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IE' @ Short Story

You too can cause earthquakes, munch

high-tension power lines and travel faster

than light —all you have to do is become an

E / being

BY JAMES STAMERS

IRST man to reach the

speed of light, I was. But
you’ll find the good Albert
only hinted at the effects, in
a delta-theta 2.3 pi-squared
way. E—mc? he said. And for
fifty years before they built
my rocket, the Lighttrick,
slim, tapering, sleek and gy-
perpowered, everyone concen-
trated on turning matter into
energy at a light-squared pow-
er. Big, bright bangs, and con-
gratulations,

It’s a pity no one asked
what happens to energy di-
vided by the speed of light.
I happen to be the answer to
the equation, and by interfer-
ing with the motor of this
electric typescripter I can
give you my thoughts on the
matter. |

The Lighttrick hit full
velocity out there between
Van Allen and the asteroids.

ILLUSTRATED BY THALL

I'd guess the whole beautiful
ship, including me, converted
into energy and, slowing
down, reconverted on the
wrong side, so to speak. And
there I was, floating without
a ship and surrounded by lit-
tle round beings, shimmering
in a blue haze. '

“Good afternoon,” I said.

But no sound came out of
my mouth. I had a mouth, in
a way, but not for talking;
and not at all the sort of
mouth I used to have. In fact,
the shimmering blue haze was
me. I could find no other
parts of me. And when the
little round things touched
me on the periphery, there
was an intelligent vibration.

“Frequency and tone?” said
the vibration. “Please identi-
fy.D’
“You must take me as you
find me,” I thought.

89



“Unidentified frequencies
and discordant tones request-
ed not to wander in space-
ways,” vibrated the little
round things.

“I’'m a man,” I vibrated back.
“We don’t have frequencies.
e use frequencies in radlo,
television, radar and so on.

“Not intelligible.”

“Where’s my ship?”

'uship?n ‘

I tried to picture the Light-
trick and the long thin gleam
on her hull, the fury of her
rockets and the calm ordered
keyboard of the control pan-
els.

“Most interesting,”
the round things.
Very creative.
philosopher, yes?”

vibrated
“Poetic,
Speculative

’I"HEY seemed to be grasp-
ing the general idea, so I
concentrated on an image of
myself, square and bearded,
staring sternly into space
through the ports, in a pioneer
manner, observing hitherto
unknown planets.

“Most ingenious,”
ence vibrated back.
likely.”

Then they started vibrating
among themselves.

“Sznior ¢ minus says. ..

“Mush is mush, that’s what
I say.”

“Now, theoretically...”

“I don’t vibrate why not.
There are more things in
positive and negative, Hora-
tio, than...”

“Excuse me,” I vibrated.

There was a brief pause.

20

my audi-
“But un-

9

“Perhaps‘ we should illu-
minate.”

“Please do,” I vibrated po-
litely.

They gathered round the
edges of my haze and ex-
plained. It seemed a very sen-
nior e had suggested once that
there might, just might, theo-
retically be side-effects of
mush. The little round things
were ¢ beings. And ‘“mush”
was the accepted term for the
static and orbital tracks of
electrons in fixed patterns,
such as one found here and
there in space. But the very
senior e, apparently, had spec-
ulated that in a certain nar-
row band of light frequencies
mush might possibly give an
appearance of “matter’—to
coin a word--a kind of con-
densed or crystalline energy.

“But no one,” they vibrated,
“ever suggested there might
be forms of life based on such
‘material’ structures. We ad-
mire your imagination. Hail
bright e! All hail.”

A rapid circuit of my haze

. failed to show anyone else

that they might be vibrating
to.

“Do you mean me?” I in-
quired.

“Naturally. Hail, bright e!”

“I’'m an e?”

“What else?”

“Very well)” I thought.
“Perhaps you’ll tell me what
an e is.”

“An e? We are all e beings.”

“So you mentioned earlier.
But what is an e being?”

“Ah, you are too deep for
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us. Highly original philos-
opher, yes.. But please get off
the spaceway. There is a food
flood due.”

And they edged me firmly
down, and down, to a vast
doughnut with a hole in the
center,

I ate a piece out of habit.
It was insipid and tasteless.
But then, a doughnut several
thousand miles across must
have some drawbacks.

“The pasture is better in-
side,” they vibrated.

So I sank down into the
enormous piece of pastry and
came out of a couple of inner
layers to see a big ball of
mush. There was no mistak-
ing it. A vast, tangled, inter-
connecting mass of tiny points
of light. Mush was a good
name for it. But here and there
on its surface were great riv-
ers of liquor and mounds of
food in delectable variety.

I stuffed myself for days,
browsing here and there
across the surface of the globe
of mush.

In fact, I was chewing qui-
etly on an apparently endless
streaming ribbon of—well—
trout, steak, caviar, you-name-
your-favorite food; that's
what it was to me. And I hap-
pened to bite too deeply.
There was a core of this mush
stuff inside and, when I bit
it, the whole food supply
stopped. The stream of en-
trancing food just disap-
peared.

And there I was, hov-

ering on a plain of bare mush,
E BEING

I was brooding on this and
belching contentedly with a
sort of cracking noise, when
the skeleton came driving
over the surface of the mush
ball. It was in a framework
of mush shaped like a. jeep
but squirting delicious little
fountains of liquor in the
front, where the engine of a
real jeep would have been. I
moved over and tasted them.
And the whole framework
stopped.

“Triple purple hell,” said a
voice. “The damned thing's
broken down again. Wait till
I get my hands on that idiot
mechanic!”

“Hey,” I vibrated. “Where
are you?”

“Now I'll have to walk all
the way back, I suppose,” the
voice added.

The skeleton got out of the
mush jeep, walked through me
and lifted the hood.

“Battery flat,” the voice
said disgustedly. “Not a drop
of juice in it.”

I began to feel guilty.

There was a slight blue haze
round the skeleton’s head.
When I examined i1t more
closely, it looked less like a
skeleton of bare bones and
more like a physician’s chart
of the human nervous system,
traced out in thin lines of
mus h...little close-packed
lines of energy, fixed in rela-
tion to each other but flexible
as a whole.

It occurred to me I was
looking at a human being, in
terms of energy.



And I had just drunk his
jeep’s ignition!

So thought was a form of
energy, after all. For some of
the things he was thinking
about the mechanic responsible
for maintaining the jeep were
strictly subliminal and Freu-
dian. If he spoke, I doubted
if I would hear him. His voice
would just be a very faint
wave of mush traveling indis-
tinctly out.

“And the next time that
spark-spark foreman sends me
cut on an emergency power-
line repair,” continued the
skeleton, “he can spark-epark
well give me a vehicle that
works!”

The skeleton’s name was
Joe, I think. And I watched
Joe sway over to the ribbon
of mush I had bitten through.

“Fused,” Joe muttered in
his head. “Now, what on Earth
did that?”

And it struck me for the
first time where I was. Back
on Earth! As an e being! A
being based, it seemed, on en-
ergy and not on matter. Con-
verted accidentally by the
marvels of modern science and
the supreme technological
achievement of traveling at
the speed of light.

I spat disgustedly at the

thought.

“Summer lightning?” Joe
bent his mush head back and
looked up. He CXpOSCd a rath-
er interesting tidbit in the re-
gion of his throat plexus and
his cardiac nerves were, I re-

pret to say, for an instant very
92

appetizing. But I controlled
myself.

After all, in a technological
society as free with energy as
ours...as yours...there were
bound to be ample focd and
drink flowing about.

I swear I had come to that
ethical conclusion. It wasn’t
my fault that I was unfamiliar
with my own reactions as an e
heing. I didn’t know I was so
fast. I ate Joe by mistake. I
just drained off the energy of
his system before I knew it.
Truly.

ELL, naturally I was sor-

ry about it. In fact, I was
just standing there, looking at
the huddled pile of mush,
when the other repair crew ar-
rived. From their scrambled
thoughts of death and radio
and Main Office, I gathered
they were sending for a doc-
tor. Sure enough, he arrived
in an autojet with delicious
after-burners.

So then they had to send
for a team of towing tractors.
I just couldn’t help thinking
about the ignition systems of
their vehicles; and to think
is to eat, with an e. Or rath-
er, if you have the speed of
light—as an e being has—it
takes some time before you
learn to control your reactions
quickly enough.

“Well, I don’t know what’s
going on around here,” said a
voice which I located as the
doctor thinking to himself.
“But I remember Professor
B:igglesby’'s advice. When you
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doa’t know, nod thoughtful-
ly.”

I could see his mush head
and its blue haze wobbling sol-
emnly at the other mush-men.
I beg your pardon—at the oth-
er humans.

“Nervous collapse,” the doc-
tor continued in his head.
“Something to do with elec-
tricity, I suppose. Powerline
failure. Broken cable. Decad re-
pair man. Don’t know much
about electricity. Who does?
Hello, hello, what’s this?”

I saw him bend his nervous
skeleton over Joe’s body and
straighten up with a string of
little silver heads sticking to
his hand.

“Makes a noise. Quite musi-
cal. Adheres to skin. Light.
What is it?”

“There’s some more of that
stuff in the jeep engine,” one
of the repair crew noticed.

“And on the doc’s jets...”

“And in our truck...”

I watched and gathered I
was leaving some form of con-
version product around the
place. I didn’t like that
thought. If an e being eats en-
ergy as food and drink, what
does an e being’s conversion
product make? The answer
might be important...consid-
ering I had just eaten some-
one.

I decided to follow along.
The doctor was wiping the sil-
ver beads off his hands into
something shaped like a glass
jar and screwing on a lid. I
thought I had better be around

when it was examined.
E BEING

So I rolled after the towing
tractors and carefully re-
frained from even thinking of
their refreshing little spark-
plugs and tasty exhaust.

followed the doctor until

we reached a place where
the mush grew up in blocks
on either side, square and
close-meshed, with streams,
rivers and trickling lines of
energy tumbling through their
structurcs. I gathered we had
reached a city of some sort.

The doctor-skeleton got out
of the tractor and went ir.to
one of ihe tall blocks of mush
througin a hole. I follow=qd,
nibbling a light bulb or two
as we passed down the long
corridor inside. The doctor,
still carrving the jar shape,
stopped once or twice. and
looked back, then he shot in
through a doorway on the left.

“Dr. McPherson,” thought a
thin skeletcn by the window.

“I don’t want to say it,”
said the doctor’s mush head,
“but this jar of muck seems
to have put the corridor lights
out.”

He held out the jar and I
saw a faint wave of mush
spreading from his mouth to-
ward the thin skeleton. When
the mush wave reached him,
the thin man jerked in plain
disbelief.

“If T heard that straight,
either Doc McPherson is
drunk or he’s got something

very Interesting. I wonder
which.”
The thin man wandered
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casually over to the jar the
doctor was holding and took
it.

“Not drunk,” he consid-
ered, holding the jar up in the
air. “But...”

And then his thoughts ran
riot in a stream of edibles. He
was thinking of electronics,
protons, ions, electrons, gam-
ma, delta and alpha particles,
and I couldn’t resist it. I'm
sorry. I just had to eat him,
his thoughts were so delicious.

Doctor McPherson stared
down at the thin body on the
floor and walked out of the

room. He left the jar where it

had rolled on the floor of
mush.

I was quite happy. It must
have been a laboratory of some
sort. There were refreshing
sources all over the room.

I was still tasting and test-
ing here and there when the
doctor returned with another
pair of mush-men—humans,
I mean—and they had a long
conversation in their heads
about the late scientist and
the contents of the jar. Final-
ly, they picked up the jar with
a long rod of static energy—
some metal, I suppose. They
took it away.

Unfortunately, this time it
seems I had eaten a physicist
working for the government.
More and more mush shapes
of humans clustered round
Doctor McPherson, and one
came hurrying up from anoth-
er laboratory.

“Raw ozone,” he thought as

he came. “This fellow needs
E BEING

watching. Couldn’t get ozone
like that except in space. And
now he happens to be around
when we lose our top physi-
cist. And that’s the second ac-
cident of the day. Yes, sir,
this McPherson needs watch-
ing! You can never tell where
sabotage will break out.”

He grasped the doctor’s arm
and said something in a faint
wave of mush that I could not
see clearly enough to under-
stand.

“Me? Ridiculous! I was
just...” thought McPherson.
But he shrugged and turned
away.

Well, I couldn’t leave him
in a mess like that, so I fol-
lowed Doctor McPherson
home.

I had to explain. But how?

And there was the problem.
How can a being based on en-
ergy, like me, communicate
with a being based on matter,
like him?

Obviously, I had to signal
in some way, give some signs
of life that would be intelli-
gible to him.

He was sitting in a chair-
shape of strand energy inter-
woven together, and he was
thinking gloomy thoughts. He
flicked on the televiewer, And
there was the answer,

found the input flow, fol-

lowed it into the cathode
tube and ate the pictures off
the screen in a discriminating
manner.

They were too small and
scattered to make a mouthful,
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but that wasn’t the point. I
was able to signal .to him! 1
ate pieces of the picture com-
ing through and left regular
black holes on the tube face,
dot, dash, dash-dash-dot.

Doctor McPherson stood up,
approached the set, reached in
his pocket for a bottle and
took two pills. And then he
switched off the set and went
to bed.

“Now my eyes are playing
up. Liver,” his thoughts
trailed away.

After awhile, I saw a better
answer. One man would be
scared to do anything even if
I did get in touch with him.
What I needed was a larger
scale. If several dozen mush
. ..several dozen people start-
ed speculating about me, they
would lend each other moral
support and they would start
looking for my signs. Then I
could tell them all about the
little error of appetite.

So I went back down the
main power line from Doc-
tor McPherson’s home—high
grade, pure liquor in that line!
—and tracked it upstream to
the city power hcuse. But
when I took a deep bite, all
the generators stopped and an
auxiliary circuit from some-
where else started up.

I ate a piece of main coil
1.1 disgust.

Well, that was no use. And
then I remembered the little e
beings’ comments on a food
flood due in the spaceway. A
sunburst, no doubt. A mag-

netic storm on the sun would
96

certainly send a harvest out
through space for e beings.
But it would louse up the
planetary radio system.

And there I had an answer.
All T had to do was remove
the radio interference in a
planned way and every receiv-
er on half the world would
receive my signals. How easy
it was!

So I went back up to the
first layer of the doughnut
round the Earth where there
was a field of fresh energy.
As the food came flooding in
from the sun I gobbled it up.
Mouthful. Pause. Mouthful,
mouthful, Pause. Mouthful,
mouthful, mouthful. Pause.

I worked up and down the
numbers in progression, swal-
lowing every lump of solar
radiation within reach.

But I guess I was carried
away by the enjoyable eating.
A lot more time passed than
I had intended; and when 1
came down again to read a
few thoughts, the world was
freezing in parts, and the sea
was boiling in others, and the
mush lay flat as a desert in
wide patches.

I worked it out, eventually.
No energy means no evapora-
tion, thus no clouds and no
rain for vegetation. And that
means no carbon dioxide lay-
er to protect the planet, in
turn leading to excessive ra-
diation when I stopped eating,
hence deserts and a boiling
ocean and parts of the land
frozen solid.

Not a very good message.
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W-ELL, I cleaned up as best
d could, but it was
drudgery sipping up the dull,
flat-tasting thermal energy of
the oceans. Tidal forces and
magnetic flows are stodgy,
uninteresting diets. You might
as well eat straight mush.

I decided not to try that
again. It had too many reper-
cussions. What I wanted was
a nice simple signal.

A volcano would do excel-
lently, I thought—Indian
smolie signals on a vast scale.

So I hunted over the mush
until I came to a reascnably
active rountain, probably Ve-
suvius but I’'m not sure; one
blob of mush looks like an-
other. And I drank the whole
intersal fire in bursts. Anvone
witlh any sense could have
secen the Morse-coded erup-
tions that I let go through.

But they didn’t.

They missed my signals al-
together. Chiefly because I
had disturbed the balance of
stresses down at the foot of
the volcano, deep in the mush,
and when I came out it was
dancing about in ripples and
shakes. I don’t suppose many
people would stop in the mid-
dle of an earthquake to note
the signals coming out of the
local volcano. Anyway, no one
did.

As you know, the damage
was quite widespread. So I
went round to the other side
of the mush, where they were
less distracted. What I nced-
ed wac a test-piece. Something
which was already the focus
E BEING

of serious scientific interest.
Something being carefully ob-
served already.

The nuclear power plant in
the nearest city mush-blocks
seemed a reasonable choice.
And good eating it made, too.
Pure wunadulterated flavor,
strong and pulsing with vitali-
ty. I've never had a better
meal.

But wlien I came out of the
reactor and let it continue its
food. . .its energy production,
all the huinans had vanished.
They hadn’t seen a thing. I
found them miles away under
the surface of the mush-level
expecting to be blown up.
They assumed that when the
pile ceased its output it was
building up internally, so they
broadcast an emergency and
took to their bunkers. And
then they were busy for weeks
correcting the false alarm and
dealing with complaints from
freezer companies and house-
holders and utility commis-
sions. So I 1={t the area to sort
itself out.

Very well, I thought. This
time, I'll chioose a nuclear de-
vice that is expected to ex-
plode and cat it before it does,
while everyone is watching.

It wasn’t difficult to find.
There was a long smear of
food in the air all round the
world, as if a lot of clumsy e
eaters had dribbled. The main
source was easy to locate.

I found a long stalk thing of
mush and a mush shed on
top and sat there waiting.
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Eventually, a team of mushes
hoisted up a device with deli-
cate little tidbit cores, and
hurried away. So this was a
fusion bomb, was it? I waited
until it was triggered off,
took a strong hold and ate the
lot at the moment of burst.

For the record, swallowing
a nuclear explosion is not very
comfortable. I had indigestion
for weeks. But I made 1it.

It was a waste of time.

As usual, I had overlooked
something. The conversion
was as massive as the energy
I ate, and I found out what
the silver beads Doctor Mec-
Pherson had put in the jar
were. Energy eaten by e be-
ings converts into 'sound and
ozone. And the conversion of
the nuclear explosion sent
great balls of sound rolling
over the country, deafening
the people, flattening struc-
tures by vibration, and releas-
ing flows of raw ozone, which
promptly starte! fires; and
that in turn Cdisturbed the
cloud masses and produced
unnrecedented flocds.

I was munching quietly on
o power line, overleoking the
creat stretch of level mush of
water up to and over the hori-
zon, when Doctor McPherson
found me.

A repair man drove him up,
Jet him off the mush vehicle
and drove off fsst.

“You nutty old coot, you
wanted to see the next break-
down and here it is,” the re-
pair man’s thoughts shot away.

“I may be nuts,” Doctor Mec-
o8 ‘

Pherson said to himself, stand-
ing underneath me, “but I have
an odd idea there’s intelligent
mischief behind all this.”

He sat on a rock-shaped
mound of mush nearby.

“So here I am, following a
idiotic hunch,” he thought,
and held out a large jar with
a most entrancing tidbit of
radioactivity, cobalt flavor, in
the bottom.

Naturally, I went down hap-
pily and gobbled it up.

And Doctor McPherson put
the lid on. A lid of thick-
meshed mush, leaden and in-
edible. It took me some time
of fruitless revolving to dis-
cover I was locked in a Ley-
den jar with a complicated se-
ries of non-conducting layers.

I'm starving.

H, he feeds me now and

then, and the other day he
put in a one-way circuit so
that I could operate this elec-
tric typescripter.

But he says I can’t come out
until war is declared and the
Pentagon signals him on
emergency. Then he’'ll take
the lid off and I can eat the
nearest rocket heading this
way. He’s promised me that.

He needn’t worry. I'm so
hungry T'll eat the lot. But
who wants to be a secret air
defense weapon locked in a
Leyden jar?

Fellow e, keep away from
this mush and these mush-
men! They are dangerous.

What’s more, they have no
finer feelings! END

by James Stamers



