your scents! Step right up!”
“You’ll go crazy over this one!”
“Death Pit! Here it is!”
Maudrey looked at the Death Pit hawker, a wider than normal utwoman with scraggly, greasy red hair. Her anvil-shaped head was mounted askew, giving her a silly, clown-like appearance. The woman pushed the top of her head with one sucktip to straighten it in its socket, as if in response to Maudrey’s stare. “Death Pit, dearie?” the hawkerwoman asked, looking inquisitively at Maudrey.
Maudrey and Prussirian approached the stand and peered inside. It was a large, weathered wood-frame stand, with stained and creased government permits lining the interior walls. A bright green box the size of an adult sat in the center on dirt.
“Where’s the Death Pit?” Prussirian asked. “And what is it?”
“Twenty dollups for the answer.”
“Is it dangerous?” Maudrey asked.
“Ah, and what is danger?” the hawkerwoman asked, tilting her head to look at the afternoon sky. Her head slipped a little in its socket, and she straightened it. Her sensor was narrow and decayed with age, of an indeterminate muddy color. “How far should we go to protect ourselves from death?”
“Well, I didn’t mean …” Maudrey hesitated. She stared at the lime-green box, feeling the heat of an amused stare from Prussirian.
“At a certain point,” the hawkerwoman said, “aren’t we killing ourselves anyway?” Her voice became whiny, with the feverish intensity of a drug-hyped rule proctor. “There is a balance between living and dying. Some live dangerously and survive anyway. Others tread in fear, hiding from shadows, pebbles, and blades of grass. These die anyway, from something unforeseen or out of their control.”
Maudrey glanced at Prussirian. He had wrinkled his face, as if to say, “This lady is weird. Let’s get out of here.”
But Maudrey looked back at the hawkerwoman, who still stared at the sky. She seemed to be speaking of Maudrey’s father.
“Is there sense to it all?” the hawkerwoman asked, meeting Maudrey’s gaze and then laughing boisterously. “Does it really matter whether or not my particular game is dangerous?”
“We’ll think it over,” Maudrey said, turning to leave.
“You’re afraid!” the woman squealed.
Maudrey glared at her. “That’s not it at all. I asked the question because—”
“Forget explanations,” Prussirian said, pulling Maudrey. “They use this tactic all the time. I know you’re not afraid.”
“Afraid! Afraid!” the hawkerwoman yelled. Her words were drowned out by crowd noises as Maudrey and Prussirian scurried away.
They crossed a boardwalk over a snake pit, reaching a broad cobblestone path. The path skirted a bumperperson arena that had loose-headed utpeople scrambling to find their heads. The arena was divided in half—males on one side, females on the other—mostly headless, live bodies bumping into one another and scrambling on the floor for the available appendages. They did not bleed, for these were some of the loose-socketed people—those purportedly afflicted by “the Curse of Ut.” Their bodies moved brainlessly, instinctively.
“Low-risk game,” Maudrey said. “Anyone’s head can connect with anybody’s body. No one is disconnected for more than a minute or two. I’ve watched it.”
“I have, too. Might be worth trying if we had loose sockets. I hear all the thrill is in the detached head, where the brain is.”
“Uh-huh.”
“Hey!” Prussirian said, stopping to look at the arena. He pointed. “A headless guy just jumped over to the women’s side!”
Maudrey saw the headless man on the wrong side, and it shocked her. Men and women were not supposed to exchange heads. The man dove on a pile of women, and with his superior strength pushed them out of the way. He lifted a brunette woman’s head and jammed it in his own body socket.
Several spectators gasped in horror.
“How disgusting!” Maudrey said.
Then the man discarded this head and scrambled sightlessly for another. Finding one, he put it on and pranced around.
“Oh, Mamacita!” Maudrey said.
“Pretty depraved,” Prussirian said. “The Holo-Cops will be here soon. Come on. Let’s go.”
But as Maudrey and Prussirian walked away on the cobblestone path, she wondered what it would be like to exchange heads with a man—and why it was prohibited, with serious consequences for breaking the rule. She realized she shouldn’t think this way, then decided, I’ll self-smooth later. No use being too groggy to have fun. I’ve got a fiver in my pocket!
Three crystal laser pods stood on a dirt knoll just ahead of them, rising from the ground like giant, clear Lotanglas plants. Laser pods were fixtures at every fortress, always in the same place and always constructed of crystal. Maudrey used to think it odd that the laser pods were constructed of so fragile a substance, for they moved at light speed. But it had been explained to her that this was not ordinary crystal. It was an U-Lotan formula, cut in a very precise manner.
As Maudrey and Prussirian neared, ornate cut ’glas doors opened on the two outside pods. Warm orange lights glowed inside these pods. “Welcome,” a soothing recorded voice said. The voice came from a giant speaker set in concrete aggregate at the base of the pods. “One hundred twenty dollups apiece.” A black metal mechanical arm rose squeakily from the concrete, carrying with it a yellow transaction box.
Maudrey stepped forward and pressed her five-credit slip on the Lotanglas plate at the top of the transaction box. “Two please,” she said.
A metal cover snapped shut over the credit slip, followed by the crisp snap of a slip-punching mechanism in the box. Yellow dollup bills popped out of a slot adjacent to the Lotanglas plate and moved on tiny top rollers to the plate. The cover swung open, revealing the credit slip and dollup bills stacked together.
Maudrey counted her change, noting three holes punched from her credit slip. A credit was worth one hundred dollups, and she mentally calculated that she still had two credits, sixty dollups, and the fifteen additional dollups she had received for class attendance. She stepped inside one pod.
Prussirian stepped into the other.
Maudrey’s pod door snapped shut, then snapped open. In less time than it had taken to change her fiver, Maudrey was transported eleven thousand kilometers across Ut at the speed of light.
Maudrey and Prussirian emerged on a granite platform near the edge of Shriek Loch, a placid green expanse of chloral argon surrounded by three inactive volcanoes—one towering behind them and the other two visible as jag-topped, side-by-side bumps far across the loch. Beneath Maudrey and Prussirian a rocky pathway led to shore’s edge. They could see the boat there, an oversized and cabinless light brown dory with one set of motorized oars in the stern. Its bow touched the shore and was tied to a ground stake. The boatman, a tall utman in a black gown, stood in the stern with his arms resting on the oars. He looked like a mannequin, without apparent life.
When they reached the boat, the boatman remained motionless, but his sensor focused on them and followed their movements. They climbed aboard, jiggling the boat, and sat facing aft on a bowsection bench. It was shady and cool. The loch smelled slightly gaseous to Maudrey, an unpleasant odor.
“Why isn’t he moving?” Maudrey whispered to Prussirian, watching the boatman. A gold ultrasonic whistle on a chain hung down the man’s torso. This whistle, Maudrey knew, would call Shrieks at their hearing frequency from deep in the green loch.
Prussirian shrugged, then pointed toward the path they had taken.
Now Maudrey noticed the boatman gazing in that direction. The trio of laser pods on the rock ledge above the path glowed white, then opened. Two utboys and an utgirl stepped out and scrambled down the path.
“Hi!” one of the boys said, smiling at Maudrey. He was fat-faced and older than his companions.
Maudrey glanced uneasily at Prussirian and saw him bring the blue fogger ball out of his pocket. “You can’t use that!” she whispered. “There are other passengers to consider now. And I forgot about the boatman. It isn’t fair to them.”
“I’ve already thought the whole thing over,” Prussirian whispered. “While I worked on the fogger. It’s a complex little unit, and I had a lot of time to consider moral issues. Life is a continuum, Maudrey, and goes on with or without the people on this boat.”
“But they should have a choice in the matter!”
Prussirian watched the new arrivals as they boarded noisily and sat in the center, facing him and Maudrey. The fat-faced boy was of medium height, with a brilliant green sensor that flitted about nervously. The other boy and girl were twins—the boy with black hair and the girl with ash blond. Their crescent-shaped sensors were the same soft shade of lavender, a delicate color that riveted Maudrey’s attention.
As the boat got underway, Prussirian leaned close to Maudrey and whispered, “If we’re responsible for this boat going down, it’s a favor to everyone onboard. They’ll end up on Sudanna in their afterlife. Ut is a prison. Don’t you realize that?”
Maudrey stared at the boat framing beneath her feet. She wanted to dispute his argument. He sounded a little crazy to her, but he had a point about Ut—and Sudanna. Well, all utpeople believed in Sudanna. Prussirian was stronger than she, and with his strength came Tightness. Perhaps he was right, in a strange, barely plausible way, she decided.
A gull cawed and dipped low off the starboard bow, distracting Prussirian. Maudrey saw the focus of his attention, then studied it herself. The gull was pale green, with wide, strong wings tipped white at the ends. Maudrey wondered if it had come to fly their spirits to Sudanna.
“Curse his mother!” Prussirian whispered, glaring suddenly at the boatman. “It’s on!” Prussirian squeezed the fogger ball between his sucktips.
Maudrey saw it, too. A red light on the boatman’s ultrasonic whistle was on, meaning he had activated the unit.
As Prussirian continued squeezing the fogger ball between his sucktips, he saw the boatman’s whistle light go off. “I wasn’t looking,” Prussirian husked. “It’s off now, though.”
Seeing that his whistle light had gone off, the boatman appeared surprised and angry. He tried to get the device working, to no avail. Prussirian watched the boatman closely and saw fear take over the man’s face. Prussirian nudged Maudrey.
She blinked her sensor and nodded. Maudrey’s solar pulse quickened. She wondered if the Shrieks had heard the short, high-frequency blast.
The boat was in deep fluid now, accelerating to a plane. The boatman continued to fumble with his whistle.
Maudrey and Prussirian exchanged glances—hers nervous, his confident.
Both looked over the side, trying without success to see beneath the liquid surface. What will the loch monsters do? Maudrey wondered. Do they exist? She felt a combination of fear and wonderment, with all her senses operating at peak efficiency. She watched, listened, smelled, and felt the movements of the boat, alert to the slightest change, to the most infinitesimal indication of something happening.
A minute passed, seeming much longer.
“What’s wrong?” the boy twin asked, noticing that everyone in the boat seemed agitated.
The others, with the exception of the boy’s equally young sister, knew the Shrieks should have been there by then. Fear distorted their faces and weighted their movements.
The boat bumped hollowly, but continued going. Something had glanced off the hull. Seconds later it thumped again.
“What was that?” the boy twin asked, his voice breaking.
“I’m turning back,” the boatman announced. He spun the black wheel and whirled the boat around, throwing the passengers against one another and the side of the boat. He swung wide to avoid going where the boat had been and accelerated to top speed. The hull lifted off the loch’s surface, leaving only the motorized oar tips in the fluid.
Suddenly the motors stopped running. The boat dropped back to the surface and slowed.
“No!” the boatman cried out. “May our enemies be blown away by the unspeakable wind!”
The boat coasted a short distance, then stopped its forward progress altogether and drifted.
The boatman pounded on starter buttons at the top of each oar, swearing all the while.
Something thumped the boat again, causing it to rock violently.
The boy twin and his sister whimpered.
Maudrey and Prussirian held each other’s sucktips tightly. No one spoke except the boatman, who was a cyclone of activity and expletives. The motors would not start.
***
The vast majority of utpeople are dependent upon rewards for their livelihood. An utperson receives one-twentieth credit (equal to five dollups) for attending each rule class, payable in computer-tabulated ongoing bonuses, along with payments for high scores on surprise rule quizzes, for Good Thoughts and for other acceptable behavior. Industrious utpeople also can look for “deaks,” receiving credits for reporting their locations to the Holo-Cops. Deaks are valuable, unpossessable objects dropped around Ut by Entrapment Detail Holo-Cops.
—Fasil O’Mara, San Francisco Times staff reporter
(from his experience on Ut under
the Earth-Ut Exchange Program)
Hiley stepped inside the dwello and lifted a small, remote helmscreen from its floor-stand holder by the doorway. It was time for a midafternoon break, and with this kit-made closed-circuit television he could watch the helm from anyplace belowdecks. He flipped on the rectangular, yellow plastic-encased screen as he clip-clopped along the hall tiles. Unseen by him, a topside camera panned the horizon in all directions, revealing no other dwellos or obstacles in sight.
He stretched, then pumped his mismatched arms to get the circulation going in his body. He had slept only three hours the night before—about average for him during Flux. Dwellos had been known to drift into one another on occasion, and Hiley did not trust Maudrey or Sperl at the helm. Sperl in particular had proven to be a bad pilot, having experienced one near miss with a Good Thought moored dwello. One near miss was enough for Hiley. Whenever he slept, Sperl now sat next to him, watching the remote helmscreen. But he never allowed her on the bridge.
He saw her come out of the master bedroom and enter her adjacent crafts room. She spent a lot of time working at her crafts—color-by-numbers kits, kit-form stitcheries, dish-mold kits, that sort of thing. The kits were always more expensive than buying the finished products in stores, but Hiley rarely complained. Her work gave her identity, and Hiley recognized the importance of this.
In the plasmaviewer room, the first room on Hiley’s left, he set the still-activated remote helmscreen on a table where he could watch it, then flipped on the plasmaviewer. The flat, liquid-crystal display panel remained dark, and the machine gave off a low, constant rumble. He recognized this as the sound of deep loch chloral argon currents, transmitted far across Ut by a sleeping Shriek’s ears.
No activity, Hiley thought. He reached for the on-off switch.
A short, piercing noise from the viewer caused him to hesitate. It matched the pitch of a boatman’s whistle heard through liquid, but had a much shorter duration. (Because this was an ultrasonic blast above Hiley’s hearing range, the plasmaviewer had adjusted it for increased audience involvement.)
As Hiley squinted his sensor to see, an image started forming on the screen. His Shriek stirred to life. Through green liquid, the Shriek watched a sleeping comrade stir. The screen went dark again.
After a minute of continued darkness, Hiley reached once more for the switch—but the picture returned. A Shriek swam by, communicating to Hiley’s Shriek in an eerie sonar language. Hiley’s Shriek responded. Then two more Shrieks appeared, looking confused and half awake.
Moments later, half a dozen of the creatures swam by slowly, heading up at a slight angle. More followed. Finally Hiley’s Shriek joined them.
Hiley settled into a highback Sucian wood chair to watch. He placed a sucktip in the bowl of water on the table next to his chair and drew water into his body.
The swimming Shrieks entered a short, rock-lined tunnel, exiting quickly into the loch proper. Two black eels scurried out of their way. A giant rust-hued leaf lay in the path of the lead Shriek. The leader pierced it, leaving a torn hole for those following.
Hiley’s Shriek looked back, revealing a steady column of Shriek brethren swimming behind, undulating their spidery bodies and shining bright yellow eyes ahead of them to illuminate the way.
It must have been a boat whistle, Hiley thought. Probably a hearing problem with my Shriek, or something to do with the liquid acoustics of the rock formation in which it was sleeping.
As the Shrieks continued to swim upward, the liquid became a much paler shade of green. Soon, Hiley made out dark shapes swimming ahead, moving slowly to one side of what looked like a boat hull. Yes, Hiley realized, squinting. It was a boat hull. The dark shapes were just below the surface, indistinguishable and foreboding blobs of life.
Hiley shuddered. Loch monsters? he thought.
Something flashed bright red on each blob. Eyes, Hiley surmised—followed by bubbling white liquid as the blobs, whatever they were, propelled themselves away, frightened by the guardian Shrieks.
Watching nervously over one gunwale, Maudrey saw unclear shapes moving beneath the surface, occasionally bumping and rocking the dory. A commotion under water sent white bubbles rushing to the surface. The shapes disappeared. She leaned over the side for a closer look. Three white objects became apparent. They came closer.
“Can you see?” Prussirian asked, his voice pitched with excitement.
The twins whimpered. Their fat-faced companion told them to be quiet, but this only caused the brother to break out in sobs. “I don’t want to die!” the boy said.
The oartip motors whirred to life, and the boat started to move, at moderate speed.
Maudrey perceived faces beneath the loch surface—white and concave alien countenances, with narrowly set yellow eyes and jag-toothed mouths. “Shrieks,” she said, feeling relief and dejection at the same moment. Her solar pulse slowed. She pulled back and watched three Shrieks pop their heads out of the chloral argon.
These Shrieks appeared particularly scowly. They swam alongside the boat, flashing angry glances at the passengers and chattering in a language that sounded like radio interference. The Shrieks were mottled brown and white, with undulating, boneless backs. Sometimes they propelled themselves with their sets of webbed amphibious legs. At other times they tucked the legs in flush with their bodies and undulated their backs, swimming more slowly. The back maneuver did not allow them to keep up with the boat, so they usually used their legs.
The boy stopped whimpering. “Look!” he exclaimed, pointing aft. “More of them!”
In frothing white liquid to the stern of the boat dozens of swimming Shrieks could be seen—a scowling, chattering brood, which seemed to resent being there. Maudrey was not certain if they actually felt that. They were, after all, an alien race. Who knew what thoughts went on in their minds? Only Holo-Cops understood their language. But they always did their duty, protecting boats when called upon to do so. Sometimes the boat trips were canceled and Shriek assault teams were used by the Holo-Cops to bring in fugitive utpeople. Shrieks were amphibious and could travel to regions beyond the range of the Holo-Cops. The Holo-Cops were limited by Mamacita’s projection mechanism.
For a moment, Maudrey wondered which Shriek was hers. Then blood rushed to her brain and she ducked below the gunwale. She forced Prussirian to make room for her to lie down on the bench. Daddy might see me! she thought.
Her father was watching plasmavision at that moment and saw the dory from a distance. The family’s Shriek swam in the middle of the big group at the stern, too far back to identify those in the boat. Hiley half noticed someone drop out of sight beneath the gunwale and barely gave it a thought.
His thoughts were on wasted dwello power at the moment, and he moved to turn off the set. An idea fermented. He wondered if a device might be constructed to cover the viewer plug—a lockbox that closed over the plug and prevented the set from being plugged in. Their Shriek would still project to the droplet of living plasma, but the set’s electrically operated lighting and magnification systems would no longer function. He liked the idea. It seemed highly plausible. Plasmavision was a mind-deadening activity anyway. His children would be better off reading. He flipped off the viewer.
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