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THE TWICE

-TOLD MAN

A Fable of Futurity by Maurice Raboid

After

HE HEAT of the blue white

I sun beat down with [flesh-

searing  incandescense;  sand
streiched s (housand times as far as
the eye could see in four directions,
the desert unchanging. The only re-
spile given the timeless sands was
from occasional low-strata thermal
storms thai swepl down [rom (he
poles, with aggravating in[requencies.

In the geometric center of the gi-
gantic sea of sand a tower reared more
than a mile into the air—an obelisk
of unchaoging, immutable cbony, The
tower of blackness Lapered to & slen-
der platform no more than a dozen
yards across at its peak; at its base,
an inscription read, Lel no creature
defile this tower. It is not a monu-
ment, nor a crypt, but is a prison,
Shun this lower for it contains an evil
that destroyed half a galazy!

On the phatform of the impressive
spire stood a man of classic propor-
tions, a mane ol shaggy golden hair
lalling aboul his shoulders. His mas-
sive arms hung downward, almost
touching his sides, but prevented from
doing so by shackles. No ordinary
bond, these, but shackles of energy.
The man was clad in a (unic, plain
and unfestooned; his head was bowed
but his knees were unbent. His eyes
were open but they saw not; his ears
listened though they heard not. He
laoked to be about thirty-live years

1d.

The planet was so massive and its
gravity considerable, but the man
stood all and straight as if he were
the center of gravily in the cosmos

and the ponderous planet with Tis
while hot sun paid him fealty rather
than the reverse. This man aie nol
and slept not. That he was weary was
obvious, but the scintillating bands of
energy permitted bim no respite. He
had not been there very long as the
stars measure their lives, but man does
nol measure his life-span by that of
the stars.

He had not heard the teiltale drone
of a spacecraft in so many (housand
years, that, at first, he did pot credit
its sound to anything more than the
idle buzzing of his brain. As it came
closer, however, it assumed the deep
throaty roar of a craft operating on
the ordinary second-order drives that
were so famlliar o him. He did not
raise his head. Why! What use to
scek oul the alien craft and follow
Its delicate trajectory through the
pink sky till It reached the level of
his platform and the beings could
stare and gawk? Why walch strange
Tife-forms abor st deciphering the in-
scription at the base of his prison,
then scurry back into their ship and
blast off under full acceleration, as
il all the devils in hell were pursuing
them?

The drone tumed 10 & muted mut-
ter and coughed into nonexistence. He
could hear Lhe creak of an extension
walk as it crept out of the side of the
ship, What manner of fgols were
these? No one had lefi the safety of
their ship to approach since—since
he had been Incarceraled, so long ago.

He could hear hesitant footsteps ap-
proaching. How many legs had Lhey?
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How many eyes, If any? He won-
dered; he felt a slight twinge of curi-
osity seep through him; bul he would
not open his eyes, or give them lhe
Pleasure of bring noticed, He did
sland more erect and take his chin
ofi of his collar bone though.

SOFT, Tilting, feminine voice
came, “Is he dead?"

“She in hera of her own free will,

Gobi, and whe whall stay . . .

if we got what we came alterl”

Is ke dead? Someone had spoken in
the universal tongue' This was no
exploring alien. Yet—it could not be
a fellow-human; he had no fellow hu-
mans. Not even the eons he had spent
on the tower were enough to make
the human race forget, much less for-
give!

No, he is immortal.” This time &
man’s voice spoke. He could no long-
er keep his eyes tlosed: he wanted 10
1alk 10 a human once more, even il
only to hear curses, hear himsell
dammed for a hated and evil thingl

Standing In fronl of him, on u slen-

6l

der extension walk protruding from a
gigantic spaceship, were Lhree humans
~—two men and a woman. The race
had progressed some since his day;
the two men were both taller and
heavier than he—though both were
very pale of skln. The girl was & hand
shorter than he, and while she was
also pale, it was extremely becoming.
Humans! He was elaled (o see peopls
again; then a litle of the old bltler-
ness returned and he drew his lips
Into a sober scowl.

“Look he's awake!”

“Be stlll, Adell. I ses. Don't worry}
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he won’t harm you,” sald Estes with
8 wao amile that belled hls sell-as-
surance.

Control said, “I am Control; this
Is Adell; and this is Estes. We are all
citizens of the Island galaxy you call
Retreat. And you are—?"

The great bronze man ghrugged hls
golden hair back from hls face with
a twist of his neck. “I am Death!”
He paused, letting hls words sink in,
searching for the contempt In their
zyu that be knew they held in their
hear

He “repeated, “I am Death; I am
the Destroyer; I am the Purge I am
the most hated man in all of crea-
tion. Welcome to the Tower of Eter-
nal Penance, my humble abode on &
planet that always keeps the same
face toward the sun, so that I may
not ruminate in shadow or in dark-
ness. A planet with three limes my
normal gravity so that I may not
move 100 freely, so that my hearl
must labor knowing that it may
never stop, so that my lungs must
strive like @ collossus knowing full
well they may never seek rest or re-
lief in death. Welcome o the planet
Griel. T am Gobi Waintuck.”

“Ves, you are Gobi Waintuck,”
said Estes, “and we have come to do
something we never contemplated nec-
essary—to ask a favor of you.”

Gobi winced. “You are mad. I am
despised by all maokind and I fer-
vently relurn that bale a hungred-
fold. You forgel. Men put me in this
living tomb["

“You destroyed hall a galaxy,” said
Estes matler-ol-factly.

“That 1 did, and, by the great and
mighty gods of all creation 1 would
accepl twelve limes nns torture to
be able to do it again.

“Precisely why you were pened up
Jike & wild beast. It took three tril-
Jion people, many of Lhem technicians
and scientists, to accomplish t, 100,”
said Control.

Gobi grunted disgustedly, “They
devised a way 1o hold me, not Lo trap

me.” He slared fixedly at his chaing
n[ pu]smg energy, "It was 8 woman,
of course; It had o be—even tho ng):
I knew Lben, as I know now, thal the
greatest of masculine fraildes Is

“Nevertheless, you committed the
most deadly crime in existence, the
methodical destruction of the human
race.”

“Huwnan, you call them!” Gobl
shook in a paroxym of fury. “I had
ample cause to bate you all; you
killed every mutant on my planet—
Including my parents—and this mass-
murder was {ully sanctioned by the
Galatic Government and the Federat-
ed Planets. My planet was my own
macrocosm, my own sphere of ex-
istence. When thal was destroyed—
am I 10 be blamed?”

“You were not killed,” interposed
Conlrol.

“Hahl| Nol I was not killed, but it
was not for lack of trying. 1 was not
decayed by your virus mot contam-
inated by your radiation, You did not
suppose that some mutant would find
the highway lo immortality and (read
Is length so quickly. Nor did you
suppose that he, one puny, senlient
creature, could invenl the mythical
disintegrator that great powers had
spent Lheir enlire resources seeking
for ages. I relished the last sight of
every planet that dissolved benealh
the pressure of my thumb; and while
I could not bear the final screams, T
could to remember the death-knell of
my own world.

“Now you return—you who called
me filth, pigmies who slew the ele-
phant, maggots that feed on the Tion's
carcass! Well,” Gobi roared, “which
is it you scek, the disinlegrator or im-
mortality—or perhaps, both?”

The three of them stirred guiltily
at having their purpose guessed so
easily.

“Ho! Come now, you're mot sur-
prised that 1 knew? What greater
urge could there be to make human
beings dely the anclent convenants,
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and  plunge through the in-
tergalatic abyss into the hearl of the
Dark Nebula to the planet of Grief
circling the Sorrow[ul Sun, o con-
front the greatest menace in Lhe uni-
verse. who dwells unwillingly atop the
‘Tower of Penance? What incenlive
could there possibly be greater than
that of immortality—or the power of
the disintegrator?”

DELL STOOD in awe. Could this
magnificent creature be the most
hated being of all creation? Could he
be the bogeyman of a thousand civil-
ized worlds? Millennia atop this som-
ber pinnacle, with the omnipresent
sunlight beating mercilessly upon his
brow, and slill he stood there with
his superhuman vitality and hurled
fite and brimstone at his captors!
Proud, defiant, unbroken, every inch
alive and every ounce a demigod.
“We want no part of immortality,”
said Control, irritated.

“Shi Tt Is the dlsmlzgml.or then.
And what would you do wil
destroy the remaining hall of the gal-
ay?”

Estes and Control said nothing,
waiting for the refusal they knew was
bound 1o come and had prepared for.

Gobi’s eyes narrowed speculatively.
“Obviously, you nol only receive, but
expect relusal; therefore you, no
doubt, have brought enticement. This
enticement, whal might It be?...
Wait let me guess.”

Estes and Control both had & feel-
ing similar to that of a very small
mouse about to be pounced upon by
a very large cal. Adell seemed too en-
grossed to feel anything.

“Freedom? Absurd. Gratitude? Ri-
diculous. Entrance to the living-quar-
ters built into the lower, instead of
this eternal platiorm? Perhaps—bul
my sentence is a living death and not
merely esile. Companlonship?
Hmmmmm. Quite possible. Yes, I'm
sure that's il: you've brought me a
companion, haven't you?”

“Yes, in return for a working-model
of your disintegrator.”

“You, Estes, are a grealer ass Lhan
I supposed. How long would a human
last me>” Gobi snapped his fingers,
“A human lifetime this long, 10 me.”

“We assumed you would give her
immortality,” Control purred.

“Her? What are you prating about?
Have you forgotten? I am Gobi Wain-
tuck. Little children scream, and wom-
en fainl at the mere mention of my
name. I am a spectre, and I am in
prison; who might you [ind that would
willingly share my perpetual anguish?”

Esles and Control lurned as one
and stared fixedly at Adell. Without
hesitation she stepped forward and put
her cool palms on Gobi's shoulders,

Gobi furrowed his brow in deep
concentration. “This does nol ring
true; I smell duplicity. What prompis
her to this?”

It was Estes' turn to seem puzzled.
“Her molives are sirange to us, also;
she is a throwback, an anachronism.
One ol the last of & sect called ro-
manticists. She is here of ber own free
will, and here she shall stay...if we
get what we came alter,

“We will lev you into the tower
which is huge enough lor eons of di-
version and enjoyment. You will no
longer have to stand beneath the harsh
heat of the Sorrowful Sun.”

“Why?” asked Gobi, cryplcally,

“Why?”

“Why must you have the disinte-
grator at the price of aleviallng any
small amount of my torture?”

“It is the old story of intergalatic
invasion by the alien hordes. They
come from an island unjverse hitherto
unexplored by roan; they are sweep-
ing down upon our periphery suns in
an inexorable phalanx of incompar-
able lechnology. We are beaten back
at every point. Another ten yurs and
we will bz nomads in space, scroi
ing the waste planets of the Melphl
systems, with naught to show for our
once intergalatlc culture but feudal
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wars and the remains of a barbaric
heritage.”

“There is no turn of events I relish
more.”

“Doubtlessly; but don’t you see
what you might gain?”

“Gain?”

“Restitution,” said Estes. “Perhaps
wven amnesly.”

“If T spurned these things a million
pews ags, what males you think I'll
wanl Giem now?”

Agqain, as in answer, they both
turted lo look into the deep -hazel
eyes of Adell.

Gobi let his breath-out In a long
sigh, almost Inaudible in the vast con-
fines of the desert. His chin dropped
back to his chest, “All right—release
me

“No, not until you complete the
disinlegrator. You may direct the work
from the platform. How long will jt
take?”

“How long? Maybe a month, side-
real time.” sald Gobl, bls eyes glitter-
ing Intensely.

E WORK started in earnest

from that moment forwerd. Gobl
drave the countless technicians who
swarmed from the ship at a killing
pace, amongst a myriad of strange
electronic and chemical field-patierns.
Gobl had them constructing complex
organic molecules and fissioning
strange [norganic ones; each was kept
busy at a specialized task that con-
tributed 1o the complex machine that
was gradually taking shape—a ma-
chine that none fully understood save
Gobi. Every [ifteen hours he would
give them a brief respite for the rest
that they needed, but that his im-
mortal body did not.

Gobi had them construct a repolarlz-
er that turmed day into night for a
twenly mile radius. During the short
rest-periods he would tremble ecstatic-
ally as Adell ran ber lingers through
his yellow mane and kissed him with

- welly
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a passion he had nol known for a
millennia.

The disintegrator took shape rapid-
ly under Gobi’s expert direction; he
years had dulled his genius, and he
showed it at every turn with his in-
nate ability to grasp the use of ma-
chines and technology millennia in ad-
vance of enything he hed ever ex-
perienced before,

l'l‘ WAS finished in (hree weeks
time, and Gobl stood once more
confronied by Estes, Control and the
lovely Adell. Gobl's gray eyes fas-
tened themselves upon them intently,
“Now you will release me.” It was
a flat, convictionless statement.

Estes smiled. “Gobl, In our myth-
ology we have a fable that is older
than yoursell. You probebly know it
It's called ‘The Twice-Told
Men’, You will remember that the
twice-{old man wag very very bad lo
his relatives and friends,” so* his
guardian angel punished him by mak-
Ing him xpend the rest of his life as &
monkey ln the forest. Then, one day,
be had a chance to save the life of his
guardian angel; but he was determined
to exacl his freedom as a reward for
doing so. The angel promised him his
freedom and he saved him. But as
soon es the angel was saved, he van-
Ished with a derisive laugh, breaking
his promise. Unlortunately the iwice-
told man did not know that his angel
was Satan i disguisel”

The three of them laughed uproarie
ously. Gobi fought bach his rage.
“What of Adell?”

This sent them into mew paroxyms
of mirth. Estes sneered, “Adell is an
android! A stupid, unfeeling, unthink-
ing android, counditioned to make sim-
pering love to you while you gave us
Lhe secret of the disintegrator.”

“Then there are no intergalallc
hordes, no fiends from outer space
clanging their battleaxes against the
bastions of the Retreat?”
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*Slime!" spat Control. “Ol course
nol, We need the disintegrator to in-
vade Wihlehaus, the nearest of our
galatic neighbors. They wanl only to
be left alone, but we need more room;
we are still expanding, and they have
many green worlds ripe for the pluck-
ing.”

Estes broke in, “We shall make
gypsies of the lot of them with this—"
gesturing at the disintegrator which
was just disappearing intoe the side of
the ship.

“You da not intend lo let me Into
Lhe tower?"”

“Let you into the tower!” said Estes
in ulter scorn. “You seem (o forget,
you are the twice-lold man.” So say-
ing, the three of them spun on their
heels, reentering the ship which hesi-
lated only seconds before blasting olf.
It was an odd time for Gobi to smile,
but smile he did.

JT WAS hardly two months fater that
Gobi heard the rear ol another
rocket. He had not moved a millime-
ler; stood tall and firm like an
ancient Norse deily carved in granite.
The roar dwindled and ceased. Gobi
opened his eyes to see six small am-
phibians from Wihlehaus emerge from
.

*

65

their spacecralt and waddle their ro-
nd little green bodies toward him.

“They came?” asked Lun Lun, in
8 halting facsimile of universal speech.

“They came, just as you told me
they would, two hundred years ago.
You were right about what they want-
of ”

Gobi paused momentarily, “I gave
it to them.”

The six pudgy emissaries from
Wihlehaus looked at him as if he had
Just told them @ badly off-color joke.

“You gave them...what?” queried
Luo Lun.

‘““The disintegrator," Gobi told them
remorsefully. “I know what you're
thinking, exactly. But you are wrong;
when they activate the disintezrator,
the Retreat will cease to e ave
not done a haliway job this lime, my
Iriends; this time T have killed an en-
tire galaxy["”

“Come,” said Lun Lun with com-
passion for the suffering thal was
evident in Gobi's eyes; “we will re-
lease you, and take you to the verdent.
quiet worlds of our peaceful galaxy.”

Only once on the long, tedious trip
to Wihlehaus did Gobi speak. and then
it was only o chuckle, “The only
thing they did not consider was my
baving known the story of the twice-
told mant”

.




