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INTRODUCTION,
by John Betancourt

If you recognize the name “Henry Slesar,” you probably already know he holds a noteworthy place in the science fiction field. Born in Brooklyn, New York in 1927, Slesar began as a cartoonist, but swiftly pivoted to storytelling, ultimately leaving an indelible mark as a prolific author and scriptwriter. His body of work, not confined to a singular medium, encompassed movie scripts, television scripts, short stories, and novels, often blending science fiction with elements of mystery and crime.

Within the milieu of mid-20th century science fiction, Slesar’s narratives stand as strong exemplars of speculative fiction, adeptly blending the mundane with the futuristic. This period—dubbed the “Golden Age” of science fiction—bore witness to the post-World War II transformation of society, and it was often mirrored in Slesar’s work. His focus on the psychological intricacies and moral quandaries of humans and technology found echoes in the subsequent works of authors like Harlan Ellison and Philip K. Dick.

Slesar’s often grappled with the moral dilemmas and societal expectations. Works such as “Ersatz” (which appeared in Harlan Ellison’s classic Dangerous Visions anthology) and “The Delegate from Venus” (which appeared in Amazing Stories in 1958) highlight the complex interplay between humans and technological advancement, a theme common in science fiction literature during this period. The influence of Slesar’s narrative style and thematic focus can be seen in the works of later authors, who adapted and expanded upon the foreboding technological futures and intricate human dynamics that Slesar illustrated in his writings.

Slesar’s forays into television included writing scenarios for Alfred Hitchcock Presents and as a scriptwriter for the iconic series The Twilight Zone. He diverted to writing for the lucrative daytime soap operas (and won an Emmy for his work for CBS’s The Edge of Night) in the late 1960s—a career he would pursue for the next few decades, though he still found time to writing the occasional mystery novel.

He died in 2002 at age 74.


ABOUT THE MEGAPACK® SERIES

Over the last decade, our MEGAPACK® ebook series has grown to be our most popular endeavor. (Maybe it helps that we sometimes offer them as premiums to our mailing list!) One question we keep getting asked is, “Who’s the editor?”

The MEGAPACK® ebook series (except where specifically credited) are a group effort. Everyone at Wildside works on them. This includes John Betancourt (me), Carla Coupe, Steve Coupe, Shawn Garrett, Helen McGee, Bonner Menking, Sam Cooper, Helen McGee and many of Wildside’s authors…who often suggest stories to include (and not just their own!)

RECOMMEND A FAVORITE STORY?

Do you know a great classic science fiction story, or have a favorite author whom you believe is perfect for the MEGAPACK® ebook series? We’d love your suggestions! You can email the publisher at wildsidepress@yahoo.com. Note: we only consider stories that have already been professionally published. This is not a market for new works.

TYPOS

Unfortunately, as hard as we try, a few typos do slip through. We update our ebooks periodically, so make sure you have the current version (or download a fresh copy if it’s been sitting in your ebook reader for months.) It may have already been updated.

If you spot a new typo, please let us know. We’ll fix it for everyone. You can email the publisher at wildsidepress@yahoo.com or contact us through the Wildside Press web site.
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THE SHOW MUST GO ON

He awoke in darkness, trembling with the thought of escape.

His hands groped around the floor, trying its solidity. Then he crawled forward with agonizing slowness until his fingertips found a wall. He raised himself to his feet, his cheek scraping the cool surface of the enclosure.

An idea came to him, and he slapped at the pocket of his shirt. His palm struck the outline of something. Matches!

He lit one, and raised it to the level of his wide, frightened eyes. He was facing a door, a barricade of steel, without sign of latch or doorknob. But there was a sign, and he read it in the flicker of the matchflame. It said:

PUSH

He made a noise in his throat, and shoved against the door. It gave in to his weight, and he was outside the building, standing in a courtyard washed softly by moonlight.

He circled where he stood, and knew he was a prisoner still. A wire fence, four times his height, surrounded him.

He came closer to it, and plunged his fingers through the mesh, rattling it helplessly in his misery. Then he saw the second sign, and held his breath. It read:

YOU CAN DO IT

Encouraged, he began his climb. The toes of his rubber-soled shoes fit neatly into the openings, and he gained the summit of the fence quickly. He swayed uncertainly at the top, and almost dropped the twenty-five feet to the other side. But he regained his balance, clambered down the mesh, and dropped panting to the ground.

A voice boomed at him.

“All right, let’s go! We haven’t got all night!”

He forced himself to his feet, and looked for the source of the sound with wild movements of his head. He could see nothing but the menacing shadows of a crowded forest. With a frightened glance over his shoulder, he plunged into the thick of it, hoping to find a pathway to the unknown freedom he sought.

He thrashed through the tangled vines for a small eternity, and then gave up with a sob. He fell against a tree trunk, dampening the bark with his tears.

This time, the voice was quieter, but its tone was impatient.

“Keep going, keep going! To the right. The right!”

He clung to the tree as if for protection, and then, with a gasp, plunged once more into the darkness.

He found the clearing, to the right.

It was like an arena, with spectator trees, and with bright eyes winking at him through the leaves.

There was a log to the left of the cleared green circle, and a frail young girl in torn clothing sat on it, huddled with either fear or cold. She was clutching something like an infant to her chest.

He came closer and saw that it was a broadsword. He paused.

“Who are you?” he said.

She looked up at him, her expression savage.

“You’re here!” she said.

He took a step forward, and the voice spoke once more.

“Kill her and you go free.”

“No!” he shouted.

“Kill him and go free,” said the voice.

The girl put her head in her arms. Her shoulders shook.

He walked towards her and she screamed.

“No, please!” he said painfully. “I won’t hurt you. Why should I hurt you?”

She looked at him narrowly. Her hand tightened around the handle of the sword. “You know why,” she accused.

“You must trust me,” he said. He put his hand out gently to her. She backed away from his touch, and leaped off the log. She moved away cautiously, gripping the weapon with both hands.

“Use the sword,” said the voice. “Strike, and go free.”

She trembled, and lifted the sword from the ground. The man whirled, eyes penetrating the forest for an escape route. He backed up, and fell over a trailing root.

“Now,” said the voice. “Strike!”

The girl moved towards him hypnotically.

“I hate you…. I hate you…” she moaned. She lifted the blade high, and the man lashed out with his foot as she towered over him. The broadsword flew from her grasp.
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“Now kill her,” said the voice. “And you can go free.”

“I WON’T!” he shouted again. He scrambled to his feet and made a dive for the weapon. He took it in his hand and waved it threateningly at the surrounding woods.

“Come out! Come out!” he screamed. The eyes of the forest blinked back at him in silence.

He flung the sword from his hand, as if in loathing. Then he crashed into the forest once more.

* * * *

The Producer gurgled through his hookahmatic. Frick, his assistant, recognized this symptom of official disgust, and jumped to his feet.

“Turn it off!” the Producer said, gesturing towards the fidelivision screen. Frick turned it off. “No, leave it on,” the Producer moaned, peeping at the white oblong through his chubby fingers. “Let’s see what Manford does in this pickle.” Frick turned it on.

“He’ll probably drop in the dinosaur film,” he said.

“If he does, I get a new Director,” the Producer answered in a rumbling voice. “He’s used that spot three times in the past month.”

The fidelivision flashed. A screaming red title dripped bloodily across the screen. “MAN AGAINST DINOSAUR!” it said. The Producer’s angry cry almost drowned out the horrific roar of the live-prop brontosaurus that appeared.

“Meeting, meeting!” he cried. “We’re going to have a staff meeting—right after the show!”

“A live meeting?” Frick gasped.

“A live one,” the Producer said. “Everybody here—right here—in person! This is an emergency!”

“Gosh, T.D.—” Frick frowned disapprovingly. “That’s kind of rough, isn’t it? I mean, a phonescreen session would be a lot simpler. It’ll take hours for Manford and the rest of ’em to get through the Jam.”

“I don’t care,” the Producer said petulantly. “This kind of bumbling inefficiency has gone far enough. It’ll do ’em good to get crushed in the Traffic for a change—”

Frick paled, obviously disturbed by the severity of the punishment the Producer was meting out. Only the lowest ranks of employees, the non-executives, the factory people, were forced to suffer the indignities of the Jam.

“I’m sure they’ll get that fellow,” Frick said. “After all, T.D.—how far can he get? When he gets out of the forest, he’ll reach the Studio Barrier, and he’ll be stopped. Simple as that.”

“And what if he finds the exit?”

Frick scoffed, “Well, the odds on that—”

“Odds? Don’t talk to me about odds, Frick!” The Producer winced as man and brontosaurus came together on the screen. There was a closeup of the man’s face, and his expression wasn’t pretty when he saw the imitation beast. But of course, he couldn’t know it was harmless—

“The letters!” the Producer groaned. “The complaints! I can see ’em now—”

The office door opened. A pretty redhead with vacant eyes and a frozen smile poked her head inside.

“What is it, Miss Stitch?”

“Will you take a call from Mr. Manford? Phonescreen Seven.”

“You bet I will,” the Producer said menacingly.

Frick lowered the fidelivision sound and flicked on P.S. 7 with a few efficient motions. The face of Joe Manford, the Director of the night’s Thrill Show, was haggard, despite the jovial smile.

“Hi, T.D.,” he said. “Been watching the show?”

“Yes, Joseph,” the Producer said gravely.

“Oh.” The smile faded, but only for a moment. “Well, nothing to worry about. Our boys will have that fellow rounded up in a few minutes. Can’t imagine how that got fouled up. But that’s the Thrill Show for you. Full of surprises.”

“Is that a fact?” said the Producer. He picked up the butt of his hookahmatic and sipped smoke calmly. “I presume this fellow was fully authorized before you put him on?”

“Oh, yes,” Manford said hastily. “He passed the routine FCC physical, and had the usual adrenalin and hypnomecholyl dose. I mean, you saw the girl didn’t you? She was fine, wasn’t she?” He beamed.

“Yes,” said the Producer. “She certainly was fine.” Frick stirred uncomfortably behind him.

“Anyway,” the Director continued, “we’re dropping in the dinosaur film—that’s always good for a few shivers—and we’ve sent a crew into the Studio to get that man out of there—”

The Producer nodded his head toward his assistant. “Frick,” he said, eyes on Manford. “You tell him.”

Frick stepped into range. He cleared his throat and looked at the floor. “There’ll be a meeting after the show,” he mumbled.

“Meeting?” Manford said. “What for?” He blinked, and looked at Frick’s bowed head. Then he looked dazed. “You don’t mean a—a live meeting?”

Frick nodded. The Producer puffed contentedly on his hookahmatic. He blew a smoke ring, and it puffed itself to pieces against the phonescreen.

* * * *

The man raised himself from the ground. His limbs felt weak, and he had to force the breaths through his lungs.

He got to his feet, feeling somewhat stronger. The forest seemed as impenetrable as ever, but he faced its challenge now with more confidence.

That girl! he thought. My God—she was really going to kill him! He shook his head bewilderedly. Such a young, pretty girl! What had he done to her? What made her want to do it?

He moved through the forest slowly, ducking branches, trailing the sources of dim lights in the distance. But as he approached, they proved to be illusory, odd reflections of moonlight among the trees.

She didn’t want to kill him, not really. He could sense that. It was something more. She was compelled to do it—that was it. Someone had put her up to it. But who? Who hated him enough?

The speculation made his head ache. He blanked out his thoughts and decided to concentrate on his predicament. There had to be a way out. The girl had entered the forest at some point. But where?

He heard the sound of voices, and he stopped breathing.

“Manford means business,” one of them said.

“He’s plenty worried. T.D. was watching tonight—”

“The sponsors kick T.D., T.D. kicks Manford, and Manford kicks us. Who do we kick?”

“I don’t know about you. I got an old dog home—”

“Okay. Let’s separate and find this bird.”

“Right. Hey, Lou! Let’s have some tracer lights!”

He concealed himself in the brush as a burst of light exploded over the treetops. He watched the men parade past; ordinary-looking men, executive types, with white collars and knit ties and flannel suits. Strangely enough, they seemed quite at home in this wilderness.

He waited until they passed his hiding place. Then he started on a nimble run in the direction from which they had come.

* * * *

The producer fitted himself snugly into Executive position: desk, swivel-chair, and man welded into one solid, efficient unit. He sighed a comfortable sigh, and glanced up at the wall clock. Ten-thirty. The Thrill Show would be over in half an hour; the dinosaur film would wind it up neatly. He’d probably have some explaining to do to the sponsors tomorrow, but he was all prepared to give the usual “popular demand” argument.

He regretted the live meeting he had called. It would be two hours at least before the Staff plowed through the Traffic Jam. That meant he couldn’t leave the office until after one-thirty.

He looked at the hopeless tower of papers on his desk blotter. Most of them were letters, and his secretary had never quite gotten the hang of weeding out the chaff. Once he found a letter from an FBC Vice-President in the Discard File; since then, he ordered all mail to his desk. He wished he could get a better secretary than Miss Stitch, but the shortage of A1-rated secretaries (A for “Attractiveness,” 1 for Efficiency) was acute.

He skimmed through the top of the pile quickly.

“Dear Mr. Donnelly…. Certainly enjoyed ‘Death in the Ring’… one of the best Thrill Shows I’ve ever seen… wonder if you would consider a football thriller I have in mind called ‘Murder Kicks Off’….”

“Dear Mr. Donnelly…. Let’s have more shows like ‘Snake Pit’… that Mother and Baby idea was the greatest…. I really thought that woman would go nuts when she saw her kid with the cobra…. A shocker all the way….”

“Dear Mr. Donnelly…. If ‘Kiss of Death’ was your idea of entertainment, you ought to retire… sort of sex shmaltz went out with television… give us real gutsy stuff and never mind the mush…. I’m only eleven years old, but I’ll bet I could write a better scenario than that…. I have this idea for a show called….”

“Dear Mr. Donnelly….”

The Producer sighed again. He reached into his pill drawer and took an ulcer capsule. Then he went back to his correspondence.

When the man entered his office, he didn’t even glance up.

“That you, Frick?” he said, eyes on a letter of praise from a Yonkers housewife.

When the man didn’t answer, the Producer looked up.

He gasped. “Hey!” he said.

“Shut up!” the man said harshly. He moved swiftly towards the desk and lifted a bronze ashtray in a lightning motion. He raised the object threateningly over the fat man’s head.

“Keep quiet!” he said.

“What is this?” The Producer’s voice quavered. Then he recognized the face. “You’re the one from the Show—”

The man blinked. His face relaxed, and he lowered the impromptu weapon. “I—I’m sorry….”

The Producer came around the side of the desk. He took the ashtray from his hand, and helped him into the interview chair. The man collapsed limply at his touch.

“How’d you get here?” the Producer said.

“I don’t know,” the man mumbled. “I found a door… back there….” He buried his chin on his chest. His clothes were shredded, and his hands were trembling.

“Just take it easy,” the Producer told him. He stabbed his finger on a desk button. The signal brought Frick into the office.

“What’s up, T.D.?” Then the assistant saw the man in the chair. “My God,” he whispered, swallowing hard. “Gosh, I’m terribly sorry, T.D.—”

“Never mind being sorry,” the Producer said gratingly. “Let’s just be thankful he found his way here instead of into the street. If he’d been picked up by the Police—”

The assistant mopped his brow. “That would have been terrible. They’d surely recognize him from the show. If the FCC saw him in this condition—”

“Yes,” the Producer said grimly. “If they saw him in this condition, their medical office would slap an injunction on us so fast—we’d all be out in the Jam. Do you realize that?”

Frick blanched. “I’ll get Dr. Stark in here right away. We’ll get him an anti-dope shot immediately—”

“That girl…” the man said.

“It’s okay, fella,” Frick said. “You’re okay now.”

“Never mind him,” said the Producer. “Get Spier in here. Right away!”

Frick hurried out. The Producer poured a slug of brandy into a cup and held it to the man’s lips. He gulped it gratefully, and then exploded a rasping cough. When the cough subsided, he buried his head on his chest again, breathing heavily.

The Producer studied the man’s face. It was oddly familiar.

“Say,” he said. He put his hand under the chin and lifted the face up. The eyes opened. “Aren’t you Jerry Spizer?”

The man stared blankly. The Producer grunted. “Huh. Guess you don’t know who you are right now, fella. But you’re Jerry Spizer, all right. Imagine that!” T.D. shook his head. “The great Spizer. In a Thrill Show!” He chuckled dryly.

The doctor bustled into the office, a small cyclone, trailing the nervous assistant behind him like a flurrying dust cloud.

“Roll up his sleeve,” he told the Producer commandingly. He removed the hypodermic spray-gun from his bag and carefully filled it with a dozen cc’s of the anti-dope. He dabbed the man’s arm with a shred of cotton, and pressed the spray against his flesh. “Good thing I hung around tonight,” the doctor grumbled. “If this man ever got away in this condition—”

“We know, we know,” the Producer said testily. “Fix him up and cut the chatter—”

“I saw that show,” the doctor said. “Somebody sure fouled up. Probably gave him an overdose.”

“We’ll get to that later,” the Producer promised. “Just do your job, Doc.”

“I’m through,” Stark said crisply. “Put him on that couch over there and raise his legs. He’ll come to his senses in about ten minutes—I hope.”

Frick and the Producer helped the man to the sofa. He sprawled on it full-length, fingers trailing on the carpet.

“Do you know who he is?” T.D. said. “He’s Jerry Spizer.”

“Who?”

“Spizer. The big TV star. You remember.”

The doctor halted in the process of clasping his bag, and came over to the sofa. He looked at the man’s relaxed face. “By God,” he said. “You’re right. Now what the hell is Spizer doing on a Thrill Show?”

The Producer shrugged. “I don’t know. I haven’t heard anything about him for the past eight or ten years.”

“He must have had it tough,” Frick said musingly. “I mean, a big star like that on a program like this—”

“What do you mean, ‘a program like this’?” The Producer looked displeased. “If the Staff had a nickel’s worth of imagination, they would have played this up big—”

“Gosh,” said Frick. “That’s true. We could have used a credit card—”

“I’ll bet he wouldn’t have permitted it,” the doctor said. “You know what Spizer thought of the Thrill Show.”

“Yeah?” The Producer’s face reddened. “Well, we proved how wrong he was, didn’t we? The public was just sick and tired of that namby-pamby stuff. There had to be a Thrill Show!”

“Sponsors demanded it,” Frick said loyally.

“And besides,” T.D. added, “if he doesn’t like us, what the hell did he sign up for?”

The doctor pursed his lips. “Maybe he was hungry.”

Frick said: “He’s still not coming around, Doc.”

“He’d better,” Stark said warningly. “If the anti-dope doesn’t work, it could mean a lot of trouble for the Thrill Show, Mr. Donnelly—”
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