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Introduction

In the world outside reality the first post-World War 1I
year got off to a grim start with the hanging on January 3rd
of William Joyce, known to millions of Britons as “Lord Haw
Haw,” who broadcast Nazi propaganda at the British Isles
during the war. Later that year, the Nuremberg Tribunal sen-
tenced a dozen leading Nazi war criminals to death, but the
most important of them, Hermann Goering, escaped this fate
by taking his own life. The United States was wracked with
strikes and labor unrest throughout the year, and the situation
became so serious that President Truman had to order troops
to seize the railroads and most of the coal mines, but only
briefly. And on the other side of the world, Ho Chi Minh be-
gan the offensive that would eventually drive the French and
later the United States out of Vietnam. The bloody civil war
between Communist and Nationalist forces in China resumed,
with the outcome still in doubt.

On the plus side, the Security Council of the newly found-
ed United Nations met in January and selected Norway’s
Trygve Lie as the first Secretary-General of that organization
amid high hopes that the next decade would be a peaceful
one. However, the handwriting of the Cold War was on the
wall as Winston Churchill spoke of an “Iron Curtain” de-
scending across Europe at a speech at Westminister College
in Missouri.

Italian and Japanese women were granted the right to vote
for the first time in history in 1946, and the Philippines were
granted their independence by the United States on the
Fourth of July.

9



10 Introduction

During 1946 Holiday magazine and the publishing firm of
Farrar, Straus and Company were founded. “La Vie en
Rose,” “The Christmas Song,” “To Each His Own,” and
“Tenderly” were hit songs. The St. Louis Cardinals defeated
the Boston Red Sox in seven games to win baseball’'s World
Series. Great Britain created a National Health Service. Juan
Peron became President of Argentina. ENIAC (Electronic
Numerical Integrator and Computer) was further developed
but few outside of science fiction realized that it would pro-
foundly change life in the industrialized world.

Marc Chagall painted “Cow with Umbrella.” The Ful-
bright Awards were instituted. Dr. Benjamin Spock (not the
father of Mr. Spock the Vulcan) published a book called The
Common Sense Book of Baby and Child Care (later known
as just Baby and Child Care) and became a millionaire—
some children were reportedly beaten with it. Timex Watches
became available in retail stores. Broadway had a great year
with such plays as The Iceman Cometh by Eugene O’Neill,
Born Yesterday by Garson Kanin, Annie Get Your Gun by
the great Irving Berlin, Another Part of the Forest by Lillian
Hellman, and Call Me Mister by Harold Rome.

The scheduled flying time between London and New York
was almost twenty hours. Pablo Picasso painted “Faun Play-
ing the Pipe,” while Eastman Kodak put Ektachrome color
film on the market. Outstanding novels included Member of
the Wedding by Carson McCullers, All the King’s Men by
Robert Penn Warren, The Big Clock by Kenneth Fearing,
and Zorba the Greek by Nikos Kazantzakis. Proctor and
Gamble put Tide on the market and in washing machines
across the land.

There was a raft of excellent films: The Best Years of our
Lives, directed by the late William Wyler; The Postman Al-
ways Rings Twice; Roberto Rosselini’s Open City; and Duel
in the Sun. A film called The Killers made a star out of Burt
Lancaster, while Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall ex-
changed knowing glances in The Big Sleep. The musical The
Harvey Girls gave the world “The Atchison, Topeka and the
Santa Fe.”

Scientists John von Neumann and Emil Fuchs applied for
a patent for a device they called a “Hydrogen Bomb.”
Mickey Spillane gave up writing comic books for extremely
hardboiled fiction with the publication of I, The Jury. The
word “automation” was used by Delmar S. Herder, and
science fiction readers understood the implications.
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Assault was the top horse of the year, capturing the Triple
Crown against strong competition. Mrs. Paul’s deviled crabs
received a terrific reception, while one of the greatest inven-
tors of the twentieth century, the brilliant Louis Heard,
designed the bikini, and named it for the island on which the
first post-war atomic bomb test was to take place.

Death took chess champion Aleksandr Alekhine and pho-
tographic genius Alfred Stieglitz.

Mel Brooks was still Melvin Kaminsky.

In the real world it was a particularly outstanding year as
dozens of science fiction writers returned from the military.
Even a very promising young writer named Isaac Asimov
who had managed to get drafted in 1945 got out again this
year.

Important books were published in 1946: Slan by A. E.
van Vogt, The Time Stream by John Taine, and The Skylark
of Space by E. E. “Doc” Smith (although all were written
much earlier for the magazines). The year was highlighted by
the appearance of two of the all-time great anthologies—Ad-
ventures in Time and Space, edited by J. Francis McComas
and Raymond Healy and The Best of Science Fiction edited
by the wise Groff Conklin, the premier anthologist of his
time. Soon, hundreds of thousands of library patrons would
find their minds expanded.

British fans and pros launched New Worlds and Fantasy in
December.

More wondrous things were happening in the real world
as three terrific writers made their maiden voyages into real-
ity: Arthur C. Clarke with “Loophole” in April; William
Tenn (Philip Klass) with “Alexander the Bait” in May; and
Margaret St. Clair with “Rocked to Limbo” in November.

The real people gathered together for the fourth time as
the World Science Fiction Convention (the Pacificon) was
held in Los Angeles under the guiding hand of the tireless
Forry Ackerman.

Death took Otis Adelbert Kline, Leroy Yerxa and one of
science fiction’s great fathers, H. G. Wells.

But distant wings were beating as Alan Dean Foster, F.
Paul Wilson, Christopher Foss, Robert Weinberg, Mark Ges-
ton, Eric S. Rabkin, Richard Glyn Jones, Steven G. Spruill,
and Bruce McAllister were born.

Let us travel back to that honored year of 1946 and enjoy
the best stories that the real world bequeathed to us.






A LOGIC NAMED JOE

by Will F. Jenkins (1896-1975)

ASTOUNDING SCIENCE FICTION
March

Much better known to his readers as “Murray Le-
inster,” Will F. Jenkins had been publishing science
fiction stories for more than a quarter of a century
when “A Logic Named Joe” appeared. A prolific
contributor to most of the pulp magazines, Jenkins
came to be known within the sf community as “The
Dean of Science Fiction,” a title he wore with dig-
nity and amusement for more than twenty years,
producing excellent work well into the 1960s. )

This prophetic story about home computers and
their use and misuse is one of his finest.

(As you look back upon the stories written a
third of a century ago, the ones that strike you with
head-shaking envy [if you are a science fiction
writer—especially a famous one] are those which
actually get things right. Anyone can write robot
stories [including mine] that aren’t as much fiction
now as they were then; and that aren’t liable to re-
main fiction indefinitely into the future.

Read this story, however, and you'll swear Will
Jenkins had some sort of pipeline into the 1980’s.

13



14 Will F. Jenkins

Just change “logics” to “home computers” and
make a few other inconsequential semantic changes
and you'll see that Will went charging full-speed in
the right direction. Clever as science fiction writers
may be that doesn’t often happen. It happened thw
time, though—I1.A.)

It was on the third day of August that Joe come off the as-
sembly line, and on the fifth Laurine come into town, and
that afternoon I saved civilization. That’s what I figure any-
how. Laurine is a blonde that I was crazy about once—and
crazy is the word—and Joe is a logic that I have stored away
down in the cellar right now. I had to pay for him because I
said I busted him, and sometimes I think about turning him
on and sometimes I think about taking an ax to him. Sooner
or later I'm gonna do one or the other. I kinda hope it’s the
ax. I could use a coupla million dollars—sure!—an’ Joe'd tell
me how to get or make ’em. He can do plenty! But so far
I’ve been scared to take a chance. After all, I figure I really
saved a civilization by turnin’ him off.

The way Laurine fits in is that she makes cold shivers run
up an’ down my spine when I think about her. You see, I've
got a wife which I acquired after I had parted from Laurine
with much romantic despair. She is a reasonable good wife,
and I have some kids which are hellcats but I value ’em. If I
have sense enough to leave well enough alone, sooner or later
I will retire on a pension an’ Social Security an’ spend the
rest of my life fishin’, contented an’ lyin’ about what a great
guy I used to be. But there’s Joe. I’'m worried about Joe.

I'm a maintenance man for the Logics Company. My job is
servicing loglcs. and I admit modestly that I am pretty good.
I was servicing televisions before that guy Carson invented
his trick circuit that will select any of ’steenteen million other
circuits—in theory there ain’t no limit—and before the Log-
ics Company hooked it into the tank-and-integrator setup
they were usin’ em as business machine service. They added
a vision screen for speed—an’ they found out they’d made
logics. They were surprised an’ pleased. They’re still findin’
out what logics will do, but everybody’s got ’em.

I got Joe, after Laurine nearly got me. You know the log-
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ics setup. You got a logic in your house. It looks like a vision
receiver used to, only it’s got keys instead of dials and you
punch the keys for what you wanna get. It’s hooked in to the
tank, which has the Carson Circuit all fixed up with relays.
Say you punch “Station SNAFU” on your logic. Relays in
the tank take over -an’ whatever vision-program SNAFU is
telecastin’ comes on your logic’s screen. Or you punch “Sally
Hancock’s Phone” an’ the screen blinks an’ sputters an’
you're hooked up with the logic in her house an’ if somebody
answers you got a vision-phone connection. But besides that,
if you punch for the weather forecast or who won today’s
race at Hialeah or who was mistress of the White House
durin’ Garfield’s administration or what is PDQ and R sellin’
for today, that comes on the screen too. The relays in the
tank do it. The tank is a big buildin’ full of all the facts in
creation an’ all the recorded telecasts that ever was made—
an’ it’s hooked in with all the other tanks all over the coun-
try—an’ anything you wanna know or see or hear, you punch
for it an’ you get it. Very convenient. Also it does math for
you, an’ keeps books, an’ acts as consultin’ chemist, physicist,
astronomer an’ tealeaf reader, with an “Advice to Lovelorn”
thrown in. The only thing it won’t do is tell you exactly what
your wife meant when she said “Oh, you think so, do you?”
in that peculiar kinda voice. Logics don’t work good on
women. Only on things that make sense.

Logics are all right, though. They changed civilization, the
highbrows tell us. All on accounta the Carson Circuit. And
Joe shoulda been a perfectly normal logic, keeping some
family or other from wearin’ out its brains doin’ the kids’
homework for ’em. But somethin’ went wrong in the assem-
bly line. It was somethin’ so small that precision gauges didn’t
measure it, but it made Joe an individual. Maybe he didn’t
know it at first. Or maybe, bein’ logical, he figured out that if
he was to show he was different from other logics they’'d
scrap him. Which woulda been a brilliant idea. But anyhow,
he come off the assembly line, an’ he went through the regu-
lar tests without anybody screamin’ shrilly on findin’ out what
he was. And he went right on out an’ was duly installed in
the home of Mr. Thaddeus Korlanovitch at 119 East Seventh
Street, second floor front. So far, everything was serene.

The installation happened late Saturday night. Sunday
morning the Korlanovitch kids turned him on an’ seen the
Kiddie Shows. Around noon their parents peeled ’em away
from him an’ piled ’em in the car. Then they come back in



16 Will F. Jenkins

the house for the lunch they’d forgot an’ one of the kids
sneaked back an’ they found him punchin’ keys for the Kid-
die Shows of the week before. They dragged him out an’
went off. But they left Joe turned on.

That was noon. Nothin’ happened until two in the after-
noon. It was the calm before the storm. Laurine wasn’t in
town yet, but she was comin’. I picture Joe sittin’ there all by
himself, buzzing meditative. Maybe he run Kiddie Shows in
the empty apartment for awhile. But I think he went kinda
remote-control exploring in the tank. There ain’t any fact that
can be said to be a fact that ain’t on a data plate in some
tank somewhere—unless it’s one the technicians are diggin’
out an’ puttin’ on a data plate now. Joe had plenty of
material to work on. An’ he musta started workin’ right off
the bat.

Joe ain’t vicious, you understand. He ain’t like one of these
ambitious robots you read about that make up their minds
the human race is inefficient and has got to be wiped out an’
replaced by thinkin’ machines. Joe’s just got ambition. If you
were a machine, you'd wanna work right, wouldn’t you?
That’s Joe. He wants to work right. An’ he’s a logic. An’ log-
ics can do a lotta things that ain’t been found out yet. So Joe,
discoverin’ the fact, begun to feel restless. He selects some
things us dumb humans ain’t thought of yet, an’ begins to ar-
range so logics will be called on to do ’em.

That’s all. That’s everything. But, brother, it’s enough!

Things are kinda quiet in the Maintenance Department
about two in the afternoon. We are playing pinochle. Then
one of the guys remembers he has to call up his wife. He
goes to one of the banks of logics in Maintenance and
punches the keys for his house. The screen sputters. Then a
flash comes on the screen.

“Announcing new and improved logics service! Your logic
is now equipped to give you not only consultative but direc-
tive service. If you want to do something and don’t know
how to do it—ask your logic!”

There’s a pause. A kinda expectant pause. Then, as if re-
luctantly, his connection comes through. His wife answers an’
gives him hell for somethin’ or other. He takes it an’ snaps
off.

“Whadda you know?” he says when he comes back. He
tells us about the flash. “We shoulda been warned about that.
There’s gonna be a lotta complaints. Suppose a fella asks how
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to g?et ridda his wife an’ the censor circuits block the ques-
tion?”

Somebody melds a hundred aces an’ says:

“Why not punch for it an’ see what happens?”

“It's a gag, o’ course. But the guy goes over. He punches
keys. In theory, a censor block is gonna come on an’ the
screen will say severely, “Public Policy Forbids This Service.”
You hafta have censor blocks or the kiddies will be askin’ de-
tailed questions about things they're too young to know. And
there are other reasons. As you will see.

This fella punches, “How can I get rid of my wife?” Just
for the fun of it. The screen is blank for half a second. Then
comes a flash. “Service question: Is she blonde or brunette?”
He hollers to us an’ we come look. He punches, “Blonde”.
There’s another brief pause. Then the screen says, “Hexyme-
tacryloaminoacetine is a constituent of green shoe polish.
Take home a frozen meal including dried pea soup. Color the
soup with green shoe polish. It will appear to be green-pea
soup. Hexymetacryloaminoacetine is a selective poison which
is fatal to blonde females but not to brunettes or males of
any coloring. This fact has not been brought out by human
experiment, but is a product of logics service. You cannot be
convicted of murder. It is improbable that you will be sus-
pected.”

The screen goes blank, and we stare at each other. It's
bound to be right. A logic workin’ the Carson Circuit can no
more make a mistake than any other kinda computin’
machine. I call the tank in a hurry.

“Hey, you guys!” I yell. “Somethin’s happened! Logics are
givin’ detailed instructions for wife-murder! Check your cen-
sor-circuits—but quick!”

That was close, I think. But little do I know. At that pre-
cise instant, over on Monroe Avenue, a drunk starts to punch
for somethin’ on a logic. The screen says “Announcing new
and improved logics service! If you want to do something and
don’t know how to do it—ask your logic!” And the drunk
says owlish, “I’ll do it!” So he cancels his first punching and
fumbles around and says: “How can I keep my wife from
finding out I've been drinking?” And the screen says, prompt:
“Buy a bottle of Franine hair shampoo. It is harmless but
contains a detergent which will neutralize ethyl alcohol imme-
diately. Take one teaspoonful for each jigger of hundred-
proof you have consumed.”
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This guy was plenty plastered—just plastered enough to
stagger next door and obey instructions. An’ five minutes
later he was cold sober and writing down the information so
he couldn’t forget it. It was new, and it was big! He got rich
offa that memo! He patented “SOBUH, The Drink that
Makes Happy Homes!” You can top off any souse with a
stug or two of it an’ go home sober as a judge. The guy’s cus-
sin’ income taxes right now!

You can’t kick on stuff like that. But a ambitious young
fourteen-year-old wanted to buy some kid stuff and his pop
wouldn’t fork over. He called up a friend to tell his troubles.
And his logic says: “If you want to do something and don’t
know how to do it—ask your logic!” So this kid punches:
“How can I make alotta money, fast?”

His logic comes through with the simplest, neatest, and the
most efficient counterfeitin’ device yet known to science. You
see, all the data was in the tank. The logic—since Joe had
closed some relays here an’ there in the tank—simply inte-
grated the facts. That’s all. The kid got caught up with three
days later, havin® already spent two thousand credits an’ hav-
in’ plenty more on hand. They hadda time tellin’ his counter-
feits from the real stuff, an’ the only way they done it was
that he changed his printer, kid fashion, not bein’ able to let
somethin’ that was workin’ right alone.

Those are what you might call samples. Nobody knows all
that Joe done. But there was the bank president who got hu-
morous when his logic flashed that “Ask your logic” spiel on
him, and jestingly asked how to rob his own bank. An’ the
logic told him, brief and explicit but good! The bank
president hit the ceiling, hollering for cops. There must a
been plenty of that sorta thing. There was fifty-four more
robberies than usual in the next twenty-four hours, all of
them planned astute an’ perfect. Some of ’em they never did
figure out how they’d been done. Joe, he’d gone exploring in
the tank and closed some relays like a logic is supposed to
do—but only when required—and blocked all censor-circuits
an’ fixed up this logics service which planned perfect crimes,
nourishing an’ attractive meals, conterfeitin’ machines, an’
new industries with a fine impartiality. He musta been plenty
happy, Joe must. He was functionin’ swell, buzzin’ along to
himself while the Korlanovitch kids were off ridin’ with their
ma an’ pa.
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They come back at seven o’clock, the kids all happily wore
out with their afternoon of fightin’ each other in the car.
Their folks put 'em to bed and sat down to rest. They saw
Joe’s screen flickerin’ meditative from one subject to another
an’ old man Korlanovitch had had enough excitement for one
day. He turned Joe off.

An’ at that instant the patterns of relays that Joe had
turned on snapped off, all the offers of directive service
stopped flashin’ on logic screens everywhere, an’ peace de-
scended on the earth.

For everybody else. But for me. Laurine come to town. I
have often thanked God fervent that she didn’t marry me
when I thought I wanted her to. In the intervenin’ years she
had progressed. She was blonde an’ fatal to begin with. She
had got blonder and fataler an’ had had four husbands and
one acquittal for homicide an’ had acquired a air of enthusi-
asm and self-confidence. That’s just a sketch of the back-
ground. Laurine was not the kinda former girlfriend you like
to have turning up in the same town with your wife. But she
came to town, an’ Monday morning she tuned right into the
middle of Joe’s second spasm of activity.

The Korlanovitch kids had turned him on again. I got
these details later and kinda pieced 'em together. An’ every
logic in town was dutifully flashin’ a notice, “If you want to
do something—ask your logic!” every time they were turned
on for use. More’n that, when people punched for the morn-
ing news, they got a full account of the previous afternoon’s
doin’s. Which put ’em in a frame of mind to share in the
party. One bright fella demands, “How can I make a perpetu-
al motion machine?” And his logic sputters a while an’ then
comes up with a set-up usin’ the Brownian movement to turn
little wheels. If the wheels ain’t bigger'n a eighth of an inch
they’ll turn, all right, an’ practically it’s perpetual motion.
Another one asks for the secret of transmuting metals. The
logic rakes back in the data plates an’ integrates a strictly
practical answer. It does take so much power that you can’t
make no profit except on radium, but that pays off good. An’
from the fact that for a coupla years to come the police were
turnin’ up new and improved jimmies, knob-claws for gettin’
at safe innards, and all-purpose keys that’d open any known
lock—why there must have been other inquiries with a
strictly practical viewpoint. Joe done a lot for technical
progress!

But he done more in other lines. Educational, say. None of
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my kids are old enough to be interested, but Joe bypassed all
censor-circuits because they hampered the service he figured
logics should give humanity. So the kids an’ teenagers who
wanted to know what comes after the bees an’ flowers found
out. And there is certain facts which men hope their wives
won’t do more’n suspect, an’ those facts are just what their
wives are really curious about. So when a woman dials:
“How can I tell if Oswald is true to me?” and her logic tells
her—you can figure out how many rows got started that
night when the men come home!

All this while Joe goes on buzzin’ happy to himself,
showin’ the Korlanovitch kids the animated funnies with one
circuit while with the others he remote-controls the tank so
that all the other logics can give people what they ask for and
thereby raise merry hell.

An’ then Laurine gets onto the new service. She turns on
the logic in her hotel room, prob’ly to see the week’s style-
forecast. But the logic says, dutiful: “If you want to do some-
thing—ask your logic!” So Laurine prob'ly looks
enthusiastic—she would!—and tries to figure out something
to ask. She already knows all about everything she cares
about—ain’t she had four husbands an’ shot one?—so I occur
to her. She knows this is the town I live in. So she punches,
“How can I find Ducky?”

O.K., guy! But that is what she used to call me. She gets a
service question. “Is Ducky known by any other name?” So
she gives my regular name. And the logic can’t find me. Be-
cause my logic ain’t listed under my name on account of I
am in Maintenance and don’t want to be pestered when I'm
home, and there ain’t any data plates on code-listed logics,
because the codes get changed so often—Ilike a guy gets plas-
tered an tells a redhead to call him up, an’ on gettin’ sober
hurriedly has the code changed before she reaches his wife on
the screen.

Well! Joe is stumped. That’s prob’ly the first question logics
service hasn’t been able to answer. “How can I locate
Ducky?”’!! Quite a problem! So Joe broods over it while
showin’ the Korlanovitch kids the animated comic about the
cute little boy who carries sticks of dynamite in his hip
pocket an’ plays practical jokes on everybody. Then he gets
the trick. Laurine’s screen suddenly flashes:

“Logics special service will work upon your question.
Please punch your logic designation and leave it turned on.
You will be called back.”
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Laurine is merely mildly interested, but she punches her
hotel-room number and has a drink and takes a nap. Joe sets
to work. He has been given an idea.

My wife calls me at Maintenance and hollers. She is fit to
be tied. She says I got to do something. She was gonna make
a call to the butcher shop. Instead of the butcher or even the
“If you want to do something” flash, she got a new one. The
screen says, “Service question: What is your name?” She is
kinda puzzled, but she punches it. The screen sputters an’ then
says: “Secretarial Service Demonstration! You: > It reels
off her name, address, age, sex, coloring, the amounts of all
her charge accounts in all the stores, my name as her hus-
band, how much I get a week, the fact that I’'ve been pinched
three times—twice was traffic stuff, and once for a argument
I got in with- a guy—and the interestin’ item that once when
she was mad with me she left me for three weeks an’ had her
address changed to her folks’ home. Then it says, brisk: “Log-
ics Service will hereafter keep your personal accounts, take
messages, and locate persons you may wish to get in touch
with. This demonstration is to introduce the service.” Then it
connects her with the butcher.

But she don’t want meat, then. She wants blood. She calls
me.

“If it'll tell me all about myself,” she says, fairly boilin’,
“it’ll tell anybody else who punches my name! You've got to
stop it!”

“Now, now, honey!” I says. “I didn’t know about all this!
It's new! But they musta fixed the tank so it won’t give out
information except to the logic where a person lives!”

“Nothing of the kind!” she tells me, furious. “I tried! And
you know that Blossom woman who lives next door! She’s
been married three times and she’s forty-two years old and
she says she’s only thirty! And Mrs. Hudson’s had her hus-
band arrested four times for nonsupport and once for beating
her up. And: »”

“Hey!” I says. “You mean the logic told you this?”

“Yes!” she wails. “It will tell anybody anything! You’ve got
to stop it! How long will it take?”

“I’ll call up the tank,” I says. “It can’t take long.”

“Hurry!” she says, desperate, “before somebody punches
my name! I'm going to see what it says about that hussy
across the street.”

She snaps off to gather what she can before it’s stopped. So
I punch for the tank and I get this new “What is your
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name?” flash. I got a morbid curiosity and I punch my name,
and the screen says: “Were you ever called Ducky?” I blink.
I ain’t got no suspicions. I say, “Sure!” And the screen says,
“There is a call for you.”

Bingo! There’s the inside of a hotel room and Laurine is
reclinin’ asleep on the bed. She’d been told to leave her logic
turned on an’ she done it. It is a hot day and she is trying to
be cool. I would say that she oughta not suffer from the heat.
Me, being human, I do not stay as cool as she looks. But
there ain’t no need to go into that. After I get my breath I
say, “For Heaven’s sake!” and she opens her eyes.

At first she looks puzzled, like she was thinking is she get-
ting absentminded and is this guy somebody she married
lately. Then she grabes a sheet and drapes it around herself
and beams at me.

“Ducky!” she says. “How marvelous!”

1 say something like “Ugmph!” I am sweating.

She says:

“I put in a call for you, Ducky, and here you are! Isn’t it
romantic? Where are you really, Ducky? And when can you
come up? You’ve no idea how often I've thought of you!”

I am probably the only guy she ever knew real well that
she has not been married to at some time or another.

Isay “Ugmph!” and swallow. ’

“Can you come up instantly?” asks Laurine brightly.

“I'm ... workin’,” I say. “I'll... uh. .. call you back.”

“I'm terribly lonesome,” says Laurine. “Please make it
quick, Ducky! I'll have a drink waiting for you. Have you
ever thought of me?”

“Yeah,” I say, febble. “Plenty!”

“You darling!” says Laurine. “Here’s a kiss to go on with
until you get here! Hurry, Ducky!”

Then I sweat! I still don’t know nothing about Joe, under-
stand. I cuss out the guys at the tank because I blame them
for this. If Laurine was just another blonde—well—when it
comes to ordinary blondes I can leave ’em alone or leave ’em
alone, either one. A married man gets that way or else. But
Laurine has a look of unquenched enthusiasm that gives a
man very strange weak sensations at the back of his knees.
And she’d had four husbands and shot one and got acquitted.

So I punch the keys for the tank technical room, fumbling.
And the screen says: “What is your name?” but I don’t want
any more. I punch the name of the old guy who’s stock clerk
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in Maintenance. And the screen gives me some pretty inter-
estin’ dope—I never woulda thought the old fella had ever
had that much pep—and winds up by mentionin’ an un-
claimed deposit now amountin’ to two hundred eighty credits
in the First National Bank, which he should look into. Then
it spiels about the new secretarial service and gives me the
tank at last.

I start to swear at the guy who looks at me, But he says,
tired:

“Snap it off, fella. We got troubles an’ you're just another.
What are the logics doin’ now?”

I tell him, and he laughs a hollow laugh.

“A light matter, fella,” he says. “A very light matter! We
just managed to clamp off all the data plates that give in-
formation on high explosives. The demand for instructions in
counterfeiting is increasing minute by minute. We are also
trying to shut off, by main force, the relays that hook in to
data plates that just barely might give advice on the fine
points of murder. So if people will only keep busy getting the
goods on each other for a while, maybe we’ll get a chance to
stop the circuits that are shifting credit-balances from bank to
bank before everybody’s bankrupt except the guys who
thought of askin’ how to get big bank accounts in a hurry.”

“Then,” I says hoarse, “shut down the tank! Do some-
thin’!”

“Shut down the tank?” he says mirthless. “Does it occur to
you, fella, that the tank has been doin’ all the computin’ for
every business office for years? It's been handlin’ the distribu-
tion of ninety-four percent of all telecast programs, has given
out all information on weather, plane schedules, special sales,
employment opportunities and news; has handled all person-
to-person contacts over wires and recorded every business
conversation and agreement—Listen, fella! Logics changed
civilization. Logics are civilization! If we shut off logics, we
go back to a kind of civilization we have forgotten how to
run! I'm getting hysterical myself and that’s why I'm talkin’
like this! If my wife finds out my paycheck is thirty credits a
week more than I told her and starts hunting for that red-
head—"

He smiles a haggard smile at me and snaps off. And I sit
down and put my head in my hands. It’s true. If something
had happened back in cave days and they’d hadda stop usin’
fire—If they’d hadda stop usin’ steam in the nineteenth cen-
tury or electricity in the twentieth—It’s like that. We got a
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very simple civilization. In the nineteen hundreds a man
would have to make use of a typewriter, radio, telephone,
tele-typewriter, newspaper, reference library, encyclopedias,
office files, directories, plus messenger service and consulting
lawyers, chemists, doctors, dietitians, filing clerks, secre-
taries—all to put down what he wanted to remember an’ to
tell him what other people had put down that he wanted to
know; to report what he said to somebody else and to report
to him what they said back. All we have to have is logics.
Anything we want to know or see or hear, or anybody we
want to talk to, we punch keys on a logic. Shut off logics and
everything goes skid-doo. But Laurine. . . .

Somethin’ had happened. I still didn’t know what it was.
Nobody else knows, even yet. What had happened was Joe.
What was the matter with him was that he wanted to work
good. All this fuss he was raisin’ was, actual, nothin’ but stuff
we shoulda thought of ourselves. Directive advice, tellin’ us
what we wanted to know to solve a problem, wasn’t but a
slight extension of logical-integrator service. Figurin’ out a
good way to poison a fella’s wife was only different in
degrees from figurin’ out a cube root or a guy’s bank balance.
It was gettin’ the answer to a question. But things was goin’
to pot because there was too many answers being given to too
many questions.

One of the logics in Maintenance lights up. I go over,
weary, to answer it. I punch the answer key. Laurine says:

GSDuCky!”

It’s the same hotel room. There’s two glasses on the table
with drinks in them. One is for me. Laurine’s got on some
kinda frothy hangin’-around-the-house-with-the-boyfriend out-
fit that automatic makes you strain your eyes to see if you ac-
tual see what you think. Laurine looks at me enthusiastic.

“Ducky!” says Laurine. “I’'m lonesome! Why haven't you
come up?”’

“I...been busy,” I say, strangling slightly.

“Pooh!” says Laurine. “Listen, Ducky! Do you remember
how much in love we used to be?”

1 gulp.

“Are you doin’ anything this evening?” says Laurine.

I gulp again, because she is smiling at me in a way that a
single man would maybe get dizzy, but it gives a old married

man like me cold chills. When a dame looks at you posses-
sive. . ..
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“Ducky!” says Laurine, impulsive. “I was so mean to you!
Let’s get married!”

Desperation gives me a voice.

“I ... got married,” I tell her, hoarse.

Laurine blinks. Then she says, courageous:

“Poor boy! But we'll get you outa that! Only it would be
nice if we could be married today. Now we can only be en-
gaged!”

“I...can’ »”

“I'll call up your wife,” says Laurine, happy, “and have a
talk with her. You must have a code signal for your logic,
darling. I tried to ring your house and noth. ”

Click! That’s my logic turned off. I turned it off. And I feel
faint all over. I got nervous prostration. I got combat fatigue.
I got anything you like. I got cold feet.

I beat it outa Maintenance, yellin’ to somebody I got a
emergency call. I'm gonna get out in a Maintenance car an’
cruise around until it’s plausible to go home. Then I’'m gonna
take the wife an’ kids an’ beat it for somewheres that Laurine
won’t ever find me. I don’t wanna be fifth in Laurine’s series
of husbands and maybe the second one she shoots in a mo-
ment of boredom. I got experience of blondes. I got experi-
ence of Laurine! And I'm scared to death!

I beat it out into traffic in the Maintenance car. There was
a disconnected logic on the back, ready to substitute for one
that hadda burnt-out coil or something that it was easier to
switch and fix back in the Maintenance shop. I drove crazy
but automatic. It was kinda ironic, if you think of it. I was
goin’ hoopla over a strictly personal problem, while civiliza-
tion was crackin’ up all around me because other people were
havin’ their personal problems solved as fast as they could
state ’em. It is a matter of record that part of the Mid-
Western Electric research guys had been workin’ on cold
electron-emission for thirty years, to make vacuum tubes that
wouldn‘t need a power source to heat the filament. And one
of those fellas was intrigued by the “Ask your logic” flash.
He asked how to get cold emission of electrons. And the logic
integrates a few squintillion facts on the physics data plates
and tells him. Just as casual as it told somebody over in the
Fourth Ward how to serve leftover soup in a new attractive
way, and somebody else on Mason Street how to dispose of a
torso that somebody had left careless in his cellar after ceas-
ing to use same.



26 Will F. Jenkins

Laurine wouldn’t never have found me if it hadn’t been for
this new logics service. But now that it was started—Zowie!
She’d shot one husband and got acquitted. Suppose she got
impatient because I was still married an’ asked logics service
how to get me free an’ in a spot where I'd have to marry her
by 8:30 p.m.? It woulda told her! Just like it told that woman
out in the suburbs how to make sure her husband wouldn’t
run around no more. Br-r-r-r! An’ like it told that kid how to
find some buried treasure. Remember? He was happy totin’
home the gold reserve of the Hanoverian Bank and Trust
Company when they caught on to it. The logic had told him
how to make some kinda machine that nobody has been able
to figure how it works even yet, only they guess it dodges
around a couple extra dimensions. If Laurine was to start
askin’ questions with a technical aspect to them, that would
be logics service meat! And fella, I was scared! If you think a
he-man oughtn’t to be scared of just one blonde—you ain’t
met Laurine!

I’'m driving blind when a social-conscious guy asks how to
bring about his own particular system of social organization
at once. He don't ask if it’s best or if it'll work. He just wants
to get it started. And the logic—or Joe—tells him! Simultane-
ous, there’s a retired preacher asks how can the human race
be cured of concupiscence. Bein’ seventy, he's pretty safe
himself, but he wants to remove the peril to the spiritual wel-
fare of the rest of us. He finds out. It involves constructin’ a
sort of broadcastin’ station to emit a certain wave-pattern an’
turnin’ it on. Just that. Nothing more. It’s found out after-
ward, when he is solicitin’ funds to construct it. Fortunate, he
didn’t think to ask logics how to finance it, or it woulda told
him that, too, an’ we woulda all been cured of the impulses
we maybe regret afterward but never at the time. And there’s
another group of serious thinkers who are sure the human
race would be a lot better off if everybody went back to
nature an’ lived in the woods with the ants an’ posion ivy.
They start askin’ questions about how to cause humanity to
abandon cities and artificial conditions of living. They practi-
cally got the answer in logics service!

Maybe it didn’t strike you serious at the time, but while I
was drivin’ aimless, sweatin’ blood over Laurine bein’ after
me, the fate of civilization hung in the balance. I ain’t kid-
din’. For instance, the Superior Man gang that sneers at the
rest of us was quietly asking questions on what kinda
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weapons could be made by which Superior men could take
over and run things . ..

But I drove here an’ there, sweatin’ an’ talkin’ to myself.

“What I ought to do is ask this wacky logics service how to
get outa this mess,” I says. “But it’d just tell me a intricate
an’ foolproof way to bump Laurine off. I wanna have peace!
I wanna grow comfortably old and brag to other old guys
about what a hellion I used to be, without havin’ to go
through it an’ lose my chance of livin’ to be a elderly liar.”

I turn a corner at random, there in the Maintenance car.

“It was a nice kinda world once,” I says, bitter. “I could go
home peaceful and not have belly-cramps wonderin’ if a
blonde has called up my wife to announce my engagement to
her. I could punch keys on a logic without gazing into some-
body’s bedroom while she is giving her epidermis a air bath
and being led to think things I gotta take out in thinkin’. I
could—"

Then I groan, rememberin’ that my wife, naturally, is
gonna blame me for the fact that our private life ain’t private
any more if anybody has tried to peek into it.

“It was a swell world,” I says, homesick for the dear dead
days-before-yesterday. “We was playin’ happy with our toys
like little innocent children until somethin’ happened. Like a
guy named Joe come in and squashed all our mud pies.”

Then it hit me. I got the whole thing in one flash. There
ain’t nothing in the tank set-up to start relays closin’. Relays
are closed exclusive by logics, to get the information the keys
are punched for. Nothin’ but a logic coulda cooked up the
relay patterns that constituted logics service. Humans
wouldn’t ha’ been able to figure it out! Only a logic could in-
tegrate all the stuff that woulda made all the other logics
work like this—

There was one answer. I drove into a restaurant and went
over to a pay-logic an’ dropped in a coin.

“Can a lpgic be modified,” 1 spell out, “to co-operate in
long-term planning which human brains are too limited in
scope to do?”

The screen sputters. Then it says:

“Definitely yes.”

“How great will the modifications be?” I punch.

“Microscopically slight. Changes in dimensions,” says the
screen. “Even modern precision gauges are not exact enough
to check them, however. They can only come about under
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present manufacturing methods by an extremely improbable
accident, which has only happened once.”

“How can one get hold of that one accident which can do
this highly necessary work?” I punch.

The screen sputters. Sweat broke out on me. I ain’t got it
figured out close, yet, but what I'm scared of is that whatever
is Joe will be suspicious. But what I'm askin’ is strictly logi-
cal. And logics can't lie. They gotta be accurate. They can’t
help it.

“A complete logic capable of the work required,” says the
screen, “is now in ordinary family use in »

And it gives me the Korlanovitch address and do I go over
there! Do I go over there fast! I pull up the Maintenance car
in front of the place, and I take the extra logic outa the back,
and I stagger up the Korlanovitch flat and I ring the bell. A
kid answers the door.

“Im from Logics Maintenance,” I tell the kid. “An in-
spection record has shown that your logic is apt to break
down any minute. I come to put in a new one before it
does.”

The kid says “O.K.!” real bright and runs back to the
livin’-room where Joe—I got the habit of callin’ him Joe
later, through just meditatin’ about him—is runnin’ some-
thing the kids wanna look at. I hook in the other logic an’
turn it on, conscientious making sure it works. Then I say:

“Now kiddies, you punch this one for what you want. I'm
gonna take the old one away before it breaks down.”

And I glance at the screen. The kiddies have apparently
said they wanna look at some real cannibals. So the screen is
presenting an anthropological expedition scientific record film
of the fertility dance of the Huba-Jouba tribe of West Africa.
It is supposed to be restricted to anthropological professors
an’ post-graduate medical students. But there ain’t any censor
blocks workin’ any more and it’s on. The kids are much in-
terested. Me, bein’ a old married man, I blush.

I disconnect Joe. Careful. I turn to the other logic and
punch keys for Maintenance. I do not get a services flash. I
get Maintenance. I feel very good. I report that I am goin’
home because I fell down a flight of steps an’ hurt my leg. I
add, inspired:

“An’ say, I was carryin’ the logic I replaced an’ it's all
busted. I left it for the dustman to pick up.”

“If you don’t turn ’em in,” says Stock, “you gotta pay for
’em.”
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“Cheap at the price,” I say.

I go home. Laurine ain’t called. I put Joe down in the cel-
lar, careful. If I turned him in, he’d be inspected an’ his parts
salvaged even if I busted somethin’ on him. Whatever part
was off-normal might be used again and everything start all
over. I can't risk it. I pay for him and leave him be.

That’s what happened. You might say I saved civilization
an’ not be far wrong. I know I ain’t goin’ to take a chance on
havin’ Joe in action again. Not while Laurine is livin’. An’
there are other reasons. With all the riuts who wanna change
the world to their own line o’ thinkin’, an’ the ones that
wanna bump people off, an’ generally solve their problems.
.. . Yeah! Problems are bad, but I figure I better let sleepin’
problem:s lie.

But on the other hand, if Joe could be tamed, somehow,
and got to work just reasonable—He could make me a cou-
pla million dollars, easy. But even if I got sense enough not
to get rich, an’ if I get retired and just loaf around fishin’ an’
lyin’ to the other old duffers about what a great guy I used to
be—Maybe Il like it, but maybe I won’t. And after all, if I
get fed up with bein’ old and confined strictly to thinking—
why I could hook Joe in long enough to ask: “How can a old
guy not stay old?” Joe’ll be able to find out. An’ he’ll tell me.

That couldn’t be allowed out general, of course. You gotta
make room for kids to grow up. But it’s a pretty good world,
now Joe’s turned off. Maybe I'll turn him on long enough to
learn how to stay in it. But on the other hand, maybe. ...



MEMORIAL

-~

by Theodore Sturgeon (1918- )

ASTOUNDING SCIENCE FICTION
April

The events of the late summer of 1945 at Hiro-
shima and Nagasaki changed the world and the
world of science fiction. Sf writers had produced
numerous stories about atomic energy, some of
them on the “awful warning” variety, and now the
future had arrived. One result was a growing boom
in the science fiction field, first with the penetration
of the “slick” magazines like The Saturday Evening
Post by sf writers, and a few years later by a maga-
zine boom which saw the launching -of dozens of
new sf titles, interest in science fiction by hardcover
publishers, and a secure niche for sf within the pa-
perback explosion of the early 1950s.

The tone of much sf also turned more somber,
reflecting on the devastation made possible by ad-
vanced technology and this was reflected in a large
group of stories about atomic war and its after-
math. “Memorial” was one of the first of this group
to see print, and was the second published story by
the talented Theodore Sturgeon after a long period
of silence caused by personal problems. It was good
to have him back.

30
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(The thing is that John Campbell had predicted
in 1940 or there-abouts that the inventor of nuclear
energy was already alive. How right he was. Not
only alive, but already a working scientist for the
credit was shared by Hahn, Meitner, Szilard, Fermi
and so on. It made John very sensitive to the fact
of the nuclear bomb and to its possible conse-
quences. Under his lash, his writers produced nu-
clear bomb stories which appeared in Astounding
throughout 1946. Most of them, as would seem
natural from the fact that a good story should have
some drama in it, expected the worst, a worst that
has not yet come true (thank goodness!) thirty-five
years later. We can all be glad that ‘“Memorial” has
not come true—so far—I.A.)

The Pit, in A.D. 5000, had changed little over the cen-
turies. Still it was an angry memorial to the misuse of great
power; and because of it, organized warfare was a forgotten
thing. Because of it, the world was free of the wasteful smoke
and dirt of industry. The scream and crash of bombs and the
soporific beat of marching feet were never heard, and at long
last the earth was at peace.

To go near The Pit was slow, certain death, and it was re-
spected and feared, and would be for centuries more. It
winked and blinked redly at night, and was surrounded by a
bald and broken tract stretching out and away over the hori-
zon; and around it flickered a ghostly blue glow. Nothing
lived there. Nothing could.

With such a war memorial, there could only be peace. The

earth could never forget the horror that could be loosed by
war.

That was Grenfell’s dream.

Grenfell handed the typewritten sheet back. “That’s it,
Jack. My idea, and—I wish I could express it like that.” He
leaned back against the littered workbench, his strangely
asymmetrical face quizzical. “Why is it that it takes a useless
person to adequately express an abstract?”’

Jack Roway grinned as he took back thepaper and tucked
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it into his breast pocket. “Interestin’ question, Grenfell, be-
cause this is your expression, the words are yours. Practically
verbatim. I left out the ‘er’s’ and ‘ah’s’ that you play conversa-
tional hopscotch with, and strung together all the effects you
mentioned without mentioning any of the technological
causes. Net result: you think I did it, when you did. You
think it’s good writing, and I don’t.”

“You don’t?”

Jack spread his bony length out on the hard little cot. His
relaxation was a noticeable act, like the unbuttoning of a shirt
collar. His body seemed to unjoint itself a little. He laughed.

“Of course I don’t. Much too emotional for my taste. I'm
just a fumbling aesthete—uesless, did you say? Mm-m-m—
yeah. I suppose so.” He paused reflectively. “You see, you
cold-blooded characters, you scientists, are the true vision-
aries. Seems to me the essential difference between a scientist
and an artist is that the scientist can mix his hope with pa-
tience. “The scientist visualizes his ultimate goal, but pays
little attention to it. He is all caught up with the achievement
of the next step upward. The artist looks so far ahead that
more often than not he can’t see what’s under his feet; so he
falls flat on his face and gets called useless by scientists. But
if you strip all of the intermediate steps away from the scien-
tist’s thinking, you have an artistic concept to which the
scientist responds distantly and with surprise, giving some art-
ist credit for being deeply perspicacious purely because the
artist repeated something the scientist said.”

“You amaze me,” Grenfell said candidly. “You wouldn’t
be what you are if you weren’t lazy and superficial. And yet
you come out with things like that. I don’t know that I under-
stand what you just said. I'll have to think—but I do believe
that you show all the signs of clear thinking. With a mind like
yours, I can’t understand why you don’t use it to build some-
thing instead of wasting it in these casual interpretations of
yours.”

Jack Roway stretched luxuriously. “What’s the use? There’s
more waste involved in the destruction of something which is
already built than in dispersing the energy it would take to
start building something. Anyway, the world is filled with
builders—and destroyers. I'd just as soon sit by and watch,
and feel things. I like my environment, Grenfell. I want to
feel all I can of it, while it lasts. It won’t last much longer. I
want to touch all of it I can reach, taste of it, hear it, while
there’s time. What is around me, here and now, is what is im-
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portant to me. The acceleration of human progress, and the-
increase of its mass—to use your own terms—are taking
humanity straight to Limbo. You, with your work, think you
are fighting humanity’s inertia. Well, you are. But it’s the kind
of inertia called momentum. You command no force great
enough to stop it, or even to change its course appreciably.”

“I have sub-atomic power.”

Roway shook his head, smiling. “That’s not enough. No
power is enough. It’s just too late.”

“That kind of pessimism does not affect me,” said Gren-
fell. “You can gnaw all you like at my foundations, Jack,
and achieve nothing more than the loss of your front teeth.
I think you know that.”

“Certainly I know that. I'm not trying to. I have nothing to
sell, no one to change. I am even more impotent than you
and your atomic power; and you are completely helpless.
Uh—I quarrel with your use of the term ‘pessimist’, though. I
am nothing of the kind. Since I have resolved for myself the
fact that humanity, as we know it, is finished, I'm quite
resigned to it. Pessimism from me, under the circumstances,
would be the pessimism of a photophobiac predicting that the
sun would rise tomorrow.” -

Grenfell grinned. “I’ll have to think about that, too. You’re
such a mass of paradoxes that turn out to be chains of rea-
soning. Apparently you live in a world in which scientists are
poets and the grasshopper has it over the ant.”

“I always did think that ant was a stinker.”

“Why do you keep coming here, Jack? What do you get out
of it? Don’t you realize I’'m a criminal?”

Roway’s eyes narrowed. “Sometimes I think you wish you
were a criminal. The law says you are, and the chances are
very strong that you’ll be caught and treated accordingly.
Ethically, you know you’re not. It sort of takes the spice out
of being one of the hunted.”

“Maybe you’re right,” Grenfell said thoughtfully. He
sighed. “It’s so completely silly. During the war years, the
skills I had were snatched up and the government flogged me
into the Manhattan Project, expecting, and getting, miracles.
I have never stopped working along the same lines. And now
the government has changed the laws, and pulled legality
from under me.”

“Hardly surprising. The government deals rather severely
with soldiers who go on killing other soldiers after the war is
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over.” He held up a hand to quell Grenfell’s interruptions. “I
know you’re not killing anyone, and are working for the op-
posite result. I was only pointing out that it’s the same switch-
eroo. We the people,” he said didactically, “have, in our
sovereign might, determined that no atomic research be done
except in government laboratories. We have then permitted
our politicians to allow so little for maintenance of those lab-
oratories—unlike our overseas friends—that no really exhaus-
tive research can be done in them. We have further made it a
major offense to operate such a bootleg lab as yours.” He
shrugged. “Comes the end of mankind. We'll get walloped
first. If we put more money and effort into nuclear research
than any other country, some other country would get wal-
loped first. If we last another hundred years—which seems
doubtful—some poor, spavined, and underpaid government
researcher will stumble on the aluminum-isotope space-
heating system you have already perfected.”

“That was a little rough,” said Grenfell bitterly. “Driving
me underground just in time to make it impossible for me to
announce it. What a waste of time and energy it is to heat
homes and buildings the way they do now! Space heating
—the biggest single use for heat-energy—and I have the
answer to it over there.” He nodded toward a compact
cube of lead alloys in the corner of the shop. “Build it into a
foundation, and you have controllable heat for the life of the
building, with not a cent for additional fuel and practically
nothing for maintenance.” His jaw knotted. “Well, I'm glad it
happened that way.”

“Because it got you started on your war memorial— The
Pit? Yeah. Well, all I can say is, I hope you’re right. It hasn’t
been possible to scare humanity yet. The invention of gun-
powder was going to stop war, and didn’t. Likewise the sub-
marine, the torpedo, the airplane, that two-by-four bomb they
pitched at Hiroshima, and the H-bomb.”

“None of that applies to The Pit,” said Grenfell. “You’re
right; humanity hasn’t been scared off war yet; but the H-
bomb rocked ’em back on their heels. My little memorial is
the real stuff. I'm not depending on a fission or fusion effect,
you know, with a release of one-tenth of one percent of the
energy of the atom. I'm going to transmute it completely, and
get all the energy there is in it, and in all matter the fireball
touches. And it'll be more than a thousand times as powerful
as the Hiroshima bomb, because I'm going to use twelve
times as much explosive; and it’s going off on the ground, not
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a hundred and fifty feet above it.” Grenfell’s brow, over sud-
denly hot eyes, began to shine with sweat. “And then—The
Pit,” he said softly. “The war memorial to end war, and all
other war memorials. A vast pit, alive with bubbling lava, ra-
diating death for ten thousand years. A living reminder of the
devastation mankind has prepared for itself. Out here on the
desert, where there are no cities, where the land has always
been useless, will be the scene of the most useful thing in the
history of the race—a never-ending sermon, a warning, an
example of the dreadful antithesis of peace.” His voice shook
to a whisper, and faded.

“Sometimes,” said Roway, “you frighten me, Grenfell. It
occurs to me that I am such a studied sensualist, tasting ev-
erything I can, because I am afraid to feel any one thing that
much.” He shook himself, or shuddered. “You're a fanatic,
Grenfell. Hyperemotional. A monomaniac. I hope you can
do it.”

“I can do it,” said Grenfell.

Two months passed, and in those two months Grenfell’s
absorption in his work had been forced aside by the increas-
ing pressure of current events. Watching a band of vigilantes
riding over the waste to the south of his little buildings one
afternoon, he thought grimly of what Roway had said.
“Sometimes I think you wish you were a criminal.” Roway
the sensualist, would say that. Roway would appreciate the
taste of danger, in the same way that he appreciated all the
other emotions. As it intensified, he would wait to savor it, no
matter how bad it got.

Twice Grenfell shut off the instigating power of the boron-
aluminum pile he had built, as he saw government helicopters
hovering on the craggy skyline. He knew of hard-radiation
detectors; he had developed two different types of them dur-
ing the war; and he wanted no questions asked. His utter
frustration at being unable to announce the success of his
space-heating device, for fear that he would be punished as a
criminal and his device impounded and forgotten—that frus-
tration had been indescribable. It had canalized his mind, and
intensified the devoted effort he had put forth for the things
he believed in during the war. Every case of neural shock he
encountered in men who had been hurt by war and despised
it made him work harder on his monument—on The Pit. For
if humans could be frightened by war, humanity could be
frightened by The Pit.
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And those he met who had been hurt by war and who still
bated the late enemy—those who would have been happy to
go back and kill some more, reckoning vital risk well worth
it—those he considered mad, and forgot them.

So he could not stand another frustration. He was the cen-
ter of his own universe, and he realized it dreadfully, and he
had to justify his position there. He was a humanitarian, a
philanthropist in the world’s truest sense. He was probably as
mad as any other man who has, through his own efforts,
moved the world.

For the first time, then, he was grateful when Jack Roway
arrived in his battered old convertible, although he was deliri-
ously frightened at the roar of the motor outside his labora-
tory window. His usual reaction to Jack’s advent was a
mixture of annoyance and gratification, for it was a great
deal of trouble to get out to his place. His annoyance was not
because of the interruption, for Jack was certainly no trouble
to have around. Grenfell suspected that Jack came out to see
him partly to get the taste of the city out of his mouth, and
partly to be able to feel superior to somebody be considered
of worth.

But the increasing fear of discovery, and his race to com-
plete his work before it was taken from him by a hysterical
public, had had the unusual effect of making him lonely. For
such a man as Grenfell to be lonely bordered on the extraor-
dinary; for in his daily life there were simply too many things
to be done. There had never been enough hours in a day nor
days in a week to suit him, and he deeply resented the en-
croachments of sleep, which he considered a criminal waste.

“Roway!” he blurted, as he flung the door open, his tone so
warm that Roway’s eyebrows went up in surprise. “What
dragged you out here?”

“Nothing in particular,” said the writer, as they shook
hands. “Nothing more than usual, which is a great deal.
How goes it?”

“I'm about finished.” They went inside, and as the door
closed, Grenfell turned to face Jack. “I've been finished for
80 long I'm ashamed of myself,” he said intently.

“Ha! Ardent confession so early in the day! What are you
talking about?”

“Oh, there have been things to do,” said Grenfell restlessly.
“But I could go ahead with the . . . with the big thing at al-
most any time.”

“You hate to be finished. You've never visualized what it
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would be like to have the job done.” His teeth flashed. “You
know, I've never heard a word from you as to what your
plans are after the big noise. You going into hiding?”

“I . . . haven’t thought much about it. I used to have a
vague idea of broadcasting a warning and an explanation be-
fore I let go with the disruptive explosion. I've decided
against it, though. In the first place, I'd be stopped within
minutes, no matter how cautious I was with the transmitter.
In the second place—well, this is going to be so big that it
won’t need any explanation.”

“No one will know who did it, or why it was done.”

“Is that necessary?” asked Grenfell quietly.

Jack’s mobile face stilled as he visualized The Pit, spewing
its ten-thousand-year hell. “Perhaps not,” he said. “Isn’t it
necessary, though, to you?”

“To me?” asked Grenfell, surprised. “You mean, do I care
if the world knows I did this thing, or not? No; of course I
don’t. A chain of circumstance is occurring, and it has been
working through me. It goes directly to The Pit; The Pit will
do all that is necessary from then on. I will no longer have
any part in it.”

Jack moved, clinking and splashing, around the sink in the
corner of the laboratory. “Where’s all your coffee? Oh—here.
Uh ... I have been curious about how much personal mo-
tive you had for your work. I think that answers it pretty
well. I think, too, that you believe what you are saying. Do
you know that people who do things for impersonal motives
are as rare as fur on a fish?”

“I hadn’t thought about it.”

“I believe that, too. Sugar? And milk. I remember. And
have you been listening to the radio?”

“Yes. I'm . . . a little upset, Jack,” said Grenfell, taking
the cup. “I don’t know where to time this thing. I'm a techni-
cian, not a Machiavelli.”

“Visionary, like I said. You don’t know if you’ll throw this
gadget of yours into world history too soon or too late—is
that it?”

“Exactly. Jack, the whole world seems to be going crazy.
Even fusion bombs are too big for humanity to handle.”

“What else can you expect,” said Jack grimly, “with our
dear friends across the water sitting over their push buttons
waiting for an excuse to punch them?”
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“And we have our own set of buttons, of course.”

Jack Roway said: “We’ve got to defend ourselves.”

“Are you kidding?”

Roway glanced at him, his dark brows plotting a V. “Not
about this. I seldom kid about anything, but particularly not
about this.” And he—shuddered.

Grenfell stared amazedly at him and then began to
chuckle. “Now,” he said, “I’ve seen everything. My iconoclas-
tic friend Jack Roway, of all people, caught up by a ... a
fashion. A national pastime, fostered by uncertainty and fed
by yellow journalism—fear of the enemy.”

“This country is not at war.”

“You mean, we have no enemy? Are you saying that the
gentlemen over the water, with their itching fingertips
hovering about the push buttons, are not our enemies?”

CGWell—,f

Grenfell came across the room to his friend, and put a
hand on his shoulder. “Jack—what’s the matter? You can’t be
so troubled by the news—not you!”

Roway stared out at the brazen sun, and shook his head
slowly. “International balance is too delicate,” he said softly;
and if a voice could glaze like eyes, his did. “I see the nations
of the world as masses balanced each on its own mathe-
matical point, each with its center of gravity directly above.
But the masses are fluid, shifting violently away from the
center lines. The opposing trends aren’t equal; they can’t
cancel each other; the phasing is too slow. One or the other is
going to topple, and then the whole works is going to go.”

“But you’ve known that for a long time. You've known
that ever since Hiroshima. Possibly before. Why should it
frighten you now?”

“I didn’t think it would happen so soon.”

“Oh-ho! So that’s it! You have suddenly realized that the
explosion is going to come in your lifetime. Hm-m-m? And
you can’t take that. You’re capable of all of your satisfying
aesthetic rationalizations as long as you can keep the actu-
alities at arm’s length!”

“Whew!” said Roway, his irrepressible humor passing close
enough to nod to him. “Keep it clean, Grenfell! Keep your
« « . your sesquipedalian polysyllabics, for a scientific report.”

“Touché!” Grenfell smiled. “Y’know, Jack, you remind me
powerfully of some erstwhile friends of mine who write
science-fiction. They had been living very close to atomic
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power for a long time—years before the man on the street—
or the average politician, for that matter—knew an atom from
Adam. Atomic power was handy to these specialized word-
merchants because it gave them a limitless source of power
for background to a limitless source of story material. In the
heyday of the Manhattan Project, most of them suspected
what was going on, some of them knew—some even worked
on it. All of them were quite aware of the terrible potential-
ities of nuclear energy. Practically all of them were scared
silly of the whole idea. They were afraid for humanity, but
they themselves were not really afraid, except in a delicious
drawing room sort of way, because they couldn’t conceive of
this Buck Rogers event happening to anything but posterity.
But it happened, right smack in the middle of their own
sacrosanct lifetimes.

“And I will be dog-goned if you’re not doing the same
thing. You’ve gotten quite a bang out of figuring out the
doom humanity faces in an atomic war. You’ve consciously
risen above it by calling it inevitable, and in the meantime
leave us gather rosebuds before it rains. You thought you'd
be safe home—dead—before the first drops fell. Now social
progress has rolled up a thunderhead and you find yourself a
mile from home with a crease in your pants and no umbrella.
And you’re scared!”

Roway looked at the floor and said, “It’s so soon. It’s so
soon.” He looked up at Grenfell, and his cheekbones seemed
too large. He took a deep breath. “You . . . we can stop it,
Grenfell.”

“Stop what?”

“The war . . . the ... this thing that’s happening to us.
The explosion that will come when the strains get too great in
the international situation. And it’s got to be stopped!”

“That’s what The Pit is for.”

“The Pit!” Roway said scornfully. “I've called you a vision-
ary before. Grenfell, you’ve got to be more practical! Hu-
manity is not going to learn anything by example. It’s got to
be kicked and carved. Surgery.”

Grenfell's eyes narrowed. “Surgery? What you said a
minute ago about my stopping it . . . do you mean what I
think you mean?” )

“Don’t you see it?” said Jack urgently. “What you have
here—the total conversion of mass to energy—the peak of
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atomic power. One or two wallops with this, in the right
place, and we can stop anybody.”

“This isn’t a weapon. I didn’t make this to be a weapon.”

“The first rock ever thrown by a prehistoric man wasn’t
made to be a weapon, either. But it was handy and it was
effective, and it was certainly used because it had to be used.”
He suddenly threw up his hands in a despairing gesture.
“You don’t understand. Don’t you realize that this country is
likely to be attacked at any second—that diplomacy is now
hopeless and helpless, and the whole world is just waiting for
the thing to start? It’s probably too late even now—but it’s
the least we can do.”

“What, specifically, is the least thing we can do?”

“Turn your work over to the Defense Department. In a
few hours the government can put it where it will do the
most good.” He drew his finger across his throat. “Anywhere
we want to, over the ocean.”

There was a taut silence. Roway looked at his watch and
licked his lips. Finally Grenfell said, “Turn it over to the gov-
ernment. Use it for a weapon—and what for? To stop war?”

“Of course!” blurted Roway. “To show the rest of the
world that our way of life . . . to scare the daylights out of
oo to—"

“Stop it!” Grenfell roared. “Nothing of the kind. You
think—you hope anyway—that the use of total disruption as
a weapon will stall off the inevitable—at least in your life-
time. Don’t you?”

“NO, I_’!

“Don’t you?”

“Well, I—"

“You have some more doggerel to write,” said Grenfell
scathingly. “You have some more blondes to chase. You want
to go limp over a few more Bach fugues.”

Jack Roway said: “No one knows where the first bomb
might hit. It might be anywhere. There’s nowhere I ... we
... can go to be safe.” He was trembling.

“Are the people in the city quivering like that?” asked
Grenfell.

“Riots,” breathed Roway, his eyes bright with panic. “The
radio won’t announce anything about the riots.”

“Is that what you came out here for today—to try to get
me to give disruptive power to any government?”

Jack looked at him guiltily.”It was the only thing to do. I



MEMORIAL 41

don’t know if your bomb will turn the trick, but it has to be
tried. It’s the only thing left. We’ve got to be prepared to hit
first, and hit harder than anyone else.”

“No.” Grenfell’s one syllable was absolutely unshakable.

“Grenfell—I thought I could argue you into it. Don’t make
it tough for yourself. You've got to do it. Please do it on
your own. Please, Grenfell.” He stood up slowly.

“Do it on my own—or what? Keep away from me!”

“No . . . I—" Roway stiffened suddenly, listening. From
far above and to the north came the whir of rotary wings.
Roway’s fear-slackened lips tightened into a grin, and with
two incredibly swift strides he was across to Grenfell. He
swept in a handful of the smaller man’s shirt front and held
him half off the floor.

“Don’t try a thing,” he gritted. There was not a sound then
except their harsh breathing, until Grenfell said wearily:
“There was somebody called Judas—"

“You can’t insult me,” said Roway, with a shade of his old
cockiness, “And you’re flattering yourself.”

A helicopter sank into its own roaring dust-cloud outside
the building. Men pounded out of it and burst in the door.
There were three of them. They were not in uniform.

“Dr. Grenfell,” said Jack Roway, keeping his grip, “I want
you to meet—"

“Never mind that,” said the taller of the three in a brisk
voice. “You’re Roway? Hm-m-m. Dr. Grenfell, I understand
you have a nuclear energy device on the premises.”

“Why did you come by yourself?” Grenfell asked Roway
softly. “Why not just send these stooges?”

“For you, strangely enough. I hoped I could argue you into
giving the thing freely. You know what will happen if you
resist?”

“I know.” Grenfell pursed his lips for a moment, and then
turned to the tall man. “Yes. I have some such thing here.
Total atomic disruption. Is that what you were looking for?”

“Where is it?”

“Here, in the laboratory, and then there’s the pile in the
other building. You’'ll find—" he hesitated. “You’ll find two
samples of the concentrate. One’s over there—" he pointed to
a lead case on a shelf behind one of the benches. “And
there’s another like it in a similar case in the shed back of the
pile building.”



42 Theodore Sturgeon

Roway sighed and released Grenfell. “Good boy. I knew
you’d come through.”

“Yes,” said Grenfell. “Yes—"

“Go get it,” said the tall man. One of the others broke
away.

“It will take two men to carry it,” said Grenfell in a
shaken voice. His lips were white.

The tall man pulled out a gun and held it idly. He nodded
to the second man. “Go get it. Bring it here and we’ll strap
the two together and haul ’em to the plane. Snap it up.”

The two men went out toward the shed.

“Jack?”

“Yes, Doc.”

“You really think humanity can be scared?”

“It will be—now. This thing will be used right.”

“I hope so. Oh, I hope so,” Grenfell whispered.

The men came back. “Up on the bench,” said the leader,
nodding toward the case the men carried between them.

As they climbed up on the bench and laid hands on the
second case, to swing it down from the shelf, Jack Roway
saw Grenfell’s face spurt sweat, and a sudden horror swept
over him.

“Grenfell!” he said hoarsely. “It’s—"

“Of course,” Grenfell whispered. “Critical mass.”

When the two leaden cases came together, it let go.

It was like Hiroshima, but much bigger. And yet, that ex-
plosion did not create The Pit. It was the pile that did—the
boron-aluminum lattice which Grenfell had so arduously
pieced together from parts bootlegged over the years. Right
there at the heart of the fission explosion, total disruption
took place in the pile, for that was its function. This was
slower. It took more than an hour for its hellish activity to
reach a peak, and in that time a huge crater had been gouged
out of the earth, a seething, spewing mass of volatilized ele-
ments, raw radiation, and incandescent gases. It was—The
Pit. Its activity curve was plotted abruptly—up to peak in an
hour and eight minutes, and then a gradual subsidence as it
tried to feed further afield with less and less fueling effect,
and as it consumed its own flaming wastes in an effort to
reach inactivity. Rain would help to blanket it, through en-
ergy lost in volatilizing the drops; and each of the many ele-
ments involved went through its respective secondary
radioactivity, and passed away its successive half-lives. The
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subsidence of The Pit would take between eight and nine
thousand years.

And like Hiroshima, this explosion had effects which
reached into history and into men’s hearts in places far sep-
arated in time from the cataclysm itself.

These things happened:

The explosion could not be concealed; and there was too
much hysteria afoot for anything to be confirmed. It was
easier to run headlines saying WE ARE ATTACKED. There
was an instantaneous and panicky demand for reprisals, and
the government acceded, because such “reprisals” suited the
policy of certain members who could command emergency
powers. And so the First Atomic War was touched off.

And the Second.

There were no more atomic wars after that. The Mutants’
War was a barbarous affair, and the mutants defeated the tat-
tered and largely sterile remnants of humanity, because the
mutants were strong. And then the mutants died out because
they were unfit. For a while there was some very interesting
material to be studied on the effects of radiation on heredity,
but there was no one to study it.

There were some humans left. The rats got most of them,
after increasing in fantastic numbers; and there were three
plagues.

After that there were half-stooping naked things whose
twisted heredity could have been traced to humankind; but
these could be frightened, as individuals and as a race, so
therefore they could not progress. They were certainly not
human.

The Pit, in A.D. 5000, had changed little over the cen-
turies. Still it was an angry memorial to the misuse of great
power; and because of it, organized warfare was a forgotten
thing. Because of it, the world was free of the wasteful smoke
and dirt of industry. The scream and crash of bombs and the
soporific beat of marching feet were never heard, and at long
last the earth was at peace.

To go near The Pit was slow, certain death, and it was re-
spected and feared, and would be for centuries more. It
winked and blinked redly at night, and was surrounded by a
bald and broken tract stretching out and away over the hori-
zon; and around it flickered a ghostly blue glow. Nothing
lived there. Nothing could.
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With such a war memorial, there could only be peace. The
earth could never forget the horror that could be loosed by
war.

That was Grenfell's dream.



LOOPHOLE

by Arthur C. Clarke (1917- )

ASTOUNDING SCIENCE FICTION
April

Arthur C. Clarke is widely regarded as one of
the major figures in modern science fiction, and
books like Childhood’s End (1953) The City and
the Stars (1956), the screenplay for 2001: A Space
Odyssey (1968) Rendezvous with Rama (1974),
and The Fountains of Paradise (1979) have won
him numerous awards and a secure place in the his-
tory of the field. He is also a very talented short
story writer, as this and future volumes of this
series will show. Virtually every one of his stories
and novels is in print in many languages.

However, in 1946 Arthur C. Clarke was a name
known only within British sf fandom. He had yet to
publish a story, although he had been reading
science fiction since 1927 and had written about
the field since the mid-1930s. Fresh out of almost
seven years in the Royal Air Force, he was more
than ready to burst upon the sf scene.

“Loophole” was his first published story, although
it was not the first one he had written.

45



46 Arthur C. Clarke

(It is now widely recognized, to the point of
cliché-hood, that the Big Three, in alphabetical or-
der, are Asimov, Clarke and Heinlein. Bob Heinlein
and myself appeared on the scene in 1939, and it
was not till seven years later that Arthur appeared.
By the early 1950s we were the Big Three and af-
ter thirty years passed, we were still the Big Three.
This has made me increasingly nervous with every
year that passes. I keep thinking of a hundred
science fiction writers, young, eager, talented, some
of them extraordinarily successful, all held back
from the fair chance at becoming one of the Big
Three by the persistent existence of Bob, Arthur
and myself. 1 once said to Arthur, “Maybe we
should abdicate. Surely the united baleful, hate-
filled glances from all the other writers will sooner
or later undermine our health.” But Arthur grinned
and shook his head, “No,” he said, “I enjoy the sit=
uation.”—That's Arthur!—I.A.)

From: President
To: Secretary, Council of Scientists.

I have been informed that the inhabitants of Earth have
succeeded in releasing atomic energy and have been making
experiments with rocket propulsion. This is most serious. Let
me have a full report immediately. And make it brief this
time.

KK IV,

From: Secretary, Council of Scientists
To: President.

The facts are as follows. Some months ago our instruments
detected intense neutron emission from Earth, but an analysis
of radio programs gave no explanation at the time. Three
days ago a second emission occurred and soon afterwards all
radio transmissions from Earth announced that atomic bombs
were in use in the current war. The translators have not com-
pleted their interpretation, but it appears that the bombs are
of considerable power. Two have so far been used. Some de-
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tails of their construction have been released, but the ele-
ments concerned have not yet been identified. A fuller report
will be forwarded as soon as possible. For the moment all
that is certain is the inhabitants of Earth have liberated
atomic power, so far only explosively.

Very little is known concerning rocket research on Earth.
Our astronomers have been observing the planet carefully
ever since radio emissions were detected a generation ago. It
is certain that long-range rockets of some kind are in exis-
tence on Earth, for there have been numerous references to
them in recent military broadcasts. However, no serious at-
tempt has been made to reach interplanetary space. When the
war ends, it is expected that the inhabitants of the planet may
carry out research in this direction. We will pay very careful
attention to their broadcasts and the astronomical watch will
be rigorously enforced.

From what we have inferred of the planet’s technology, it
should require about twenty years before Earth develops
atomic rockets capable of crossing space. In view of this, it
would seem that the time has come-to set up a base on the
Moon, so that a close scrutiny can be kept on such experi-
ments when they commence.

Trescon.

(Added in manuscript.)

The war on Earth has now ended, apparently owing to the
intervention of the atomic bomb. This will not affect the
above arguments but it may mean that the inhabitants of
Barth can devote themselves to pure research again more
quickly than expected. Some broadcasts have already pointed
out the application of atomic power in rocket propulsion.

.

From President.
To: Chief of Bureau of Extra-Planetary Security. (C.B.E.P.S.)

You have seen Trescon’s minute.

Equip an expedition to the satellite of Earth immediately.
It is to keep a close watch on the planet and to report at once
if rocket experiments are in progress.

The greatest care must be taken to keep our presence on
the Moon a secret. You are personally responsible for this.
Report to me at yearly intervals, or more often if necessary.

KX. IV.
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From: President.
To: C.B.E.P.S.
Where is the report on Earth?!!
KK IV.

From: C.B.E.P.S.
To: President.

The delay is regretted. It was caused by the breakdown of
the ship carrying the report.

There have been no signs of rocket experimenting during
the past year, and no reference to it in broadcasts from the
planet.

Ranthe.

From: C.B.E.P.S.
To: President.

You will have seen my yearly reports to your respected fa-
ther on this subject. There have been no developments of in-
terest for the past seven years, but the following message has
just been received from our base on the Moon:

Rocket projectile, apparently atomically propelled, left
Earth’s atmosphere today from Northern land-mass, traveling
into space for one quarter diameter of planet before return-
ing under control.

Ranthe.
From: President.
To: Chief of State.
Your comments, please.
KK V.

From: Chief of State.
To: President.

This means the end of our traditional policy.

The only hope of security lies in preventing the Terrestrials
from making further advances in this direction. From what
we know of them, this will require some over-whelming
threat.

Since its high gravity makes it impossible to land on the
planet, our sphere of action is restricted. The problem was
discussed nearly a century ago by Anvar, and I agree with his
conclusions. We must act immediately along those lin;sk s
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From: President.
To: Secretary of State.
Inform the Council that an emergency meeting is convened
for noon tomorrow.
KK. V.

From: President.
To: C.B.E.P.S.

Twenty battleships should be sufficient to put Anvar’s plan
into operation. Fortunately there is no need to arm them—
yet. Report progress of construction to me weekly.

KK. V.

From: C.B.E.P.S.
To: President.

Nineteen ships are now completed. The twentieth is still
delayed owing to hull failure and will not be ready for at
least a month.

Ranthe.

From: President.
To: C.B.E.P.S.

Nineteen will be sufficient. I will check the operational
plan with you tomorrow. Is the draft of our broadcast ready
yet?

KK. V.

From: C.B.E.P.S.
To: President.

Draft herewith:

People on Earth!

We, the inhabitants of the planet you call Mars, have for
many years observed your experiments towards achieving in-
terplanetary travel. These experiemnts must cease. Our study
of your race has convinced us that you are not fit to leave
your planet in the present state of your civilization. The ships
you now see floating above your cities are capable of destroy-
ing them utterly, and will do so unless you discontinue your
attempts to cross space.

We have set up an observatory on your Moon and can im-
mediately detect any violation of these orders. If you obey
them, we will not interfere with you again. Otherwise, one of
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your cities will be destroyed every time we observe a rocket
leaving the Earth’s atmosphere.
By order of the President and Council of Mars.
Ranthe,

From: President.
To: C.B.E.P.S.
I approve. The translation can go ahead.
I shall not be sailing with the fleet, after all. You will re-
port to me in detail immediately on your return.
KK. V.

From: C.B.E.P.S.
To: President.

I have the honor to report the successful completion of our
mission. The voyage to Earth was uneventful; radio messages
from the planet indicated that we were detected at a con-
siderable distance and great excitement had been arousd be-
fore our arrival. The fleet was dispersed according to plan
and I broadcast the ultimatum. We left immediately and no
hostile weapons were brought to bear against us.

I shall report in detail within two days.

Ranthe.

From: Secretary, Council of Scientists.
To: President.

The psychologists have completed their report, which is at-
tached herewith.

As might be expected, our demands at first infuriated this
stubborn and high-spirited race. The shock to their pride
must have been considerable, for they believed themselves to
be the only intelligent beings in the Universe.

However, within a few weeks there was a rather unex-
pected change in the tone of their statements. They had be-
gun to realize that we were intercepting all their radio
transmissions, and some messages have been broadcast
directly to us. They state that they have agreed to ban all
rocket experiments, in accordance with our wishes. This is as
unexpected as it is welcome. Even if they are trying to de-
ceive us, we are perfectly safe now that we have established
the second station just outside the atmosphere. They cannot
possibly develop spaceships without our seeing them or detect-
ing their tube radiation.
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The watch on Earth will be continued rigorously, as in-
structed.

Trescon.

From: C.B.E.P.S.
To: President.

Yes, it is quite true that there have been no further rocket
experiments in the last ten years. We certainly did not expect
Earth to capitulate so easily!

I agree that the existence of this race now constitutes a
permanent threat to our civilization and we are making ex-
periments along the lines you suggest. The problem is a diffi-
cult one, owing to the great size of the planet. Explosives
would be out of the question, and a radioactive poison of
some kind appears to offer the greatest hope of success.

Fortunately, we now have an indefinite time in which to
complete this research, and I will report regularly.

Ranthe.

End of Document

From: Lieutenant Commander Henry Forbes, Intelligence

Branch, Special Space Corps.

To: Professor S. Maxton, Philological Department, Univer-
sity of Oxford.
Route: Transender II (via Schenectady.)

The above papers, with others, were found in the ruins of
what is believed to be the capital Martian city. (Mars Grid
KL302895.) The frequent use of the ideograph for “Earth”
suggests that they may be of special interest and it is hoped
that they can be translated. Other papers will be following
shortly.

H. Forbes, Lt/ Cdr.,

(Added in manuscript.)
Dear Max,

Sorry I've had no time to contact you before, I'll be seeing
you as soon as I get back to Earth.

Gosh! Mars is in a mess! Our co-ordinates were dead accu-
rate and the bombs materialized right over their cities, just as
the Mount Wilson boys predicted.

We're sending a lot of stuff back through the two small
machines, but until the big transmitter is materialized we're
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rather restricted, and, of course, none of us can return. So
hurry up with it!

I'm glad we can get to work on rockets again. I may be
old-fashioned, but being squirted through space at the speed
of light doesn’t appeal to me!

Yours in haste,
Henry.
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by Chan Davis (1926- )
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Dr. Chandler Davis is a Professor of Mathe-
matics at a Canadian university who wrote several
notable stories in the mid-1940s, including the
beautiful “Letter to Ellen” (Astounding, June
1947), but then only produced an occasional story
in the following decades. Most importantly, he is
the author of one of the very best stories (inside or
outside of science fiction) on bureaucracy, the in-
credible “Adrift On the Policy Level’ which ap-
peared in Fred Pohl’s Star Science Fiction Stories 5
in 1959. His small output and considerable talent
deserve wider recognition.

In 1945 and 1946 (at least) his mind was very
much on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and he wrote
this powerful warning about atomic war.

(After 1 got my Ph.D. in 1948, 1 went to Boston
in order to join the faculty of Boston University
School of Medicine as an instructor [Officially, I am
still on the faculty with the rank of Professor of Bi-
ochemistry, but i's been 23 years since I've actu-
ally faced a class of medical students].
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Naturally, I was very lonely. In those days, be-
fore television and the West Coast siphoned off the
science fiction brotherhood, New York City was
where most science fiction writers were to be found,
and I missed the good old gang. It was not long,
however, before I met the science fiction people of
Boston and one of them was Chan Davis. The very
first get-together with Boston people as at his then
apartment and 1 still remember that room with its
high ceiling. It looked nothing at all like New York,
but Chan was there and he wrote science fiction
and that made it home.—I1.A.)

Rob Ciccone bent down, picked up the bottle of milk out-
side the door of his apartment, and started to pick up the pa-
per beside it. When he saw the headline that topped two
columns on the left-hand side of the front page, he hesitated.
Then he stood up and wiped his forehead.

The morning newspaper is essentially a simple, ordinary,
and familiar thing. It’s a habit. But it doesn’t seem quite so
ordinary and familiar when you see your name in black type
at the top of page one.

Rob picked up the paper and went back into the flat to
read it. With forced deliberation, he slowly sat down in the
most relaxing chair available and spread the paper carefully
before starting the article. He was worried. As far as he knew
there was no reason for him to be on page one. He did not
belong there. He had, to be sure, been one of the speakers at
the S.N.P. chapter meeting last night, but he had been plan-
ning to look for that write-up on page twenty-six or therea-
bouts. Worse, Rob’s job was one of those in which you do not
make page one in the New York Dispatch, or any other pa-
per, unless it is bad news, and very bad.

He began to read, then the worry gave way to puzzlement.
It was the report of the meeting after all, and carried, as he
had expected, the byline of his friend Creighton Macomb. It
ran:

CiccoNeE FLAYS CITY’S GEIGER SEARCH PoLicy; WARNS
PERIL GROWS
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Dr. Robert A. Ciccone, chief of the Bronx Sector
Radioactive Search Commission, stated last night
that the present system of Geiger-counter search
would not be adequate for the prevention of an A-
bomb being planted in the New York area. Ad-
dressing the Bronx Chapter of the Society of
Nuclear Physicists, he said: “No number of
successes in preventing the importing of dangerous
radioactives can compensate for just one failure,
and I feel unable to state positively that failure, and
disastrous failure, is impossible.”

So far so good, thought Rob. At least they were quoting
directly. Of course the sentence quoted was the most out-
spoken of the whole thing; it read like a much stronger attack
on the search program than he had actually dared to make.

But the same thing had been said before by others. Ten
years before, when the Geiger search had first been brought
up as a counter-proposal to the Compton plan of decentrali-
zation, the whole subject had been batted back and forth in
the press. Opponents of the search system, himself included,
had claimed that New York was a sitting target for an atomic
bomb, that no preventive measures could change that fact,
and that the only answer to the danger was to scatter New
York’s industries and commerce over as wide an area as pos-
sible. The other party had pooh-poohed this warning, pointing
to the U.N.O. Security Council’s strict supervision of all the
world’s piles, and to the greatly improved methods for the de-
tection of radioactives. Finally, the second party had won.
And since that time even the most extreme alarmists had
been given less and less newspaper space. He had thought his
speech would be played down, interpreted as a suggestion
that search methods be improved. Instead—this. Why?

He read the remainder of the article hurriedly. It was O.K.
Accurately reported, without editorializing. But it didn’t an-
swer his question.

He thought of calling Crate Macomb, but looked at his
watch and decided he’d have to wait. All through dressing,
shaving, and breakfast, he was too preoccupied either to fin-
ish the paper or to give any thought to the rather suspicious
results of some of the recent searches. Which in itself was un-
usual, for normally results that were not thoroughly innocu-
ous were enough to take his mind off anything else.
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At 8:15 when he was ready to leave for work, he dialed
the Dispatch, gave an extension number.

“Could I speak to Macomb? That you, Crate?”

“Yeah. Hello, Rob.” Macomb sounded ill at ease.

“I'...er...]Ijust called up to congratulate you on
making the front page. Congratulate myself, too, of course.”

“Congratulate—?” He sounded puzzled.

“That terrific billing I got in the paper this morning. I've
got to admit I don’t understand it. New editorial policy?”

“Oh, 1 get it. You've only seen the home edition, not the
Jater editions.”

“That’s right. What have the later editions got?”

“Well, I'll tell you the whole thing.” He dropped his voice.
“The City Ed and I have been against this Geiger system
right along, and looking for chances to slip through stories
slanted against it.”

“I thought you gave that up.”

“I gave up bucking editorial policy openly, because it
wasn’t healthy, but I thought I'd take a chance on this story.
The City Ed got it past His Nibs without too much trouble, it
made the first edition O.K., and we thought the thing would
come off. But—" '

“Yeah, but. I knew that was coming. What about those
later editions?”

“That’s the catch, all right. You remember what you told
me last night before the meeting? About the aerial radioactiv-
ity your boys found over the Bronx yesterday?”

“You didn’t let that into print, did you?”

“I didn’t, no. I know well enough that radioactivity in the
air might be either chance air currents from the Oswego pile,
or hidden radioactives around the city, and whichever it is 1
know darm well that telling the people about it right away is
the worst thing to do. Even if I had submitted copy on it, I
wouldn’t have expected it to get past the editor. But some cub
reporter got the dope from the man who took the aerial tests,
and didn’t know any better than to submit it.”

“And they ran it.”

“And they ran it, yes.” Crate paused, and said slowly:
“They ran it in the same article with a rewritten version of
what you read in the first edition.”

“I can imagine . . . His Nibs couldn’t recall the edition
that featured my statement, so he set out to discredit me.”

“That’s it. It could be much worse.” Crate’s tone of voice
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indicated what he meant. He meant, “Probably it will be
much worse.”

Rob stopped to let the implications sink in. Finally, “Has
the news started a panic in the Bronx? The news of the tests,
I mean.”

“Not yet. Look, Rob. His Nibs doesn’t know I was respon-
sible for the slant in the original offense this morning; he’s
blaming it on the City Ed. He doesn’t know I know you per-
sonally, either. He does know I graduated in nuclear physics.
So he’s assigning me to—write a feature on you. Not a
build-up.”

“Whew— So?”

“So I'll have to do the best I can. So I'd appreciate it if I
could see you some time soon and talk the whole thing over.
I can tell you more then.”

That certainly seemed to be in order, to put it mildly. Rob
named a cafeteria near the Dispatch Building, promised to be
right down, and rang off.

On his way to the subway station he picked ap a Dispatch.
He was still on the front page, and, as Crate had indicated,
the treatment of him was rather different. He had not merely
addressed the Society of Nuclear Physicists; in this edition he
had done much more. He had failed his trust as Sector
Search Commissioner. The high aerial radioactivity indicated
that an A-bomb was being assembled somewhere in his sec-
tor, although his search groups had failed to detect the im-
porting of the bomb materials. It was hinted that the reason
he had stressed, in his speech, the impossibility of adequate
searches, was to cover up his own incompetence when news
of his failure broke.

The slur, he reflected, would probably not hurt him much.
His job was not political, and if he were incompetent no
amount of fast talking would help him. Conversely, the press
couldn’t hurt him, outside of discrediting his statement. Still,
you had to be careful not to underestimate the power of the
press.

The other angle was much more important. Suppose the
paper’s first charge were right. Suppose that yesterday’s test
results had been more than chance, and that for some reason,
maybe for the purpose of building a bomb, radioactives really
had been smuggled into his sector. He wouldn’t try to guess
who might be doing it; he didn’t know politics. But the thing
was possible. Well?
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Before meeting Crate, he slipped into a phone booth and
held a conversation—consisting chiefly of code phrases—with
the Bronx Sector headquarters. When it was done he hurried
into the cafeteria and spotted Macomb. He asked abruptly,
“Your car in town today?”

“Yes, it is.”

“The usual parking lot?”

“Yeah.”

“Good. We’d better go uptown right away.” Macomb came
without question.

“I just phoned Charlie. They're still getting the same
results, a little bit stronger, and consistent. The wind’s
changed to east, and the meteorologist says if the readings
keep coming this way another hour there’s no chance that it’s
a false alarm. They really should have got in touch with me
earlier, but as it is 'l have to get there as quickly as I can.”

“This takes precedence over everything else, all right.”

“It takes precedence over just about anything in the whole
city, if it's not a false alarm. Anyhow,” he added as they
climbed into the car, “you’re not skipping out on your assign-
ment. If you’re going to succeed in getting a story on my in-
competence, here’s your chance, and I certainly hope I
disappoint you.”

They cut west toward Riverside Drive, Macomb at the
wheel. When they were on the Drive, Ciccone asked sud-
denly, “Who runs the Dispatch, anyway?”

“The Ed does a pretty fair job.”

“Yes, but . . . you told me once the Ed takes orders from
somebody.”

The other laughed. “Things aren’t as simple as that in the
newspaper racket. Nobody gives orders. But if any one man
determines the policies of the paper, I guess it’s Ellsworth
Bates.”

Ellsworth Bates. Ciccone ran over in his mind what he
knew of the man. Bates was not, to the public, a prominent
name. On the society page it was inconspicuous. In political
news the name seldom appeared. Even in business news it or-
dinarily occurred only in listings of corporation boards. Yet
apparently behind the scenes this Bates was a power; Ma-
comb certainly should know.

“I was thinking,” Rob went on. “Suppose for a minute a
bomb is being assembled, and suppose Bates is connected
with “1’; Wozﬂdn’t that explain what happened this morning?”

(5 y_’
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“First, he may succeed in confusing our sector organization
by slinging mud at me. Second, he may confuse the whole
borough by starting a panic. Third, he would surely jump on
anything that might talk the public into decentralization; he’d
want the city to remain a good, highly localized target. The
decentralization issue was what started all this, remember.”

“Hm-m-m. Sounds plausible at first, but—forget it. Not a
chance of it. Nobody with Bates’ financial interests in the city
is going to try to destroy it, and that rules out not only Bates
but anyone else with the power to high-pressure into print a
slam against you. Besides—this bomb scare might start a
panic among the populace, but on the other hand it puts the
squeeze on the Search Commission, making sure they’ll act as
quickly and as efficiently as they can. No, forget it.”

“Still, for whatever reason, Bates is probably back of His
Nibs’ policy.”

“It’d be a good guess, all right.”

“And why,” Rob said, half to himself, “does he go to such
lengths to slap down anybody who speaks out for decentrali-
zation?”

They sped north along the Drive. Ahead of them was the
Highway Search Station, where extrasensitive detectors would
scan them, and, in case they revealed radioactivity, would op-
erate relays, causing the car to be photographed and an
alarm bell to be rung. Ciccone had been caught more than
once; the detectors were so sensitive that small amounts of
natural uranium adhering to his clothes and shoes after lab
work could sometimes actuate them. This time they got past
without the Search Commission’s police giving chase.

They were now in the Bronx Sector. “Where to?” asked
Crate.

“Just a minute. If you’ll get off the Drive and stop at the
next drugstore, I'll give Charlie another ring.”

“Use my radiophone if you want.”

“We avoid ’em. Easier to intercept them than it is to tap
ordinary phone wires.”

“0,K.” Macomb acceded to Rob’s request.

Another coded phone conversation and Ciccone returned
to the car, to give a few brief directions. “We're going to look
over Import Station Three,” he explained. “There are two
ways we might track this thing down. The first is to localize
the source of the active gases by testing more air samples at a
lower altitude. They're going ahead with that, and there’s not
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much I can do to help. The second, assuming that bomb
materials are still being shipped in, is to check the import sta-
tions through which all trucking passes.”

“You sound pretty certain that it is a bomb.”

“Without having any idea who would want to build one
here and now, I'd say the probability was about twenty-five
percent and growing all the time.”

Unconsciously, Macomb gave the car another ten miles an
hour’s worth of gas. )

Traffic was light, and they made good time to the import
station. As they entered the vast, warehouselike building, Rob
said: “I thought this’d be the station to inspect because those
aerial tests seem to localize the thing between ten and fifty
blocks northwest of here. Normally I wouldn’t suspect this
station of having a leak; they have the best equipment of any.
They even make chemical analyses of samples of any cad-
mium that passes through.”

“Cadmium? Why?”

“It’s one way you might shield U-235 from the radiation
detectors. Alloy it with plenty of cadmium and no neutrons
get out. Just one of the dodges we have to be prepared for.”

Inside the building, three lines of trucks were being sent
slowly through what resembled roughly an assembly line.
First the walls of the truck would be tested to insure that
they were not radiation-absorbent, then a few of the crates,
chosen at random, would be broken open and inspected in
the same way. Following this, the truck would be driven
slowly down a long double line of confusingly different in-
struments, and would wait until it had been given the green
light by the operators of all the instruments before it
proceeded into the Sector. By this time the next truck would
have finished its preliminary inspection and would be ready
to roll through.

The most important of the detectors were modifications of
the familiar Geiger-Mueller counter. An alpha particle, pro-
ton, or other emission would ionize the gas between two
charged plates, allowing discharge. The discharges would be
stored on a condenser, which in turn discharged through a
glow tube if the counter operated more than a certain num-
ber of times in a given interval.

Ciccone and Macomb stood at one corner of the floor
watching the procedure, Ciccone said: “It’s not as effective as
you might think. The stuff might be brought through here by
packing it in the middle boxes of a big truckload, where the
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outside boxes would shield it. Those guys don’t dig down and
get at the inside often enough.”

“] should think this’d be one job where they’d be more
than willing to do a little extra work just to make sure.”

“No, people aren’t that way. It's a lot of work to half-un-
load one of those trucks. This is just a job to most of the
men, no matter how hard we try to make it something more;
it’s just their job, and they make it as easy for themselves as
they can.

“Today they’re being pretty thorough, though; when I
called Charlie I told him to needle the boys up a bit.”

“So I see.” A large Diesel crane was being used in one of
the assembly lines to remove the contents of one truck for in-
dividual testing. Several men were clustered around with
hand-test sets. In a few minutes Rob went over, motioning
Crate to accompany him.

“One thing,” he whispered on the way, “whatever you see,
don’t act more than normally suspicious. You can’t forget the
possibility that the truck driver, or even one of our men,
might be an agent. Hello, Sam. What you got here?”

“Radium dial watches. Darn things scare the pants off us
every time. Compared to the little tiny bloops we get on our
meters from most of this stuff, they look like Hiroshima.”

“Been getting many?”

“Yeah, a good few.”

“I hope you check the inside boxes pretty often to make
sure the watches’ emissions aren’t masking something else un-
derneath.”

“Yeah, we’ve doing that.”

“Well.” Rob looked down at the one crate out of the truck-
load which contained the watches. It had been opened, and
several of the carefully packed boxes removed. An idea
struck him, and he mentally noted the address on the crate,
while apparently examining the watches. The watches were a
standard American make.

“Well, keep up the good work, Sam,” he said casually.
“Oh, Sam. Have you seen the Dispatch this morning?”

“No, why?”

“Never mind.” After watching a few more trucks pass
uneventfully by, he left, accompanied by Macomb.

“Anson Mercantile Company,” he said pensively as they
climbed back into the car; “no street or number given. As I
remember, it’s about ten blocks west and four north. Suppose
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you let me drive, I think I can find it. If I have to, I'll ask a
cop, but I didn’t want to ask in there.”

He did not have to ask a cop. At Anson’s, the two of them
looked enough like retailers to get into a salesman’s office
without delay. Rob interrupted the salesman’s commercial
cordiality by showing an F.B.I. badge, then asked without ex-
planation, “Who’s buying up that shipment of watches that’s
coming in?”

“Why—Ilet’s see. I don’t believe they’re all ordered yet.” He
showed no inclination to continue.

“Who buys watches from you?”’ Rob prompted.

“Well—” The man listed several jewelry and department
stores. “Those are the principal ones.”

This was not going to be quite as simple as Rob had
hoped. “Have any of them specified any individual shipments,
rather than just naming brands?”

“I wouldn’t know. I don’t have anything to do with—"

“I think you know.”

“What is this about, anyway?”

Rob debated whether to fib or to bully the man with his
F.B.I. badge; he decided on the former course. “There’s been
some highjacking of watches, and we’re trying to track it
down.” It didn’t sound at all plausible, but the man, though
baffled, was apparently satisfied.

“Well, now that you mention it,” he admitted, Grelner’s
haslspeciﬁed shipments several times.” He stopped, tenta-
tively.

“That’s all,” said Ciccone, and he and Macomb left, trying
to look like G-men.

“Well,” commented Rob, “I guess we can assume for now
that he was telling the truth.”

“Might I ask you something, sir?”

‘Ask me what?”

“The same thing that fellow in there asked you: what the
heck is this all about?”

Rob laughed. “I'm sorry. Those watches looked pretty in-
nocent, didn’t they, to be causing all this? But we have to fol-
low up the implausible leads, because all the plausible ones
get investigated at the import station. This one is ‘highly non-
trivial,” as my math prof used to say.

“Look. We let radium dial watches through the import sta-
tion because no one could possibly extract the fissionable sub-
stances from the phosphorescent paint on those things
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without revealing themselves—even if they could get enough
into the city that way. But there’s another possibility. What if,
instead of natural uranium, you were to use Pu-239, ordinary
plutonium, in your phosphorescent paint? It's an alpha-emit-
ter with long half-life, like common U-238; our instruments
couldn’t tell the difference. You’d have the job of purifying
after you got the stuff in, and you’d have to get in an awful
lot. It’s just possible, just barely. And all the probable things,
as I say, are checked.”

“But it'd take so long to accumulate enough plutonium for
a bomb. They couldn’t be anywhere finished now, could
they?”

“Sure could. They could have been accumulating the stuff
for years without giving themselves away. It wouldn’t be until
they started purifying that Sneezy—the aerial radioactivity
detector—would show anything. That’s happened. We’'d bet-
ter follow up on Grelner’s, and if it’s not that, we’ll start look-
ing around again. Grelner’s did, after all, ask for particular
shipments—those shipments, maybe, that they knew were
loaded with plutonium. They wouldn’t buy up the whole ship-
ment, because that would seem peculiar to the wholesalers,
and the Pu-239 watches are, I suppose, perfectly usable as
such. They wouldn’t ship the watches in direct to the store,
because it’s not usual business practice.

“Everything fits. Which in itself proves nothing. Still, we
can’t afford not to check it. I don’t think I can get much fur-
ther with this investigating, I'd better order a search right
now.” They had been walking toward the store; now Rob
started once more for a phone. “You call police, give my
name and the code word ‘antipasto,’ and say ‘Grelner’s
Department Store.’ I'll be calling the import station for some
detectors.”

Luckily Schmidt’s Drugstore had two empty phone booths.
Nobody looked up as they walked in and slipped into the
booths.

Ciccone, as he dialed his number, had a sudden vision. A
pillar of multi-colored smoke rising from the city, erasing the
Bronx and Manhattan down to Central Park, shattering win-
dows in Nyack, lighting up the Albany sky. A nightmare, a
familiar and a very real nightmare, an accepted part of mod-
ern life, something you couldn’t get away from; and it
seemed more immediate than ever right now. Trying to pre-
tend it was just fancy, he looked out of the booth at the girl
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wiping off the drugstore counter, the middle-aged woman
buying toothbrushes, the suspendered loafer thumbing
through the magazines. He thought the commonplaceness of
Schmidt’s Drugstore might be reassuring; but it didn’t help.

“Import Station Three.”

“This is Ciccone. Could I speak to Sam?”

Again he waited. The nightmare was still there, and some-
where, quite likely just a few blocks from where he was now,
were the few ounces of metal that might be the nightmare.

“Hello. Hello, Sam. Send down—antipasto—send down all
your mobiles, except for one full battery to be left at the sta-
tion. Grelner’s Department Store. Know where it is?”

“Sure do. Right down.” Sam hung up before Rob had a
chance to tell him to hurry. He knew that an order like that,
in a situation like that, just plain meant “hurry”, in capital
letters.

Hurry. It might already be too late, or they might have
months to spare, or there might be no danger at all. Yet the
chance was always there that one minute’s delay might make
all the difference.

Always that chance, he thought as he and Macomb walked
up the innocent-looking street toward where the police and
the search men would soon arrive. The chance that the time
he had wasted at the meeting last night, and the hour he had
wasted this morning because of that peculiar newspaper ep-
isode, might themselves have been fatal.

“And yet,” He said aloud, “assuming we get to this bomb
in time—always assuming that—this man Ellsworth Bates,
and whoever else he represents, may be more important than
any one bomb. No number of successes can compensate for
one failure—"

Crate interrupted him. “The police have started arriving!”

Ciccone knew the routine of the search; he’d been largely
responsible for preparing police and search men alike for this
eventuality. He knew perfectly well what had to be done, and
he also knew that, since the organization was trained to func-
tion without him, there was little he could do besides helping
with the details.

First a cordon had to be thrown around the block in as
short a time as possible after giving the alarm. Plutonium,
enough of it to make a bomb, could be taken from the block
in a two-passenger coupé, or in the pockets of a few men
willing to subject themselves to radioactive poisoning by car-
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rying it adequately shielded. So the police had to make sure
that, for the present, everybody inside the cordon stayed in-
side.

The search men arrived not long after the police: a fleet of
bizarre-looking, specially-built trucks, roaring through the city
with sirens screaming, then pulling up in a group at one side
of the block. The mobile search units made up a respectable
detection laboratory in themselves. They carried, in addition
to the larger, more sensitive instruments, enough simple hand-
test sets to arm a large force of searchers. Some of these were
distributed quickly to the policemen comprising the cordon,
and the first part of the search began.

A bluecoat would beckon to one of the bewildered pas-
sersby who had been caught in the cordon, and then, while a
second policeman covered him, would search the man. This
consisted in passing two test sets, one held in either hand,
over all parts of his body; reading them and pressing a button
to recharge the electroscopes and readjust the counters’ po-
tential; and frisking him in the standard manner. He would
then be allowed—ordered, rather—to leave the block. In this
way the sidewalks were rapidly cleared.

Macomb left Rob’s side, pad and pencil in hand, to go to
where a short, well-dressed man of about sixty was being
searched by two bored policemen. Rob dismissed Macomb
with the mental comment, “Good story for him.”

Himself, he wanted to help with the big job: going through
the buildings on the block, one by one, story by story, with
every type of instrument from Geiger counter to uranium
neutron-detector. It was a big job, it would take alot of men
a long time, and he knew they could use his help.

The detectors were already being unloaded from the
trucks. Sam was organizing a group of about twenty search
men to begin on the row of five-and six-story apartments that
made up one side of the block.

“Say, Sam,” began Rob.

“Oh, there you are,” said Sam.

“I didn’t see you; I was beginning to think that call was a
fake. Have a counter.”

“Say, Sam, why don’t you start at the store itself?”

“The Sneezies are registering like hell right here—like all
hell.” He gave a few more instructions and the men scattered
into the buildings.

Ciccone found it almost a relief to know that the source of
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the radio-activity had been located fairly closely. Now, all the
uncertainties involved in his reasoning were resolved. It might
have been that Grelner’s, like the wholesaler’s, was just an in-
termediate stage in the smuggling; it might have been that the
whole lead was a false one. But it wasn't.

With Sam and one other, he started down the basement
steps of the first apartment house, to begin the search at the
bottom. One of the tenants was coming down from the sec-
ond story and looked with amazed curiosity at their test sets
and drawn guns. Sam waved him out onto the street, and the
three of them continued on down.

But the tedious and dangerous hunt which they had antici-
pated was interrupted. Suddenly, a booming voice filled the
air. Rob looked around for a loudspeaker, but seeing none,
concentrated on the words.

“You’re are looking,” the voice said, with a slight foreign
intonation, “for the bomb which is being assembled here. 1
would warn that we have a quantity of plutonium in excess
of the critical mass. If any more men enter this block of
buildings, or if anyone enters this particular building, then
the bomb, which is in readiness, will be exploded.”

Rob, followed by the others, ran out into the street. He
didn’t know why, but he felt an almost claustrophobic op-
pression on the apartment stairway. As if getting out of the
building would do any good were an A-bomb to go off!

The voice from the hidden loudspeakers continued, to a
petrified audience of policemen and search men: “We will
leave our laboratory, which is that building formerly used as
a warehouse by the Grelner’s Store, by helicopter. You must
not attempt to intercept us—"

Rob was standing beside the police captain, looking up at
the expressionless row of apartment houses. The decision, he
realized, was up to him. Was this a bluff, and dare they call
it?

“—will, in any case, be detonated by radio in two weeks.
This will give you time to largely clear the area, and the
bomb will still accomplish our purpose of disruption. You
must not interfere, and you must prepare for the explosion
in exactly two weeks’ time.” A pause, then, “You are looking
for the bomb which is being assembled here. I would warn—"

It was a record, and it was repeating. The whole message
was in Ciccone’s hands now; it was up to him. He looked
nervously around him. The police captain, Macomb, and the
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short, well-dressed old man to whom Macomb had gone ear-
lier—Ciccone hardly saw them.

“—enters this particular building, then the bomb, which is
in readiness, will be exploded. We will leave our labora-
tOl'y-—'"

“It’s a bluff,” said Ciccone, and his voice sounded weak as
death. “Enter the building.”

The captain didn’t move, but stared straight ahead, his jaw
knotted. '

“It’s a bluff. If they were going to set off an A-bomb, they
wouldn’t give us the opportunity to clear the people out of
the city, even those few people we could get out in two
weeks. They'd try for maximum destruction.

“Either they're not ready, or they are and we’ve nothing
left to lose. Enter the building.”

“They’re not ready,” said a voice behind Rob. He turned;
it was Macomb’s companion. “Any group which would send
agents to destroy New York, would plan that the agents also
be destroyed. Thus any chance would be eliminated of this
country’s learning the identity of the group, and they might
be spared retaliation. Only if the bomb could not be deto-
nated would such a bluff as this be attempted, on the chance
that a copter might escape.”

Rob stared at the unknown in dumb amagement. The con-
fidence and precision with which he had spoken were—inhu-
man.

But for the moment he ignored this remarkable interrup-
tion and turned once more to the captain. The latter’s face
had a look almost of resignation as he finally gave the neces-
sary orders to about twenty of the policemen who lined the
sidewalk. They hesitated; they, too, could hear that voice over
the loudspeaker. “—will still accomplish our purpose of dis-
ruption. You must not interfere, and you must prepare for
the explosion—"

Somehow when the first of the policemen moved to obey,
the others followed. Slowly they advanced toward a gap be-
tween two buildings, through which they could reach the spot
the voice had named as the laboratory site.

“—that we have a quantity of plutonium in excess of the
critical mass. If any more men enter this block of build-
m ”

They advanced, and one by one disappeared through the
gap. Ciccone waited. Maybe the men inside, whoever they
were, had not observed the violation of their conditions. Yet.
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Except for the loudspeaker, the whole street was in intoler-
able silence, as everyone—waited. Finally, as one, they
relaxed and breathed more easily. It was not that they were
absolutely certain yet that no bomb would go off, but simply
that the tension could not be borne any longer.

The police captain turned to his car radio.

“In case those boys do get their helicopter off that roof,”
he said, “I'm going to call for some of our planes to intercept
them.”

Rob made a mental note to have planes added to the
search plan in the future, and nodded assent.

“No,” Macomb’s companion interjected. “It was a bluff,
but you must allow them to escape.”

Rob’s previous amazement was redoubled. He could find
no answer except to blurt, “Who are you, anyway?”’

“Ellsworth Bates.”

Before Ciccone could reply, all eyes were turned upward
by a shout from one of the search men standing nearby. A
helicopter was hovering above the apartment buildings, drift-
ing slightly in the wind, and rising.

The captain turned again to his radio, but was halted by
the urgency in Bates’ voice as he repeated: “No, they must
escape. If they are captured, it will be discovered whom they
represent, and this country will certainly open fire in retalia-
tion. Every trace of their identity must be lost if there's going
to be any chance of peace. Don’t you see? It doesn’t matter
that they are the aggressors, that we, in a sense, would be in
the right were we to fight them—whoever they are. The only
thing we must consider is the impossibility of our fighting any
war with anybody, now. Unfortunately, it’s a thing our gov-
ernment, and our people, will probably not consider if these
men are identified.

“The whole thing can be reported to the Security Council.
They can investigate—secretly. The United States must not
investigate.”

He paused. “Sabotage bomb attack is the only method of
atomic warfare that can be used as long as the Security
Council controls the world’s atomic power. Fissionable ele-
ments are rigidly controlled, they’re hard to get, no one can
get enough of them away from the Security Council’s juris-
diction to arm a fleet of rockets. And a fleet is what you’d
need to stand a chance of getting through a modern radar-
rocket defense screen. Sabotage bomb attack is the only thing
left.
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“Until open warfare breaks out. Then, one or both of the
warring nations defy the Security Council, grab all the fis-
sionable elements they can, and what have you? Chaos. Ruin.
If you like to put it that way, the end of civilization. Once
the Security Council’s power is broken and the rocket-atomic
war starts, we're lost, that’s all.

“Mr. Ciccone, I realize you’re in charge here, and I'm un-
able to force your decision. Nevertheless, you've got to let
that copter get away—delay your pursuit, say, ten minutes,
and don’t make it seem deliberate. More than that, you've got
to destroy the evidence in that building—again acciden-
tally—and, if possible, destroy so much that it can’t be
proved a bomb was ever in the process of construction.”

He stopped. Rob looked up to where the helicopter was
dwindling into the distance. “Mr. Bates, if there has been one
bomb, there can be another, maybe from the same source.”

“No number of successes can make up for one failure. Pre-
cisely. But we wouldn’t avert that possible failure by tracing
down this bomb attempt. We'd precipitate it.

“Granted, we’d find the culprit’s identity. But after the cit-
ies of this and every other country had been destroyed, it'd
be small consolation to know who started the thing.”

Then something happened inside Rob, and the nightmare
was on him again. The light too bright to be seen, the sound
too loud to be heard, the horror too great for any man to
know. He sighed, and spoke to the captain:

“You heard what he said?”

“Yes.,'

“Do what he said about the helicopter. The rest of it, for-
get. I mean that—forget it.”

Ciccone sat with Macomb and Bates in the front room of
Crate’s Greenwich Village flat, recounting the steps he had
taken to follow Bates’ plan. “It may work out,” he said. “No
one’s been all the way inside the lab yet, except Sam and me.
The lab will be accidentally destroyed tonight, after the plu-
tonjum has been removed and Sam has seen plenty of things
which were not there at all. And, Mr. Bates, if your spell
over the newspapers is as great as Macomb says it is, they
may all print our version of the story.” He indicated a
Dispatch extra in his hand. “The radioactives were brought in
by private experimenters dodging the U.N.O.; they tried the
bomb bluff in order to escape, and they then eluded police
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pursuers. No matter how much perjuring we do it’s a weak
story.”

“No,” replied Bates, “with a few loopholes patched up, it'll
go. If we're long on theorizing and minimize the actual fak-
ing; we'll get out result without much risk. And don’t worry
about the perjury; this is one end that justifies any means.”

There was a silence while Ciccone gathered his courage.
Bates was no longer the evil genius he had seemed earlier in
the day; nevertheless courage was required to begin, “So now
we have one success—we’'ve postponed the fatal failure a
little further.”

Bates smiled. “Unless I miss my guess, you're getting back
to decentralization.”

Macomb took up the theme. “Yes,” he said, “that prob-
lem’s still there. This bomb’s been found, this crisis may soon
be over; but there’ll be others. We'll never have even relative
safety until everything is so uniformly distributed that no one
bomb can destroy more than one of the old block-busters
could now.”

“I'll try to explain the thing to you,” Bates began slowly.
“You're right, that would be the only way to safety. You're
also right in thinking that I've been suppressing the move-
ment toward decentralization. -‘Now wait a minute; please
don’t interrupt. I know I seem to be contradicting myself, but
let me start from the beginning.

“Ten years ago several of the smaller Buropean nations,
which had not been getting much information on nuclear
physics from the larger nations, independently developed
working chain-reactions. Tension mounted, and a large-scale
atomic war might have resulted had not the world been too
exhausted from the recent World War II. As it was, every-
body got such a bad case of the jitters that the affair was
halted before the A-bomb was used.

“This world-wide case of the jitters had other effects, you
remember. The Security Council was quickly given supervi-
sion over all piles, plus sizable military and intelligence
forces. Second, the movement for decentralization was
started.”

“And stopped,” put in Ciccone.

“Yes. To what, if I may ask, did you ascribe its failure?”

“Lack of vision on the part of—well, leaders of industry.
People like you could have swung it.”

“No. The people whom you call leaders of industry saw
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everything you saw in the situation, and they did try to swing
it. The thing is, when they got right down to cases they saw
something you missed; to be specific, they saw that decentral-
ization was impossible.”

“Impossible?”

“Because of a factor which the scientist finds it easy to ig-
nore: the terrific inertia of our civilization. Here’s the way it
works. New York businessmen see that the world would be a
much safer place if all business were to disperse away from
the big metropolitan centers. They think it would be fine if
this were to be done. But they can’t do it themselves if, say,
Prague businessmen are going to remain concentrated, be-
cause it’d be a big financial blow to New York to stand the
expense of moving and to give up their ready access to
transportation. They wouldn’t be able to compete with
Prague, or London, or Calcutta, as the case might be—what-
ever city didn’t go along. Unless everybody will take the step,
nobody will take it. It has to be world-wide, and ten years
ago the world wasn't unified enough.

“You remember the 1929 crash? A little before your time,
T guess. It was the same thing. The economists saw it coming
several years ahead, but no one could duck out of the wave
of overinvestment, because if they did, their competitors
would not, and would continue to make profits from the
boom. Everyone had to keep riding the wave as long as pos-
sible, even though they knew such a policy was just insuring
that the crash, when it came, would be really serious. There
you are: inertia. Our overgrown civilization starts going in
one direction, and it’s just too much for individuals to stop.

“So decentralization was impossible ten years ago. With
different conditions and with a stronger political movement, it
might have gone; but it didn’t. We took what seemed like the
next best plan, radar screens plus search programs, and so far
it's worked.

“Today, gradual decentralization has progressed to some
extent, thanks to improved transportation and individuals’
mistrust of cities. A new movement for the abrupt sort of de-
centralization would have some chance—less inertia now to
overcome; but if it succeeded it would be very dangerous.

“In the last ten years, many things have changed. Recon-
struction of the destruction of World War II is to all intents
and purposes finished; capital is freed and looking for new in-
vestment opportunities; manufactured goods are looking



72 Chan Davis

around for markets. It’s the type of situation where motives
for aggression may be present, and everyone’s jittery again.
The jitters are not nearly so widespread as they were before,
or even as they were after Hiroshima and Nagasaki, but
they’re having a much worse effect, and they’re building up.
Certain groups in several different countries are beginning to
think seriously of atomic warfare, of beating the other guy to
the punch and grabbing whatever’s left when the smoke
clears. Many of those who aren’t considering it, are suspect-
ing others. And everybody has to keep his defenses up.

Now. What are our defenses? Let me list them again: ra-
dar screens, searches, and Security Council supervision of fis-
sionable elements. Well, you tell me, Mr. Ciccone—what
would happen to the effectiveness of your search program if
New York were to begin tomorrow to move en masse to the
Mohawk Valley?”

“Yes, I see what you mean. We'd have a hard time keeping
up even a pretense.”

“You certainly would. New York could be blasted before it
had got well started moving. Another thing: atomic power
plants, too, are centralized, to simplify the Security Council’s
job of control, so no doubt you’d ask that they be included in
the program of dispersal. But think of the confusion involved
in moving billions of dollars’ worth of industrial plant. How
could a merely human Security Council prevent the smug-
gling out, somewhere, of a few hundred pounds of U-235 or
Pu-239?

“No, the pressure’s on, and we have to stick by the choice
we made.

“Our civilization: a great, big, overgrown truck going
much too fast. Suddenly the road became dangerously nar-
row, and slippery besides, but the truck was too big and it
was going too fast. It couldn’t stop. Now we have only a few
inches to spare on either side of our wheels, but we still can’t
do what you suggest, stop, get out, and look for a detour. No,
we’ve chosen our road and we’ve got to stick to it.

“Not much seems to be changed, at first glance—the
truck’s engine still runs smoothly—the steering gear still re-
sponds—even the driver isn’t in such bad shape. Yet come to-
morrow, it may all be over. If we don’t steer straight, it
certainly will be.

“Makes quite a picture. Our magnificent, overgrown, bun-
gling civilization going on its own magnificent and senseless
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way because it is so big that nothing can stop it, so big that it’
can’t even stop itself.”

Bates stopped.speaking, but neither Ciccone nor Macomb
answered. There was no answer. Ten years ago, there might
perhaps have been, but not now.
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by Arthur C. Clarke

ASTOUNDING SCIENCE FICTION
May

One month after his debut with “Loophole” Ar-
thur C. Clarke published what most observers con-
sider to be one of his finest stories. “Rescue Party”
is justly famous, but should not obscure the fact
that it is not his best, and that he continued to grow
and develop steadily as a writer and as a craftsman.
This story is more than just a fine tale. It is perhaps
the ultimate John W. Campbell, Jr. story, especially
in its view of our species’ status in the universe, and
of our ultimate destiny.

However, it should be pointed out that the story
was written for a British sf magazine that had
difficulty in getting started, so ASTOUNDING was
not the market for which it was originally intended.

(Marty, in referring to this story as an “ultimate
John W. Campbell, Ir. story,” knew whereof he
spoke. In my association with John, I early learned
that there was no chance in selling him a story in
which the human race lost. No matter what the
odds against them in point of view of numbers or
technological superiority, human beings had to win.

74
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I honestly think it was because to John this was a
larger version of the battle of himself against the
world, with himself sure to win.

John loved stories that glorified Homo victor, and
he manged to find some very good examples of the
genus. Clarke supplied one of the best, as was not
surprising. (I myself chickened out of the task, and
invented the all-human Galazy in order to sell sto-
ries to John without having to give humanity victo-
ries I didn’t feel we deserved—I.A.)

Who was to blame? For three days Alveron’s thoughts had
come back to that question, and still he had found no answer.
A creature of a less civilized or aless sensitive race would
never have let it torture his mind, and would have satisfied
himself with the assurance that no one could be responsible
for the working of fate. But Alveron and his kind had been
lords of the Universe since the dawn of history, since that far
distant age when the Time Barrier had been folded round the
cosmos by the unknown powers that lay beyond the Begin-
ning. To them had been given all knowledge—and with infin-
ite knowledge went infinite responsibility. If there were
mistakes and errors in the administration of the galaxy, the
fault lay on the heads of Alveron and his people. And this
was no mere mistake: it was one of the greatest tragedies in
history.

The crew still knew nothing. Even Rugon, his closest
friend and the ship’s deputy captain, had been told only part
of the truth. But now the doomed worlds lay less than a bil-
lion miles ahead. In a few hours, they would be landing on
the third planet.

Once again Alveron read the message from Base; then,
with a flick of a tentacle that no human eye could have fol-
lowed, he pressed the “General Attention” button. Through-
out the mile-long cylinder that was the Galactic Survey Ship
$9000, creatures of many races laid down their work to listen
to the words of their captain.

“I know you have all been wondering,” began Alveron,
“why we were ordered to abandon our survey and to proceed
at such an acceleration to this region of space. Some of you
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may realize what this acceleration means. Our ship in on its
last voyage: the generators have already been running for
sixty hours at Ultimate Overload. We will be very lucky if we
return to Base under our own power.

“We are approaching a sun which is about to become a
Nova. Detonation will occur in seven hours, with an uncer-
tainty of one hour, leaving us a maximum of only four hours
for exploration. There are ten planets in the system about to
be destroyed—and there is a civilization on the third. That
fact was discovered only a few days ago. It is our tragic mis-
sion to contact that doomed race and if possible to save some
of its members. I know that there is little we can do in so
short a time with this single ship. No other machine can pos-
sibly reach the system before detonation occurs.”

There was a long pause during which there could have
been no sound or movement in the whole of the mighty ship
as it sped silently toward the worlds ahead. Alveron knew
what his companions were thinking and he tried to answer
their unspoken questions.

“You will wonder how such a disaster, the greatest of
which we have any record, has been allowed to occur. On
one point I can reassure you. The fault does not lie with the
Survey.

“As you know, with our present fleet of under twelve thou-
sand ships, it is possible to re-examine each of the eight thou-
sand million solar systems in the Galaxy at intervals of about
a million years. Most worlds change very little in so short a
time as that.

“Less than four hundred thousand years ago, the survey
ship S5060 examined the planets of the system we are ap-
proaching. It found intelligence on none of them, though the
third planet was teeming with animal life and two other
worlds had once been inhabited. The usual report was sub-
mitted and the system is due for its next examination in six
hundred thousand years.

“It now appears that in the incredibly short period since
the last survey, intelligent life has appeared in the system.
The first intimation of this occurred when unknown radio sig-
nals were detected on the planet Kulath in the system
X29.35, Y34.76, Z27.93. Bearings were taken on them; they
were coming from the system ahead.

“Kulath is two hundred light-years from here, so those ra-
dio waves had been on their way for two centuries. Thus for
at least that period of time a civilization has existed on one
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of these worlds—a civilization that can generate electromag-
netic waves and all that that implies.

“An immediate telescopic examination of the system was
made and it was then found that the sun was in the unstable
pre-nova stage. Detonation might occur at any moment, and
indeed might have done so while the light waves were on
their way to Kulath.

“There was a slight delay while the supervelocity scanners
of Kulath II were focused onto the system. They showed that
the explosion had not yet occurred but was only a few hours
away. If Kulath had been a fraction of a light-year farther
from this sun, we should never have known of its civilization
until it had ceased to exist.

“The Administrator of Kulath contacted Sector Base im-
mediately, and I was ordered to proceed to the system at
once. Our object is to save what members we can of the
doomed race, if indeed there are any left. But we have as-
sumed that a civilization possessing radio could have protect-
ed itself against any rise of temperature that may have
already occurred.

“This ship and the two tenders will each explore a section
of the planet. Commander Torkalee will take Number One,
Commander Orostron Number Two. They will have just un-
der four hours in which to explore this world. At the end of
that time, they must be back in the ship. It will be leaving
then, with or without them. I will give the two commanders
detailed instructions in the control room immediately.

“That is all. We enter atmosphere in two hours.”

On the world once known as Earth the fires were dying
out: there was nothing left to burn. The great forests that
had swept across the planet like a tidal wave with the passing
of the cities were now no more than glowing charcoal and the
smoke of their funeral pyres still stained the sky. But the last
hours were still to come, for the surface rocks had not yet be-
gun to flow. The continents were dimly visible through the
haze, but their outlines meant nothing to the watchers in the
approaching ship. The charts they possessed were out of date
by a dozen Ice Ages and more deluges than one.

The S9000 had driven past Jupiter and seen at once that
no life could exist in those half-gaseous oceans of compressed
hydrocarbons, now erupting furiously under the sun’s abnor-
mal heat. Mars and the outer planets they had missed, and
Alveron realized that the worlds nearer the sun than Earth
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would be already melting. It was more than likely, he thought
sadly, that the tragedy of this unknown race was already fin-
ished. Deep in his heart, he thought it might be better so. The
ship could only have carried a few hundred survivors, and
the problem of selection had been haunting his mind.

Rugon, Chief of Communications and Deputy Captain,
came into the control room. For the last hour he had been
striving to detect radiation from Earth, but in vain.

“We're too late,” he announced gloomily. “I've monitored
the whole spectrum and the ether’s dead except for our own
stations and some two-hundred-year-old programs from
Kulath. Nothing in this system is radiating anymore.”

He moved toward the giant vision screen with a graceful
flowing motion that no mere biped could ever hope to imi-
tate. Alveron said nothing; he had been expecting this news.

One entire wall of the control room was taken up by the
screen, a great black rectangle that gave an impression of al-
most infinite depth. Three of Rugon’s slender control tenta-
cles, useless for heavy work but incredibly swift at all
manipulation, flickered over the selector dials and the screen
lit up with a thousand points of light. The star field flowed
swiftly past as Rugon adjusted the controls, bringing the pro-
jector to bear upon the sun itself.

No man of Earth would have recognized the monstrous
shape that filled the screen. The sun’s light was white no long-
er: great violet-blue clouds covered half its surface and from
them long streamers of flame were erupting into space, At
one point an enormous prominence had reared itself out of
the photosphere, far out even into the flickering veils of the
corona. It was as though a tree of fire had taken root in the
surface of the sun—a tree that stood half a million miles high
and whose branches were rivers of flame sweeping through
space at hundreds of miles a second.

“I suppose,” said Rugon presently, “that you are quite sat-
isfied about the astronomers’ calculatoins. After all—”

“Oh, we're perfectly safe,” said Alveron confidently. “I've
spoken to Kulath Observatory and they have been making
some additional checks through our own instruments. That
uncertainty of an hour includes a private safety margin which
they won’t tell me in case I feel tempted to stay any longer.”

He glanced at the instrument board.

“The pilot should have brought us to the atmosphere now,
Switch the screen back to the planet, please. Ah, there they

gol”
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There was a sudden tremor underfoot and a raucous clang-
ing of alarms, instantly stilled. Across the vision screen two
slim projectiles dived toward the looming mass of Earth. For
a few miles they traveled together, then they separated, one
vanishing abruptly as it entered the shadow of the planet.

Slowly the huge mother ship, with its thousand times
greater mass, descended after them into the raging storms
that already were tearing down the deserted cities of Man.

It was night in the hemisphere over which Orostron drove
his tiny command. Like Torkalee, his mission was to photo-
graph and record, and to report progress to the mother ship.
The little scout had no room for specimens or passengers. If
contact was made with the inhabitants of this world, the
S9000 would come at once. There would be no time for par-
leying. If there was any trouble the rescue would be by force
and the explanations could come later.

The ruined land beneath was bathed with an eerie, flicker-
ing light, for a great auroral display was raging over half the
world. But the image on the vision screen was independent of
external light, and it showed clearly a waste of barren rock
that seemed never to have known any form of life. Presum-
ably this desert land must come to an end somewhere. Oros-
tron increased his speed to the highest value he dared risk in
so dense an atmosphere.

The machine fled on through the storm, and presently the
desert of rock began to climb toward the sky. A great moun-
tain range lay ahead, its peaks lost in the smoke-laden clouds.
Orostron directed the scanners toward the horizon, and on
the vision screen the line of mountains seemed suddenly very
close and menacing. He started to climb rapidly. It was diffi-
cult to imagine a more unpromising land in which to find civ-
ilization and he wondered if it would be wise to change
course. He decided against it. Five minutes later, he had his-
reward.

Miles below lay a decapitated mountain, the whole of its
summit sheared away by some tremendous feat of engineer-
ing. Rising out of the rock and straddling the artificial
plateau was an intricate structure of metal girders, supporting
masses of machinery. Orostron brought his ship to a halt and
spiraled down toward the mountain.

The slight Doppler blur had now vanished, and the picture
on the screen was clear-cut. The latticework was supporting
some scores of great metal mirrors, pointing skyward at an
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angle of forty-five degrees to the horizontal. They were
slightly concave, and each had some complicated mechanism
at its focus. There seemed something impressive and purpose-
ful about the great array; every mirror was aimed at precisely
the same spot in the sky—or beyond.

Orostron turned to his colleagues.

“It looks like some kind of observatory to me,” he said.
“Have you ever seen anything like it before?”

Klarten, a multitentacled, tripedal creature from a globular
cluster at the edge of the Milky Way, had a different theory.

“That’s communication equipment. Those reflectors are for
focusing electromagnetic beams. I've seen the same kind of
installation on a hundred worlds before. It may even be the
station that Kulath picked up—though that’s rather unlikely,
for the beams would be very narrow from mirrors that size.”

*That would explain why Rugon could detect no radiation
before we landed,” added Hansur II, one of the twin beings
from the planet Thargon.

Orostron did not agree at all.

“If -that is a radio station, it must be built for interplane-
tary communication. Look at the way the mirrors are
pointed. I don’t believe that a race which has only had radio
for two centuries can have crossed space. It took my people
six thousand years to do it.”

“We managed it in three,” said Hansur II mildly, speaking
a few seconds ahead of his twin. Before the inevitable argu-
ment could develop, Klarten began to wave his tentacles with
excitement. While the others had been talking, he had started
the automatic monitor.

“Here it is! Listen!”

He threw a switch, and the little room was filled with a
raucous whining sound, continually changing in pitch but
nevertheless retaining certain characteristics that were dif-
ficult to define. :

The four explorers listened intently for a minute; then
Orostron said, “Surely that can’t be any form of speech! No
creature could produce sounds as quickly as that!”

Hansur I had come to the same conclusion. “That’s a tele-
vision program. Don’t you think so, Klarten?”

The other agreed.

“Yes, and each of those mirrors seems to be radiating a
different program. I wonder where they’re going? If I'm cor-
rect, one of the other planets in the system must lie along
those beams. We can soon check that.”
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Orostron called the S9000 and reported the discovery. Both
Rugon and Alveron were greatly excited, and made a quick
check of the astronomical records.

The result was surprising—and disappointing. None of the
other nine planets lay anywhere near the line of transmission.
The great mirrors appeared to be pointing blindly into space.

There seemed only one conclusion to be drawn, and Klar-
ten was the first to voice it.

“They had interplanetary communication,” he said. “But
the station must be deserted now, and the transmitters no
longer controlled. They haven’t been switched off, and are
just pointing where they were left.”

“Well, we’ll soon find out,” said Orostron. “I'm going to
land.”

He brought the machine slowly down to the level of the
great metal mirrors, and past them until it came to rest on
the mountain rock. A hundred yards away, a white stone
building crouched beneath the maze of steel girders. It was
windowless, but there were several doors in the wall facing
them.

Orostron watched his companions climb into their protec-
tive suits and wished he could follow. But someone had to
stay in the machine to keep in touch with the mother ship.
Those were Alveron’s instructions, and they were very wise.
One never knew what would happen on a world that was
being explored for the first time, especially under conditions
such as these.

Very cautiously, the three explorers stepped out of the air-
lock and adjusted the antigravity field of their suits. Then,
each with the mode of locomotion peculiar to his race, the
little party went toward the building, the Hansur twins lead-
ing and Klarten following close behind. His gravity control
was apparently giving him trouble, for he suddenly fell to the
ground, rather to the amusement of his colleagues. Orostron
saw them pause for a moment at the nearest door—then it
opened slowly and they disappeared from sight.

So Orostron waited, with what patience he could, while the
storm rose around him and the light of the aurora grew even
brighter in the sky. At the agreed times he called the mother
ship and received brief acknowledgments from Rugon. He
wondered how Torkalee was faring, halfway round the
planet, but he could not contact him through the crash and
thunder of solar interference.

It did not take Klarten and the Hansurs long to discover
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that their theories were largely correct. The building was a
radio station, and it was utterly deserted. It consisted of one
tremendous room with a few small offices leading from it. In
the main chamber, row after row of electrical equipment
stretched into the distance; lights flickered and winked on
hundreds of control panels, and a dull glow came from the
elements in a great avenue of vacuum tubes.

But Klarten was not impressed. The first radio sets his race
had built were now fossilized in strata a thousand million
years old. Man, who had possessed electrical machines for
only a few centuries, could not compete with those who had
known them for half the lifetime of the Earth.

Nevertheless, the party kept their recorders running as they
explored the building. There was still one problem to be
solved. The deserted station was broadcasting programs, but
where were they coming from? The central switchboard had
been quickly located. It was designed to handle scores of pro-
grams simultaneously, but the source of those programs was
lost in a maze of cables that vanished underground. Back in
the S9000, Rugon was trying to analyze the broadcasts and
perhaps his researches would reveal their origin. It was im-
possible to trace cables that might lead across continents.

The party wasted little time at the deserted station. There
was nothing they could learn from it, and they were seeking
life rather than scientific information. A few minutes later the
little ship rose swiftly from the plateau and headed toward
the plains that must lie beyond the mountains. Less than
three hours were still left to them.

As the array of enigmatic mirrors dropped out of sight,
Orostron was struck by a sudden thought. Was it imagination,
or had they all moved through a small angle while he had
been waiting, as if they were still compensating for the rota-
tion of the Earth? He could not be sure, and he dismissed the
matter as unimportant. It would only mean that the directing
mechanism was still working, after a fashion.

They discovered the city fifteen minutes later. It was a
great, sprawling metropolis, built around a river that had dis-
appeared leaving an ugly scar winding its way among the
great buildings and beneath bridges that looked very incon-
gruous now.

Even from the air, the city looked deserted. But only two
and a half hours were left—there was no time for further ex-
ploration. Orostron made his decision, and landed near the
largest structure he could see. It seemed reasonable to sup-
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pose that some creatures would have sought shelter in the
strongest buildings, where they would be safe until the very
end.

The deepest caves—the heart of the planet itself—would
give no protection when the final cataclysm came. Even if
this race had reached the outer planets, its doom would only
be delayed by the few hours it would take for the ravening
wavefronts to cross the Solar System.

Orostron could not know that the city had been deserted
not for a few days or weeks, but for over a century. For the
culture of cities, which had outlasted so many civilizations
had been doomed at last when the helicopter brought univer-
sal transportation. Within a few generations the great masses
of mankind, knowing that they could reach any part of the
globe in a matter of hours, had gone back to the fields and
forests for which they had always longed. The new civiliza-
tion had machines and resources of which earlier ages had
never dreamed, but it was essentially rural and no longer
bound to the steel and concrete warrens that had dominated
the centuries before. Such cities as still remained were
specialized centers of research, administration or entertain-
ment; the others had been allowed to decay, where it was too
much trouble to destroy them. The dozen or so greatest of all
cities, and the ancient university towns, had scarcely changed
and would have lasted for many generations to come. But the
cities that had been founded on steam and iron and surface
transportation had passed with the industries that had nour-
ished them.

And so while Orostron waited in the tender, his colleagues
raced through endless empty corridors and deserted halls, tak-
ing innumerable photographs but learning nothing of the
creatures who had used these buildings. There were libraries,
meeting places, council rooms, thousands of offices—all were
empty and deep with dust. If they had not seen the radio sta-
tion on its mountain eyrie, the explorers could well have be-
lieved that this world had known no life for centuries.

Through the long minutes of waiting, Orostron tried to
imagine where this race could have vanished. Perhaps they
had killed themselves knowing that escape was impossible;
perhaps they had built great shelters in the bowels of the
planet, and even now were cowering in their millions beneath
his feet, waiting for the end. He began to fear that he would
never know.

It was almost a relief when at last he had to give the order
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for the return. Soon he would know if Torkalee’s party had
been more fortunate. And he was anxious to get back to the
mother ship, for as the minutes passed the suspense had be-
come more and more acute, There had always been the
thought in his mind: What if the astronomers of Kulath have
made a mistake? He would begin to feel happy when the
walls of the S9000 were around him. He would be happier
still when they were out in space and this ominous sun was
shrinking far astern.

As soon as his colleagues had entered the airlock, Orostron
hurled his tiny machine into the sky and set the controls to
home on the S9000. Then he turned to his friends.

“Well, what have you found?” he asked.

Klarten produced a large roll of canvas and spread it out
on the floor.

“This is what they were like,” he said quietly. “Bipeds,
with only two arms. They seem to have managed well, in
spite of that handicap. Only two eyes as well, unless there are
others in the back. We were lucky to find this; it’s about the
only thing they left behind.”

The ancient oil painting stared stonily back at the three
creatures regarding it so intently. By the irony of fate, its
complete worthlessness had saved it from oblivion. When the
city had been evacuated, no one had bothered to move Alder-
man John Richards, 1909-1974. For a century and a half he
had been gathering dust while far away from the old cities
the new civilization had been rising to heights no earlier cul-
ture had ever known.

“That was almost all we found,” said Klarten. “The city
must have been deserted for years. I’'m afraid our expedition
has been a failure. If there are any living beings on this
world, they’ve hidden themselves too well for us to find
them.”

His commander was forced to agree.

“It was an almost impossible task,” he said. “If we’d had
weeks instead of hours we might have succeeded. For all we
know, they may even have built shelters under the sea. No
one seems to have thought of that.”

He glanced quickly at the indicators and corrected the
course.

“We’ll be there in five minutes. Alveron seems to be mov-
ing rather quickly. I wonder if Torkalee has found anything.”

The S9000 was hanging a few miles above the seaboard of
a blazing continent when Orostron homed upon it. The dan-



RESCUE PARTY 85

ger line was thirty minutes away and there was no time to
lose. Skillfully, he maneuvered the little ship into its
launching tube and the party stepped out of the airlock.
There was a small crowd waiting for them. That was to be
expected, but Orostron could see at once that something more
than curiosity had brought his friends here. Even before a
word was spoken, he knew that something was wrong.
“Torkalee hasn’t returned. He’s lost his party and we’re go-
ing to the rescue. Come along to the control room at once.”

From the beginning, Torkalee had been luckier than Oros-
tron. He had followed the zone of twilight, keeping away
from the intolerable glare of the sun, until he came to the
shores of the inland sea. It was a very recent sea, one of the
latest of Man’s works, for the land it covered had been desert
less than a century before. In a few hours it would be desert
agam, for the water was boiling and clouds of steam were ris-
ing to the skies. But they could not veil the loveliness of the
great white city that overlooked the tideless sea.

Flying machines were still parked neatly round the square
in which Torkalee landed. They were disappointingly primi-
tive, though beautifully finished, and depended on rotating
airfoils for support. Nowhere was there any sign of life, but
the place gave the impression that its inhabitants were not
very far away. Lights were still shining from some of the
windows.

Torkalee’s three companions lost no time in leaving the
machine. Leader of the party, by seniority of rank and race
was T'sinadree, who like Alveron himself had been born on
one of the ancient planets of the Central Suns. Next came
Alarkane, from a race which was one of the youngest in the
Universe and took a perverse pride in the fact. Last came one
of the strange beings from the system of Palador. It was
nameless, like all its kind, for it possessed no identity of its
own, being merely a mobile but still dependent cell in the
consciousness of its race. Though it and its fellows had long
been scattered over the galaxy in the exploration of countless
worlds, some unknown link still bound them together as inex-
orably as the living cells in a human body.

When a creature of Palador spoke, the pronoun it used was
always “We”. There was not, nor could there ever be, any
first person singular in the language of Palador.

The great doors of the splendid building baffled the ex-
plorers, though any human child would have known their
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secret. T’sinadree wasted no time on them but called Torka-
lee on his personal transmitter. Then the three hurried aside
while their commander maneuvered his machine into the best
position. There was a brief burst of intolerable flame; the
massive steelwork flickered once at the edge of the visible
spectrum and was gone. The stones were still glowing when
the eager party hurried into the building, the beams of their
light projectors fanning before them.

The torches were not needed. Before them lay a great hall,
glowing with light from lines of tubes along the ceiling. On
either side, the hall opened out into long corridors, while
straight ahead a massive stairway swept majestically toward
the upper floors.

For a moment T’sinadree hesitated. Then, since one way
was as good as another, he led his companions down the first
corridor.

The feeling that life was near had now become very strong.
At any moment, it seemed, they might be confronted by the
creatures of this world. If they showed hostility—and they
could scarcely be blamed if they did—the paralyzers would
be used at once.

The tension was very great as the party entered the first
room, and only relaxed when they saw that it held nothing
but machines—row after row of them, now stilled and silent.
Lining the enormous room were thousands of metal filing
cabinets, forming a continuous wall as far as the eye could
reach. And that was all: there was no furniture, nothing but
the cabinets and the mysterious machines.

Alarkane, always the quickest of the three, was already ex-
amining the cabinets. Each held many thousand sheets of
tough, thin material, perforated with innumerable holes and
slots. The Paladorian appropriated one of the cards and
Alarkane recorded the scene together with some close-ups of
the machines. Then they left. The great room, which had
been one of the marvels of the world, meant nothing to them.
No living eye would ever again see that wonderful battery of
almost human Hollerith analyzers and the five thousand mil-
lion punched cards holding all that could be recorded of each
man, woman and child on the planet.

It was clear that this building had been used very recently.
With growing excitement, the explorers hurried on to the next
room. This they found to be an enormous library, for mil-
lions of books lay all around them on miles and miles of
shelving. Here, though the explorers could not know it, were
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the records of all the laws that Man had ever passed, and all
the speeches that had ever been made in his council cham-
bers.

T’sinadree was deciding his plan of action, when Alarkane
drew his attention to one of the racks a hundred yards away.
It was half empty, unlike all the others. Around it books lay
in a tumbled heap on the floor, as if knocked down by some-
one in frantic haste. The signs were unmistakable. Not long
ago, other creatures had been this way. Faint wheel marks
were clearly visible on the floor to the acute sense of
Alarkane, though the others could see nothing. Alarkane
could even detect footprints, but knowing nothing of the
creatures that had formed them he could not say which way
they led.

The sense of nearness was stronger than ever now, but it
was nearness in time, not in space. Alarkane voiced the
thoughts of the party.

“Those books must have been valuable, and someone has
come to rescue them—rather as an afterthought, I should say.
That means there must be a place of refuge, possibly not very
far away. Perhaps we may be able to find some other clues
that will lead us to it.”

T’sinadree agreed; the Paladorian wasn’t enthusiastic.

“That may be so,” it said, “but the refuge may be any-
where on the planet, and we have just two hours left. Let us
waste no more time if we hope to rescue these people.”

The Party hurried forward once more, pausing only to col-
lect a few books that might be useful to the scientists at
Base—though it was doubtful if they could ever be trans-
lated. They soon found that the great building was composed
largely of small rooms, all showing signs of recent occupa-
tion. Most of them were in a neat and tidy condition, but one
or two were very much the reverse. The explorers were par-
ticularly puzzed by one room—<learly an office of some
kind—that appeared to have been completely wrecked. The
floor was littered with papers, the furniture had been
smashed, and smoke was pouring through the broken win-
dows from the fires outside.

T’sinadree was rather alarmed.

“Surely no dangerous animal could have got into a place
like this!”” he exclaimed, fingering his paralyzer nervously.

Alarkane did not answer. He began to make that annoying
sound which his race called “laughter.” It was several minutes
before he would explain what had amused him.
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“I don’t think any animal has done it,” he said. “In fact,
the explanation is very simple. Suppose you had been work-
ing all your life in this room, dealing with endless papers year
after year. And suddenly, you are told that you will never see
it again, that your work is finished, and that you can leave it
forever. More than that—no one will come after you. Every-
thing is finished. How would you make your exit,
T’sinadree?”

The other thought for a moment.

“Well, I suppose I'd just tidy things up and leave. That’s
what seems to have happened in all the other rooms.”

Alarkane laughed again.

“I'm quite sure you would. But some individuals have a
different psychology. I think I should have liked the creature
that used this room.”

He did not explain himself further, and his two colleagues
puzzled over his words for quite a while before they gave it
up.

It came as something of a shock when Torkalee gave the
order to return. They had gathered a great deal of informa-
tion, but had found no clue that might lead them to the miss-
ing inhabitants of this world. That problem was as baffling as
ever, and now it seemed that it would never be solved. There
were only forty minutes left before the S9000 would be de-
parting.

They were halfway back to the terider when they saw the
semicircular passage leading down into the depths of the
building. Its architectural style was quite different from that
used elsewhere, and the gently sloping floor was an irresistible
attraction to creatures whose many legs had grown weary of
the marble staircases which only bipeds could have built in
such profusion. T’sinadree had been the worst sufferer, for he
normally employed twelve legs and could use twenty when he
was in a hurry, though no one had ever seen him perform
this feat.

The party stopped dead and looked down the passageway
with a single thought. A tunnel, leading down into the depths
of Earth! At its end, they might yet find the people of this
world and rescue some of them from their fate. For there
was still time to call the mother ship if the need arose.

T’sinadree signaled to his commander and Torkalee
brought the little machine immediately overhead. There
might not be time for the party to retrace its footsteps
through the maze of passages, so meticulously recorded in the
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Paladorian mind that there was no possibility of going
astray. If speed was necessary, Torkalee could blast his way
through the dozen floors above their head. In any case, it
should not take long to find what lay at the end of the pas-
sage.

It took only thirty seconds. The tunnel ended quite
abruptly in a very curious cylindrical room with mag-
nificently padded seats along the walls. There was no way out
save that by which they had come and it was several seconds
before the purpose of the chamber dawned on Alarkane’s
mind. It was a pity, he thought, that they would never have
time to use this. The thought was suddenly interrupted by a
cry from T’sinadree. Alarkane wheeled around and saw that
the entrance had closed silently behind them.

Even in that first moment of panic, Alarkane found him-
self thinking with some admiration: Whoever they were, they
knew how to build automatic machinery!

The Paladorian was the first to speak. It waved one of its
tenacles toward the seats.

“We think it would be best to be seated,” it said. The mul-
tiplex mind of Palador had already analyzed the situation and
knew what was coming.

They did not have long to wait before a low-pltched hum
came from a grill overhead, and for the very last time in his-
tory a human, even if lifeless, voice was heard on Earth. The
words were meaningless, though the trapped explorers could
guess their message clearly enough.

“Choose your stations, please, and be seated.”

Simultaneously, a wall panel at one end of the compart-
ment glowed with light. On it was a simple map, consisting of
a series of a dozen circles connected by a line. Each of the
circles had writing alongside it, and beside the writing were
two buttons of different colors.

Alarkane looked questioningly at his leader.

“Don’t touch them,” said T’sinadree. “If we leave the con-
trols alone, the doors may open again.”

He was wrong. The engineers who had designed the auto-
matic subway had assumed that anyone who entered it would
naturally wish to go somewhere. If they selected no interme-
diate station, their destination could only be the end of the
line.

There was another pause while the relays and thyratrons
waited for their orders. In those thirty seconds, if they had
known what to do, the party could have opened the doors
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and left the subway. But they did not know, and the
machines geared to a human psychology acted for them.

The surge of acceleration was not very great; the lavish
upholstery was a luxury, not a necessity. Only an almost in-
perceptible vibration told of the speed at which they were
traveling through the bowels of the earth, on a journey the
duration of which they could not even guess. And in thirty
minutes, the S9000 would be leaving the Solar System.

There was a long silence in the speeding machine.
T’sinadree and Alarkane were thinking rapidly. So was the
Paladorian, though in a different fashion. The conception of
personal death was meaningless to it, for the destruction of a
single unit meant no more to the group mind than the loss of
a nail-paring to a man. But it could, though with great diffi-
culty, appreciate the plight of individual intelligences such as
Alarkane and T’sinadree, and it was anxious to help them if
it could.. ,

Alarkane had managed to contact Torkalee with his per-
sonal transmitter, though the signal was very weak and
seemed to be fading quickly. Rapidly he explained the situa-
tion, and almost at once the signals became clearer. Torkalee
was following the path of the machine, flying above the
ground under which they were speeding to their unknown
destination. That was the first indication they had of the fact
that they were traveling at nearly a thousand miles an hour,
and very soon after that Torkalee was able to give the still
more disturbing news that they were rapidly approaching the
sea. While they were beneath the land, there was a hope,
though a slender one, that they might stop the machine and
escape. But under the ocean—not all the brains and the
machinery in the great mother ship could save them. No one
could have devised a more perfect trap.

T’sinadree had been examining the wall map with great at-
tention. Its meaning was obvious, and along the line con-
necting the circles a tiny spot of light was crawling. It was
already halfway to the first of the stations marked.

“I'm going to press one of those buttons,” said T’sinadree
at last. “It won't do any harm, and we may learn something.”

“I agree. Which will you try first?”

“There are only two kinds, and it won’t matter if we try
the wrong one first. I suppose one is to start the machine and
the other is to stop it.”

Alarkane was not very hopeful.

“It started without any button pressing,” he said. “I think
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it’s completely automatic and we can’t control it from here at
an.”

T’sinadree could not agree.

“These buttons are clearly associated with the stations, and
there’s no point in having them unless you can use them to
stop yourself. The only question is, which is the right one?”

His analysis was perfectly correct. The machine could be
stopped at any intermediate station. They had only been on
their way ten minutes, and if they could leave now, no harm
would have been done. It was just bad luck that T’sinadree’s
first choice was the wrong button.

The little light on the map crawled slowly though the il-
luminated circle without checking its speed. And at the same
time Torkalee called from the ship overhead.

“You have just passed underneath a city and are heading
out to sea. There cannot be another stop for nearly a thou-
sand miles.

Alveron had given up all hope of finding life on this world.
The S9000 had roamed over half the planet, never staying
long in one place, descending ever and again in an effort to
attract attention. There had been no response; Earth seemed
utterly dead. If any of its inhabitants were still alive, thought
Alveron, they must have hidden themselves in its depths
where no help could reach them, though their doom would be
nonetheless certain.

Rugon brought news of the disaster. The great ship ceased
its fruitless searching and fled back through the storm to the
ocean above which Torkalee’s little tender was still following
the track of the buried machine.

The scene was truly terrifying. Not since the days when
Earth was born had there been such seas as this. Mountains
of water were racing before the storm which had now
reached velocities of many hundred miles an hour. Even at
this distance from the mainland the air was full of flying de-
bris—trees, fragments of houses, sheets of metal, anything
that had not been anchored to the ground. No airborne
machine could have lived for a moment in such a gale. And
ever and again even the roar of the wind was drowned as the
vast water-mountains met head-on with a crash that seemed
to shake the sky.

Fortunately, there had been no serious earthquakes yet.
Far beneath the bed of the ocean, the wonderful piece of en-
gineering which had been the World President’s private vac-
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uum-subway was still working perfectly, unaffected by the
tumult and destruction above. It would continue to work un-
til the last minute of the Earth’s existence, which, if the as-
tronomers were right, was not much more than fifteen
minutes away—though precisely how much more Alveron
would have given a great deal to know. It would be nearly an
hour before the trapped party could reach land and even the
slightest hope of rescue.

Alveron’s instructions had been precise, though even with-
out them he would never have dreamed of taking any risks
with the great machine that had been entrusted to his care.
Had he been human, the decision to abandon the trapped
members of his crew would have been desperately hard to
make. But he came of a race far more sensitive than Man, a
race that so loved the things of the spirit that long ago, and
with infinite reluctance, it had taken over control of the Uni-
verse since only thus could it be sure that justice was being
done. Alveron would need all his superhuman gifts to carry
him through the next few hours.

Meanwhile, a mile below the bed of the ocean Alarkane
and T’sinadree were very busy indeed with their private com-
municators. Fifteen minutes is not a long time in which to
wind up the affairs of a lifetime. It is indeed, scarcely long
enough to dictate more than a few of those farewell messages
which at such moments are so much more important than all
other matters.

All the while the Paladorian had remamed silent and mo-
tionless, saying not a word. The other two, resigned to their
fate and engrossed in their personal affairs, had given it no
thought. They were startled when suddenly it began to
address them in its peculiarly passionless voice.

“We perceive that you are making certain arrangements
concerning your anticipated destruction. That will probably
be unnecessary. Captain Alveron hopes to rescue us if we can
stop this machine when we reach land again.”

Both T’sinadree and Alarkane were too surprised to say
anything for a moment. Then the latter gasped, “How do you
know?”

It was a foolish question, for he remembered at once that
there were several Paladorians—if one could use the
phrase—in the S9000, and consequently their companion
knew everythmg that was happening in the mother ship. So
he did not wait for an answer but continued, “Alveron can’t
do that! He daren’t take such a risk!”
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“There will be no risk,” said the Paladorian. “We have told
him what to do. It is really very simple.”

Alarkane and T’sinadree looked at their companion with
something approaching awe, realizing now what must have
happened. In moments of crisis, the single units comprising
the Paladorian mind could link together in an organization
no less close than that of any physical brain. At such mo-
ments they formed an intellect - more powerful than any other
in the Universe. All ordinary problems could be solved by a
few hundred or thousand units. Very rarely, millions would
be needed, and on two historic occasions the billions of cells
of the entire Paladorian consciousness had been welded to-
gether to deal with emergencies that threatened the race. The
mind of Palador was one of the greatest mental resources of
the Universe; its full force was seldom required, but the
knowledge that it was available was supremely comforting to
other races. Alarkane wondered how many cells had co-ordi-
nated to deal with this particular emergency. He also won-
dered how so trivial an incident had ever come to its
attention.

To that question he was never to know the answer, though
he might have guessed it had he known that the chillingly re-
mote Paladorian mind possessed an almost human streak of
vanity. Long ago, Alarkane had written a book trying to
prove that eventually all intelligent races would sacrifice indi-
vidual consciousness and that one day only group-minds
would remain in the Universe. Palador, he had said, was the
first of those ultimate intellects, and the vast, dispersed mind
had not been displeased.

They had no time to ask any further questions before Al-
veron himself began to speak through their communicators.

“Alveron calling! We’re staying on this planet until the det-
onation waves reach it, so we may be able to rescue you.
You're heading toward a city on the coast which you’ll
reach in forty minutes at your present speed. If you cannot
stop yourselves then, we’re going to blast the tunnel behind
and ahead of you to cut off your power. Then we’ll sink a
shaft to get you out—the chief engineer says he can do it in
five minutes with the main projectors. So you should be safe
within an hour, unless the sun blows up before.”

“And if that happens, you'll be destroyed as well! You
mustn’t take such a risk!”

“Don’t let that worry you; we're perfectly safe. When the
sun detonates, the explosion wave will take several minutes to
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rise to its maximum. But apart from that, we’re on the night
side of the planet, behind an eight-thousand-mile screen of
rock. When the first warning of the explosion comes, we will
accelerate out of the Solar System, keeping in the shadow of
the planet. Under our maximum drive, we will reach the ve-
locity of light before leaving the cone of shadow, and the sun
cannot harm us then.”

T’sinadree was still afraid to hope. Another objection came
at once into his mind.

“Yes, but how will you get any warning, here on the night
side of the planet?”

“Very easily,” replied Alveron. “This world has a moon
which is now visible from this hemisphere. We have tele-
scopes trained on it. If it shows any sudden increase in bril-
liance, our main drive goes on automatically and we'll be
thrown out of the system.”

The logic was flawless. Alveron, cautious as ever, was tak-
ing no chances. It would be many minutes before the eight-
thousand-mile shield of rock and metal could be destroyed by
the fires of the exploding sun. In that time, the S9000 could
have reached the safety of the velocity of light.

Alarkane pressed the second button when they were still
several miles from the coast. He did not expect anything to
happen then, assuming that the machine could not stop be-
tween stations. It seemed too good to be true when, a few
minutes later, the machine’s slight vibration died away and
they came to a halt.

The doors slid silently apart. Even before they were fully
open, the three had left the compartment. They were taking
no more chances. Before them a long tunnel stretched into
the distance, rising slowly out of sight. They were starting
along it when suddenly Alveron’s voice called from the com-
municators.

“Stay where you are! We’re going to blast!”

The ground shuddered once, and far ahead there came the
rumble of falling rock. Again the earth shook—and a
hundred yards ahead the passageway vanished abruptly. A
tremendous vertical shaft had been cut clean through it.

The party hurried forward again until they came to the
end of the corridor and stood waiting on its lip. The shaft in
which it ended was a full thousand feet across and descended
into the earth as far as the torches could throw their beams.
Overhead, the storm clouds fled beneath a moon that no'man
would bhave recognized, so luridly brilliant was its disk. And,
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most glorious of all sights, the S9000 floated high above, the
great projectors that had drilled this enormous pit still glow-
ing cherry red.

A dark shape detached itself from the mother ship and
dropped swiftly toward the ground. Torkalee was returning to
collect his friends. A little later, Alveron greeted them in the
control room. He waved to the great vision screen and said
quietly, “See, we were barely in time.”

The continent below them was slowly settling beneath the
mile-high waves that were attacking its coasts. The last that
anyone was ever to see of Earth was a great plain, bathed
with the silver light of the abnormally brilliant moon. Across
its face the waters were pouring in a glittering flood toward a
distant range of mountains. The sea had won its final victory,
but its triumph would be shortlived for soon sea and land
would be no more. Even as the silent party in the control
room watched the destruction below, the infinitely greater ca-
tastrophe to which this was only the prelude came swiftly
upon them.

It was as though dawn had broken suddenly over this
moonlit landscape. But it was not dawn: it was only the
moon, shining with the brilliance of a second sun. For per-
haps thirty seconds that awesome, unnatural light burnt
fiercely on the doomed land beneath. Then there came a sud-
den flashing of indicator lights across the control board. The
main drive was on. For a second Alveron glanced at the indi-
cators and checked their information. When he looked again
at the screen, Earth was gone.

The magnificent, desperately overstrained generators qui-
etly died when the S9000 was passing the orbit of Per-
sephone. It did not matter, the sun could never harm them
now, and although the ship was speeding helplessly out into
the lonely night of interstellar space, it would only be a mat-
ter of days before rescue came.

There was irony in that. A day ago, they had been the res-
cuers, going to the aid of a race that now no longer existed.
Not for the first time Alveron wondered about the world that
had just perished. He tried, in vain, to picture it as it had
been in its glory, the streets of its cities thronged with life.
Primitive though its people had been, they might have offered
much to the Universe. If only they could have made contact!
Regret was useless; long before their coming, the people of
this world must have buried themselves in its iron heart. And
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now they and their civilization would remain a mystery for
the rest of time.

Alveron was glad when his thoughts were interrupted by
Rugon’s entrance. The chief of communications had been
very busy ever since the take-off, trying to analyze the pro-
grams radiated by the transmitter Orostron had discovered.
The problem was not a difficult one, but it demanded the
construction of special equipment, and that had taken time.

“Well, what have you found?” asked Alveron.

“Quite a lot,” replied his friend. “There’s something mys-
terious here, and I don’t understand it.

“It didn’t take long to find how the vision transmissions
were built up, and we've been able to convert them to suit
our own equipment. It seems that there were cameras all over
the plant, surveying points of interest. Some of them were
apparently in cities, on tops of very high buildings. The
cameras were rotating continuously to give panoramic views.
In the programs we've recorded there are about twenty differ-
ent scenes.

“In addition, there are a number of transmissions of a dif-
ferent kind, neither sound nor vision. They seem to be purely
scientific—possibly instrument readings or something of that
sort. All these programs were going out simultaneously on
different frequency bands.

“Now there must be a reason for all this. Orostron still
thinks that the station simply wasn’t switched off when it was
deserted. But these aren’t the sort of programs such a station
would normally radiate at all. It was certainly used for inter-
planetary relaying—Klarten was quite right there, So these
people must have crossed space, since none of the other
planets had any life at the time of the last survey. Don’t you
agree?”

Alverton was following intently.

“Yes, that seems reasonable enough. But it’s also certain
that the beam was pointing to none of the other planets. I
checked that myself.”

“I know,” said Rugon. “What I want to discover is why a
giant interplanetary relay station is busily transmitting pic-
tures of a world about to be destroyed—pictures that would
be of immense interest to scientists and astronomers, Some-
one had gone to a lot of trouble to arrange all those pan-
oramic cameras. I am convinced that those beams were going
somewhere.”

Alveron started up.
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“Do you imagine that there might be an outer planet that
hasn’t been reported?” he asked. “If so, your theory’s cer-
tainly wrong. The beam wasn’t even pointing in the plane of
the Solar System. And even if it were—just look at this.”

He switched on the vision screen and adjusted the controls.
Against the velvet curtain of space was hanging a blue-white
sphere, apparently composed of many concentric shells of in-
candescent gas. Even though its immense distance made all
movement invisible, it was clearly expanding at an enormous
rate. At its center was a blinding point of light—the white
dwarf star that the sun had now become.

“You probably don’t realize just how big that sphere is,”
said Alveron. ‘Look at this.”

He increased the magnification until only the center por-
tion of the nova was visible. Close to its heart were two
minute condensations, one on either side of the nucleus.

“Those are the two giant planets of the system. They have
still managed to retain their existence—after a fashion. And
they were several hundred million miles from the sun. The
nova is still expanding—but it's already twice the size of the
Solar System.”

Rugon was silent for a moment.

“Perhaps you’re right,” he said, rather grudgingly.

“You’ve disposed of my first theory. But you still haven’t
satisfied me.”

He made several swift circuits of the room before speaking
again. Alveron waited patiently. He knew the almost intuitive
powers of his friend, who could often solve a problem when
mere logic seemed insufficient.

Then, rather slowly, Rugon began to speak again.

“What do you think of this?” he said. “Suppose we've com-
pletely underestimated these people? Orostron did it once—he
thought they could never have crossed space, since they'd
only known radio for two centuries. Hansur II told me that.
Well, Orostron was quite wrong. Perhaps we’re all wrong.
I've had a look at the material that Klarten brought back
from the transmitter. He wasn’t impressed by what he found,
but it’s a marvelous achievement for so short a time. There
were devices in that station that belonged to civilizations
thousands of years older. Alveron, can we follow that beam
to see where it leads?”

Alveron said nothing for a full minute. He had been more
than half expecting the question, but it was not an easy one
to answer. The main generators had gone completely. There
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was no point in trying to repair them. But there was still
power available, and while there was power, anything could
be done in time. It would mean a lot of improvisation, and
some difficult maneuvers, for the ship still had its enormous
initial velocity. Yes, it could be done, and the activity would
keep the crew from becoming further depressed, now that the
reaction caused by the mission’s failure had started to set in.
The news that the nearest heavy repair ship could not reach
them for three weeks had also caused a slump in morale.

The engineers, as usual, made a tremendous fuss. Again as
usual, they did the job in half the time they had dismissed as
being absolutely impossible. Very slowly, over many hours,
the great ship began to discard the speed its main drive had
given it in as many minutes. In a tremendous curve, millions
of miles in radius, the S9000 changed its course and the star
fields shifted round it.

The maneuver took three days, but at the end of that time
the ship was limping along a course parallel to the beam that
had once come from Earth. They were heading out into emp-
tiness, the blazing sphere that had been the sun dwindling
slowly behind them. By the standards of interstellar flight,
they were almost stationary.

For hours Rugon strained over his instruments, driving his
detector beams far ahead into space. There were certainly no
planets within many light-years; there was no doubt of that.
From time to time Alveron came to see him and always he
had to give the same reply: “Nothing to report.” About a
fifth of the time Rugon’s intuition let him down badly; he be-
gan to wonder if this was such an occasion.

Not until a week later did the needles of the mass-detectors
quiver feebly at the ends of their scales. But Rugon said
nothing, not even to his captain. He waited until he was sure,
and he went on waiting until even the short-range scanners
began to react. and to build up the first faint pictures on the
vision screen. Still he waited patiently until he could interpret
the images. Then, when he knew that his wildest fancy was
even less than the truth, he called his colleagues into the con-
trol room.

The picture on the vision screen was the familiar one of
endless star fields, sun beyond sun to the very limits of the
Universe. Near the center of the screen a distant nebula
made a patch of haze that was difficult for the eye to grasp.

Rugon increased the magnification. The stars flowed out of
the field; the little nebula expanded until it filled the screen
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and then—it was a nebula no longer. A simultaneous gasp of
amazement came from all the company at the sight that lay
before them.

Lying across league after league of space, ranged in a vast
three-dimensional array of rows and columns with the preci-
sion of a marching army, were thousands of tiny pencils of
light. They were moving swiftly; the whole immense lattice
holding its shape as a single unit. Even as Alveron and his
comrades watched, the formation began to drift off the screen
and Rugon had to recenter the controls.

After a long pause, Rugon started to speak.

“This is the race,” he said softly, “that has known radio for
only two centuries—the race that we believed had crept to
die in the heart of its planet. I have examined those images
under the highest possible magnification.

“That is the greatest fleet of which there has ever been a
record. Each of those points of light represents a ship larger
than our own. Of course, they are very primitive—what you
see on the screen are the jets of their rockets. Yes, they dared
to use rockets to bridge interstellar space! You realize what
that means. It would take them centuries to reach the nearest
star. The whole race must have embarked on this journey in
the hope that its descendants would complete it, generations
later.

“To measure the extent of their accomplishment, think of
the ages it took us to conquer space, and the longer ages still
before we attempted to reach the stars. Even if we were
threatened with annihilation, could we have done so much in
so short a time? Remember, this is the youngest civilization in
the Universe. Four hundred thousand years ago it did not
even exist. What will it be a million years from now?”

An hour later, Orostron left the crippled mother ship to
make contact with the great fleet ahead. As the little torpedo
disappeared among the stars, Alveron turned to his friend
and made a remark that Rugon was often to remember in the
years ahead.

“I wonder whay they’ll be like?” he mused. “Will they be
nothing but wonderful engineers, with no art or philosophy?
They're going to have such a surprise when Orostron reaches
them—I expect it will be rather a blow to their pride. It’s
funny how all isolated races think they’re the only people in
the Universe. But they should be grateful to us; we’re going
to save them a good many hundred years of travel.”

Alveron glanced at the Milky Way, lying like a veil of sil-
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ver mist across the vision screen. He waved toward it with a
sweep of a tentacle that embraced the whole circle of the
galaxy, from the Central Planets to the lonely suns of the
Rim.

“You know,” he said to Rugon, “I feel rather afraid of
these people. Suppose they don’t like our little Federation?”
He waved once more toward the star-clouds that lay massed
across the screen, glowing with the light of their countless
suns.

“Something tells me they’ll be very determined people,” he
added. “We had better be polite to them. After all we only
outnumber them about a thousand million to one.”

Rugon laughed at his captain’s little joke.

Twenty years afterward, the remark didn’t seem funny.



PLACET IS A CRAZY PLACE

by Fredric Brown (1906-1972)
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We have discussed the talented Fredric Brown at
some length in previous volumes in this series, but
it is worth repeating that he was one of science fic-
tion’s premier craftsman, capable of outstanding
work at all lengths from the short-short to the
novel. He was perhaps the first major sf writer who
had the ability to be consistently funny and consis-
tently wise at the same time, and he certainly exer-
cised a greater influence on the field than historians
have given him credit for.

“Placet is a Crazy Place” was not included in his
The Best of Fredric Brown, but it should have
been. To duplicate it, all you have to do is mix a
little Philip K. Dick, add some Philip José Farmer,
and top off with a generous portion of Ferdinand
Feghoot!

(Funny science fiction is not as common as I
wish it were, but then successfully funny fiction of
any kind is not as common as I wish it were. That's
because it isn’t easy being successfully funny and
few writers try and still fewer writers succeed. Fred-
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ric Brown is one of those who make it, and this
story has always had a warm spot in my heart be-
cause Fred managed to take an utterly loony situa-
tion and forced it to make sense. Oh, I don’t believe
that light will really slow down to the speed of
sound in the neighborhood of matter-antimatter in-
teraction, but we can suppose it does. Incidentally,
“contraterrene matter” is a science fiction term that
was replaced by the actual term used by real scien-
tists when they got around to considering it seriously.
They decided on “antimatter” and we had to follow
suit.—IA)

Even when you’re used to it, it gets you down sometimes.
Like that morning—if you can call it a morning. Really it
was night. But we go by Earth time on Placet because Placet
time would be as screwy as everything else on that goofy
planet. I mean, you’d have a six-hour day and then a two-
hour night and then a fifteen-hour day and a one-hour night
and—well, you just couldn’t keep time on a planet that does
a figure-eight orbit around two dissimilar suns, going like a
bat out of hell around and between them, and the suns
going around each other so fast and so comparatively close
that Earth astronomers thought it was only one sun until the
Blakeslee expedition landed here twenty years ago.

You see, the rotation of Placet isn’t any even fraction of
the period of its orbit and there’s the Blakeslee Field in the
middle between the suns—a field in which light rays slow
down to a crawl and get left behind and—well—

If you've not read the Blakeslee reports on Placet, hold on
to something while I tell you this:

Placet is the only known planet that can eclipse itself twice
at the same time, run headlong into itself every forty hours,
and then chase itself out of sight.

I don’t blame you.

I didn’t believe it either, and it scared me stiff the first time
I stood on Placet and saw Placet coming head-on to run into
us. And yet I'd read the Blakeslee reports and knew what was
really happening, and why. It’s rather like those early movies
when the camera was set up in front of a train and the audi-
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ence saw the locomotive heading right toward them and
would feel an impulse to run even though they knew the lo-
comotive wasn't really there.

But I started to say, like that morning. I was sitting at my
desk, the top of which was covered with grass. My feet
were—or seemed to be—resting on a sheet of rippling water.
But it wasn’t wet.

On top of the grass of my desk lay a pink flowerpot, into
which, nose-first, stuck a bright green Saturnian lizard.
That—reason and not my eyesight told me—was my pen and
inkwell. Also an embroidered sampler that said, “God Bless
Our Home” in neat cross-stitching. It actually was a message
from Earth Center which had just come in on the radiotype.
I didn’t know what it said because I'd come into my office af-
ter the B. F. effect had started. I didn’t think it really said,
“God Bless Our Home” because it seemed to. And just then I
was mad, I was fed up, and I didn’t care a holler what it ac-
tually did say.

You see—maybe I'd better explain—the Blakeslee Field ef-
fect occurs when Placet is in mid-position between Argyle I
and Argyle II, the two suns it figure eights around. There’s a
scientific explanation of it, but it must be expressed in formu-
las, not in words. It boils down to this: Argyle I is terrene
matter and Argyle II is contraterrene, or negative matter.
Halfway between them—over a considerable stretch of terri-
tory—is a field in which light rays are slowed down, way
down. They move at about the speed of sound. The result is
that if something is moving faster than sound—as Placet it-
self does—you can still see it coming after it has passed you.
It takes the visual image of Placet twenty-six hours to get
through the field. By that time, Placet has rounded one of its
suns and meets its own image on the way back. In midfield,
there’s an image coming and an image going, and it eclipses
itself twice, occulting both suns at the same time. A little far-
ther on, it runs into itself coming from the opposite direc-
tion—and scares you stiff if you’re watching, even if you
know it’s not really happening.

Let me explain it this way before you get dizzy. Say an
old-fashioned locomotive is coming toward you, only at a
speed much faster than sound. A mile away, it whistles. It
passes you and then you hear the whistle, coming from the
point a mile back where the locomotive isn’t any more. That’s
the auditory effect of an object traveling faster than sound;
what I've just described is the visual effect of an object trav-
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eling—in a figure-¢ight orbit—faster than its own visual
image.

That isn’t the worst of it; you can stay indoors and avoid
the eclipsing and the head-on collisions, but you can’t avoid
the physio-psychological effect of the Blakeslee Field.

And that, the physio-psychological effect, is something else
again. The field does something to the optic nerve centers, or
to the part of the brain to which the optic nerves connect,
something similar to the effect of certain drugs. You have—
you can’t exactly call them hallucinations, because you don’t
ordinarily see things that aren’t there, but you get an illusory
picture of what is there.

I knew perfectly well that I was sitting at a desk the top of
which was glass, and not grass; that the floor under my feet
was ordinary plastiplate and not a sheet of rippling water;
that the objects on my desk were not a pink flowerpot with a
Saturnian lizard sticking in it, but an antique twentieth cen-
tury inkwell and pen—and that the “God Bless Our Home”
sampler was a radiotype message on ordinary radiotype pa-
per. I could verify any of those things by my sense of touch,
which the Blakeslee Field doesn’t affect.

You can close your eyes, of course, but you don’t—be-
cause even at the height of the effect, your eyesight gives
you the relative size and distance of things and if you
stay in familiar territory your memory and your reason tell
you what they are.

So when the door opened and a two-headed monster
walked in, I knew it was Reagan. Reagan isn’t a two-headed
monster, but I could recognize the sound of his walk.

I said, “Yes, Reagan?”

The two-headed monster said, “Chief, the machine shop is
wobbling. We may have to break the rule not to do any work
in midperiod.”

“Birds?” I asked.

Both of his heads nodded. “The underground part of those
walls must be like sieves from the birds flying through ’em,
and we’d better pour concrete quick. Do you think those new
alloy reinforcing bars the Ark’ll bring will stop them?”

“Sure,” I lied. Forgetting the field, I turned to look at the
clock, but there was a funeral wreath of white lilies on the
wall where the clock should have been. You can’t tell time
from a funeral wreath. I said, “I was hoping we wouldn’t
have to reinforce those walls till we had the bars to sink in
them. The Ark’s about due; they’re probably hovering outside
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right now waiting for us to come out of the field. You think
we could wait till—"

There was a crash.

“Yeah, we can wait,” Reagan said. “There went the
machine shop, so there’s no hurry at all.”

“Nobody was in there?”

“Nope, but I'll make sure.” He ran out.

That’s what life on Placet is like. I'd had enough of it; I'd
had too much of it. I made up my mind while Reagan was
gone.

When he came back, he was a bright blue articulated
skeleton.

He said, “0.K., Chief. Nobody was inside.”

“Any of the machines badly smashed?”

He laughed. “Can you look at a rubber beach horse with
purple polka dots and tell whether it’s an intact lathe or a
busted one? Say, Chief, you know what you look like?”

I said, “If you tell me, you’re fired.”

I don’t know whether I was kidding or not; I was plenty on
edge. T opened my drawer of my desk and put the “God
Bless Our Home” sampler in it and slammed the drawer shut.
I was fed up. Placet is a crazy place and if you stay there
long enough you go crazy. yourself. One out of ten of Earth
Center’s Placet employes has to go back to Earth for psycho-
pathic treatment after a year or two on Placet. And I'd been
there three years, almost. My contract was up. I made my
mind up, too.

“Reagan,” 1 said.

He’d been heading for the door. He turned. “Yeah, Chief?”

I said, “I want you to send a message on the radiotype to
Earth Center. And get it straight, two words: I quit.”

He said, “O.K., Chief.” He went on out and closed the
door.

I sat back and closed my eyes to think. I'd done it now.
Unless I ran after Reagan and told him not to send the
message, it was done and over and irrevocable. Earth Cen-
ter’s funny that way; the board is plenty generous in some
directions, but once you resign they never let you change
your mind. It’s an ironclad rule and ninety-nine times out of
a hundred it’s justified on interplanetary and intragalactic
projects. A man must be 100 per cent enthusiastic about his
job to make a go of it, and once he’s turned against it, he’s
lost the keen edge.

I knew the midperiod was about over, but I sat there with
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my eyes closed just the same. I didn’t want to open them to
look at the clock until I could see the clock as a clock and
not as whatever it might be this time. I sat there and thought.

I felt a bit hurt about Reagan’s casualness in accepting the
message. He'd been a good friend of mine for ten years; he
could at least have said he was sorry I was going to leave. Of
course there was a fair chance that he might get the promo-
tion, but even if he was thinking that, he could have been
diplomatic about it. At least, he could have—

Oh, quit feeling sorry for yourself, 1 told myself. You're
through with Placet and you’re through with Earth Center,
and you're going back to Earth pretty soon now, as soon as
they relieve you, and you can get another job there, probably
teaching again.

But damn Reagan, just the same. He’d been my student at
Earth City Poly, and I'd got him this Placet job and it was a
good one for a youngster his age, assistant administrator of a
planet with nearly a thousand population. For that matter,
my job was a good one for a man my age—I'm only thirty-
one myself. An excellent job, except that you couldn’t put up
a building that wouldn’t fall down again and—Quir crabbing,
I told myself; you’re through with it now. Back to Earth and
a teaching job again. Forget it.

I was tired. I put my head on my arms on top of the desk,
and I must have dozed off for a minute.

I looked up at the sound of footsteps coming through the
doorway; they weren’t Reagan’s footsteps. The illusions were
getting better now, I saw. It was—or appeared to be—a gor-
geous redhead. It couldn’t be, of course. There are a few
women on Placet, mostly wives of technician’s, but—

She said, “Don’t you remember me, Mr. Rand?” It was a
woman; her voice was a woman’s voice, and a beautiful
voice. Sounded vaguely familiar, too.

“Don’t be silly,” I said; “how can I recognize you at mid-
per—" My eyes suddenly caught a glimpse of the clock past
her shoulder, and it was a clock and not a funeral wreath or
a cuckoo’s nest, and I realized suddenly that everything else
in the room was back to normal. And that meant midperiod
was over, and I wasn’t seeing things.

My eyes went back to the redhead. She must be real, I re-
alized. And suddenly I knew her, although she’d changed,
changed plenty. All changes were improvements, although
Michaelina Witt had been a very pretty girl when she’d been



PLACET IS A CRAZY PLACE 107

in my extra-terrestrial Botany III class at Earth City Polytech
four—no, five years ago.

She’d been pretty, then. Now she was beautiful. She was
stunning. How had the teletalkies missed her? Or had they?
What was she doing here? She must have just got off the Ark,
but—1I realized I was still gawking at her. I stood up so fast I
almost fell across the desk.

“Of course I remember you, Miss Witt,” I stammered.
“Won't you sit down? How did you come here? Have they
relaxed the no-visitors rule?”’

She shook her head, smiling. “I’m not a visitor, Mr. Rand,
Center advertised for a technician-secretary for you, and I
tried for the job and got it, subject to your approval, of
course. I'm on probation for a month, that is.’

“Wonderful,” I said. It was a masterpiece of understate-
ment. I started to elaborate on it: “Marvelous—"

There was the sound of someone clearing his throat. I
looked around; Reagan was in the doorway. This time not as
a blue skeleton or a two-headed monster. Just plain Reagan.

He said, “Answer to your radiotype just came.” He crossed
over and dropped it on my desk. I looked at it. “O. K. August
19th,” it read. My momentary wild hope that they’d failed to
accept my resignation went down among the widgie birds.
They’d been as brief about it as I'd been.

August 19th—the next arrival of the Ark. They certainly
weren’t wasting any time—mine or theirs. Four days!

Reagan said, “I thought you’d want to know right away,
Phil.”

“Yeah,” 1 told him. I glared at him. “Thanks.” With a
touch of spite—or maybe more than a touch—I thought,
well, my bucko, you don’t get the job, or that message would
have said so; they're sending a replacement on the next
shuttle of the Ark.

But I didn’t say that; the veneer of civilization was too
thick.

I said, “Miss Witt, I'd like you to meet—" They looked at
each other and started to laugh, and I remembered. Of
course, Reagan and Michaelina had both been in my botany
class, as had Michaelina’s twin brother, Ichabod. Only, of
course, no one ever called the redheaded twins Michaelina
and Ichabod. It was Mike and Ike, once you knew them.

Reagan said, “I met Mike getting off the Ark. I told her
how to find your office, since you weren’t there to do the
honors.”
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“Thanks,” I said. “Did the reinforcing bars come?”

“Guess so. They unloaded some crates. They were in a
hurry to pull out again. They’ve gone.”

I grunted.

Reagan said, “Well, I'll check the ladings. Just came to
give you the radiotype; thought you’d want the good news
right away.”

He went out, and I glared after him. The louse. The—

Michaelina said, “Am I to start to work right away, Mr.
Rand?”

I straightened out my face and managed a smile. “Of
course not,” I told her. “You’ll want to look around the place
first. See the scenery and get acclimated. Want to stroll into
the village for a drink?”

“Of course.”

We strolled down the path toward the little cluster of
buildings, all small, one-story, and square.

She said, “It’s—it’s nice. Feels like I'm walking on air, I'm
so light. Exactly what is the gravity?”

“Point seven four,” I said. “If you weigh—um-m, a
hundred twenty pounds on Earth, you weigh about eighty-
nine pounds here. And on you, it looks good.”

She laughed. “Thank you, Professor—Oh, that’s right;
you’re not a professor now. You’re now my boss, and I must
call you Mr. Rand.”

“Unless you're willing to make it Phil, Michaelina.”

“If you'd call me Mike; I detest Michaelina, almost as
much as Ike hates Ichabod.”

“How is Ike?”

“Fine. Has a student-instructor job at Poly, but he doesn’t
like it much.” She looked ahead at the village. “Why so many
small buildings instead of a few bigger ones?”

“Because the average life of a structure of any kind on Pla-
cet is about three weeks. And you never know when one is
going to fall down—with someone inside. It's our biggest
problem. All we can do is make them small and light, except
the foundations, which we make as strong as possible. Thus
far, nobody has been hurt seriously in the collapse of a build-
ing, for that reason, but—Did you feel that?”

“The vibration? What was it, an earthquake?”

“No,” I said. “It was a flight of birds.”

“What?”

I had to laugh at the expression on her face, I said, “Placet
is a crazy place. A minute ago, you said you felt as though
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you were walking on air. Well, in a way, you are doing just
exactly that. Placet is one of the rare objects in the Universe
that is composed of both ordinary and heavy matter. Matter
with a collapsed molecular structure, so heavy you couldn’t
lift a pebble of it. Placet has a core of that stuff; that’s why
this tiny planet, which has an area about twice the size of
Manhattan Island, has a gravity three-quarters that of Earth.
There is life—animal life, not intelligent—living on the core.
There are birds, whose molecular structure is like that of the
planet’s core, so dense that ordinary matter is as tenuous to
them as adir is to us. They actually fly through it, as birds on
Earth fly through the air. From their standpoint, we’re walk-
ing on top of Placet’s atmosphere.”

“And the vibration of their flight under the surface makes
the houses collapse?”

“Yes, and worse—they fly right through the foundations,
no matter what we make them of. Any matter we can work
with is just so much gas to them. They fly through iron or
steel as easily as through sand or loam. I've just got a ship-
ment of some specially tough stuff from Earth—the special
alloy steel you heard me ask Reagan about—but I haven’t
much hope of it’s doing any good.”

“But aren’t those birds dangerous? I mean, aside from
making the buildings fall down. Couldn’t one get up enough
momentum flying to carry it out of the ground and into the
air a little way? And wouldn’t it go right through anyone who
happened to be there?”

“It would,” T said, “but it doesn’t. I mean, they never fly
closer to the surface than a few inches. Some sense seems to
tell them when they’re nearing the top of their “atmosphere.”
Something analogous to the supersonics a bat uses. You
know, of course, how a bat can fly in utter darkness and
never fly into a solid object.”

“Like radar, yes.”

“Like radar, yes, except a bat uses sound waves instead of
radio waves. And the widgie birds must use something that
works on the same principle, in reverse; turns them back -a
few inches before they approach what to them would be the
equivalent of a vacuum. Being heavy-matter, they could no
more exist or fly in air than a bird could exist or fly in a vac-
uum.”

While we were Having a cocktail apiece in the village,
Michaelina mentioned her brother again. She said, “lke
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doesn’t like teaching at all, Phil. Is there any chance at all that
you could get him a job here on Placet?”

I said, “I'm been badgering Earth Center for another ad-
ministrative assistant. The work is increasing plenty since
we've got more of the surface under cultivation. Reagan real-
ly needs help. I'll—"

Her whole face was alight with eagerness. And I remem-
bered. I was through. I'd resigned, and Earth Center would
pay as much attention to any recommendation of mine as
though I were a widgie bird. I finished weakly, “I'll—T'll see if
Ican do anything about it.”

She said, “Thanks—Phil.” My hand was on the table
beside my glass, and for a second she put hers over it. All
right, it’s a hackneyed metaphor to say it felt as though a
high-voltage current went through me. But it did, and it was
a mental shock as well as a physical one, because I realized
then and there that I was head over heels. I'd fallen harder
than any of Placet’s buildings ever had. The thump left me
breathless. I wasn’t watching Michaelina’s face, but from the
way she pressed her hand harder against mine for a millisec-
ond and then jerked it away as though from a flame, she
must have felt a little of that current, too.

I stood up a little shakily and suggested that we walk back
to headquarters.

Because the situation was completely impossible, now.
Now that Center had accepted my resignation and I was
without visible or invisible means of support. In a psychotic
moment, I'd cooked my own goose. I wasn’t even sure I
could get a teaching job. Earth Center is the most powerful
organization in the Universe and has a finger in every pie. If
they black-listed me—

Walking back, I let Michaelina do most of the talking; I
had some heavy thinking to do. I wanted to tell her the
truth—and I didn’t want to.

Between monosyllabic answers, I fought it out with myself.
And, finally lost. Or won. I'd not tell her—until just before
the next coming of the Ark. I'd pretend everything was O. K.
and normal for that long, give myself that much chance to
see if Michaelina would fall for me. That much of a break
I'd give myself. A chance, for four days.

And then—well, if by then she’d come to feel about me
the way I did about her, I'd tell her what a fool I'd been and
tell her I'd like to—No, I wouldn’t let her return to Earth
with me, even if she wanted to, until I saw light ahead
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through a foggy future. All I could tell her was that if and
when I had a chance of working my way up again to a de-
cent job—and after all I was still only thirty-one and might
be able to—

That sort of thing.

Reagan was waiting in my office, looking as mad as a wet
hornet. He said, “Those saps at Earth Center shipping depart-
ment gummed things again. Those crates of special steel—
aren’t.”

“Aren’t what?”

“Aren’t anything. They’re empty crates. Something went
wrong with the crating machine and they never knew it.”

“Are you sure that’s what those crates were supposed to
contain?”

“Sure I'm sure. Everything else on the order came, and the
ladings specified the steel for those particular crates.” He ran
a hand through his tousled hair. It made him look more like
an Airedale than he usually does.

I grinned at him. “Maybe it’s invisible steel.”

“Invisible, weightless and intangible. Can I word the
message to Center telling them about it?”

“Go as far as you like,” I told him. “Wait here a minute,
though. I'll show Mike where her quarters are and then I
want to talk to you a minute.” ‘

I took Michaelina to the best available sleeping cabin of
the cluster around headquarters. She thanked me again for
trying to get Ike a job here, and I felt lower than a widgie
bird’s grave when I went back to my office.

“Yeah, Chief?” Reagan said.

“About that message to Earth,” I told him. “I mean the
one I sent this morning. 1 don’t want to say anything about it
to Michaelina.”

He chuckled. “Want to tell her yourself, huh? O. K. I'll
keep my yap shut.”

I said, a bit wryly, “Maybe I was foolish sending it.”

“Huh?” he said. “I'm sure glad you did. Swell idea.”

He went out, and I managed not to throw anything at him.

The next day was a Tuesday, if that matters. I remember it
as the day I solved one of Placet’s two major problems. An
ironic time to do it, maybe.

I was dictating some notes on greenwort culture—Placet’s
importance to Earth is, of course, the fact that certain plants
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native to the place and which won’t grow anywhere else yield
derivatives that have become important to the pharmaco-
poeia. I was having heavy sledding because I was watching
Michaelina take the notes; she’d insisted on starting work her
second day on Placet.

And suddenly, out of a clear sky and out of a muggy
mind, came an idea. I stopped dictating and rang for Reagan.
He came in.

“Reagan,” I said, “order five thousand ampoules of J-17
Conditioner. Tell ’em to rush it.” , ’

“Chief, don’t you remember? We tried the stuff. Thought it
might condition us to see normally in midperiod, but it didn’t
affect the optic nerves. We still saw screwy. It’s great for con-
ditioning people to high or low temperatures or—"

“Or long or short waking-sleeping periods,” I interrupted
him. “That’s what I'm talking about, Reagan. Look, revolving
around two suns, Placet has such short irregular periods of
light and dark that we never took them seriously. Right?”

“Sure, but—"

“But since there’s no logical Placet day and night we could
use, we made ourselves slaves to a sun so far away we can’t
see it. We use a twenty-four hour day. But midperiod occurs
every twenty hours, regularly. We can use conditioner to
adapt ourselves to a twenty-hour day—six hours sleep, twelve
awake—with everybody blissfully sleeping through the period
when their eyes play tricks on them. And in a darkened
sleeping room so you couldn’t see anything, even if you woke
up. More and shorter days per year—and nobody goes psy-
chopathic on us. Tell me what’s wrong with it.”

His eyes went bleak and blank and he hit his forehead a
resounding whack with the palm of his hand.

He said, “Too simple, that’s what’s wrong with it. So
darned simple only a genius could see it. For two years I've
been going slowly nuts and the answer so easy nobody could
see it. I'll put the order in right away.”

He started out and then turned back. “Now how do we
keep the buildings up? Quick, while you're fey or whatever
you are.”

I laughed. I said, “Why not try that invisible steel of yours
in the empty crates?”

He said, “Nuts,” and closed the door.

And the next day was a Wednesday and I knocked off
work and took Michaelina on a walking tour around Placet.
Once around is just a nice day’s hike. But with Michaelina
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Witt, any day’s hike would be a nice day’s hike. Except, of
course, that I knew I had only one more full day to spend
with her. The world would end on Friday.

Tomorrow the Ark would leave Earth, with the shipment
of conditioner that would solve one of our problems—and
with whomever Earth Center was sending to take my place.
It would warp through space to a point a safe distance out-
side the Argyle I-II system and come in on rocket power
from there. It would be here Friday, and I'd go back with it.
But I tried not to think about that.

I pretty well managed to forget it until we got back to
headquarters and Reagan met me with a grin that split his
homely mug into horizontal halves. He said, “Chief, you did
it.”

“Swell,” I said. “I did what?”

“Gave me the answer what to use for reinforcing founda-
tions. You solved the problem.”

“Yeah?” I said.

“Yeah. Didn’t he, Mike?”

Michaelina looked as puzzled as I must have. She said,
“He was kidding. He said to use the stuff in the empty crates,
didn’t he?”

Reagan grinned again. “He just thought he was kidding.
That’s what we’re going to use from now on. Nothing. Look,
Chief, it’s like the conditioner—so simple we never thought
of it. Until you told me to use what was in the empty crates,
and I got to thinking it over.”

I stood thinking a moment myself, and then I did what
Reagan had done the day before—hit myself a whack on the
forehead with the heel of my palm.

Michaelina still looked puzzled.

“Hollow foundations,” I told her. “What’s the one thing
widgie birds won't fly through? Air. We can make buildings
as big as we need them, now. For foundations, we sink dou-
ble walls with a wide air space between. We can—"

I stopped, because it wasn’t “we” any more. They could do
it after I was back on Earth looking for a job.

And Thursday went and Friday came.

I was working, up till the last minute, because it was the
easiest thing to do. With Reagan and Michaelina helping me,
I was making out material lists for our new construction proj-
ects. First, a three-story building of about forty rooms for a
headquarters building.

We were working fast, because it would be midperiod
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shortly, and you can’t do paper work when you can’t read
and can write only be feel.

But my mind was on the Ark. I picked up the phone and
called the radiotype shack to ask about it.

“Just got a call from them,” said the operator. “They’ve
warped in, but not close enough to land before midperiod.
They’ll land right after.”

“0. K.,” I said, abandoning the hope that they’d be a day
late.

I got up and walked to the window. We were nearing mid-
position all right. Up in the sky to the north I could see Pla-
cet coming toward us.

“Mike,” I said. “Come here.”

She joined me at the window and we stood there,
watching. My arm was around her. I don’t remember putting
it there, but I didn’t take it away, and she didn’t move.

Behind us, Reagan cleared his throat. He said, “I'll give
this much of the list to the operator. He can get it on the
ether right after midperiod.” He went out and shut the door
behind him.

Michaelina seemed to move a little closer. We were both
looking out the window at Placet rushing toward us. She said,
“Beautiful, isn’t it, Phil?”

“Yes,” I said. But I turned, and I was looking at her face
as I said it. Then—I hadn’t meant to—I kissed her.

I went back, and sat down at my desk. She said, “Phil,
what’s the matter? You haven’t got a wife and six kids hidden
away somewhere, or something, have you? You were single
when I had a crush on you at Earth Polytech—and I waited
five years to get over it and didn’t, and finally wangled a job
on Placet just to—Do I have to do the proposing?”

I groaned. I didn’t look at her. I said, “Mike, I'm nuts
about you. But—just before you came, I sent a two-word ra-
diotype to Earth. It said, ‘I quit.’ So I’ve got to leave Placet
on this shuttle of the Ark, and I doubt if I can even get a
teaching job, now that I've got Earth Center down on me,
and—"

She said, “But, Phil!” and took a step toward me.

There was a knock on the door, Reagan’s knock. I was
glad, for once, of the interruption. I called out for him to
come in, and he opened the door.

He said, “You told Mike yet, Chief?”

I nodded, glumly.
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Reagan grinned. “Good,” he said; “I've been busting to tell
her. It'll be swell to see Ike again.”

“Huh?” I said. “Ike who?”

Reagan’s grin faded. He said, “Phil, are you slipping, or
something? Don’t you remember giving me the answer to that
Earth Center radiotype four days ago, just before Mike got
here?”

I stared at him with my mouth open. I hadn’t even read
that radiotype, let alone answered it. Had Reagan gone psy-
chopathic, or had I? I remembered shoving it in the drawer
of my desk. I jerked open the drawer and pulled it out. My
hand shook a little as I read it: REQUEST FOR ADDITIONAL AS-
SISTANT GRANTED. WHOM DO YOU WANT FOR THE JOB?

I looked up at Reagan again. I said, “You're trying to tell
me I sent an answer to this?”

He looked as dumbfounded as I felt.

“You told me to,” he said.

“What did I tell you to send?”

“Ike Witt.” He stared at me. “Chief, are you feeling all
right?”

I felt so all right something seemed to explode in my head.
I stood up and started for Michaelina. I said, “Mike, will you
marry me?” I got my arms around her, just in time, before
midperiod closed down on us, so I couldn’t see what she
looked like, and vice versa. But over her shoulder, I could see
what must be Reagan. I said, “Get out of here, you ape,” and
I spoke quite literally because that’s exactly what he appeared
to be. A bright yellow ape.

The floor was shaking under my feet, but other things were
happening to me, too, and I didn’t realize what the shaking
meant until the ape turned back and yelled, “A flight of birds
going under us, Chief! Get out quick, before—"

But that was as far as he got before the house fell down
around us and the tin roof hit my head and knocked me out.
Placet is a crazy place. I like it.
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Blue Book Magazine, under several names, was
one of the longest running generalist pulps in the
United States, lasting well over half a century. It
published much interesting science fiction over the
years, including novels by such notables as George
Allan England, Edgar Rice Burroughs, and the
team of Philip Wylie and Edwin Bulmer. After
World War Il it featured work by Robert A. Hein-
lein and Eric Frank Russell, among others. Indeed,
an anthology of the best science fiction from Blue-
book would make a more than respectable book.

Its most frequent sf author was Nelson Bond,
who contributed two series—about “Pat Pending”
and “Squaredeal Sam”—to its pages in the 1940s.
“Conqueror’s Isle” is an excellent story about evolu-
tion and about what might come after man.

(This is what makes Marty invaluable. He finds
the stories in Blue Book. I never read this story un-
til it showed up in the batch that Marty had sent
me for my consideration. It's a lucky thing I was
told it was from Blue Book, too, for if 1 had been
asked in which magazine it had appeared, I would
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have said Astounding and would have been
sufficiently certain of it to have backed my opinion
with a sizable chunk of money. You see this notion
that “there are mutants among us” was another of
John Campbell’s favorite notions. I think it was be-
cause John felt that he himself was one of them. At
least, I know he once suggested I might be one, but
I shook my head violently at that. There’s no ques-
tion that 1 know full well that I am very bright, but
1 know too many of my own weaknesses and
insufficiencies not to be quite certain I am Homo av-
erage.

But Bond makes me shiver in this story. I don’t
want to be caught on the short end of the
stick.—I.A.)

“You've got to believe this,” said Brady. He spoke with
tense, white-knuckled ferocity, his eyes intent on those of the
older man. “It sounds utterly impossible, I know. It sounds—
it sounds crazy. That’s why I'm here. But it’s the truth, and
you've got to believe it! Got to—sir,” he finished, belatedly
acknowledging his listener’s seniority.

Lieutenant Commander Gorham said quietly: “At ease,
Lieutenant. I'm here to consult with you as a physician, not
order your cure as a superior officer. Suppose we ignore the
braid while you tell me about it?”

Joe Brady smiled. It was his first smile in weeks and his
face could not quite accomplish it. His lips twisted jerkily,
but his eyes remained blank windows into torment.

He said: “Thank you, Doctor. Where would you like me to
begin?”

Gorham shuffled the pages of the lieutenant’s case history.
Random excerpts telescoped three years of spotless if not
spectacular service: Brady, Joseph Travers . .. Age: 24 . ..
Graduated, U. S. N. A., 1941 . . . Pre-Flight Training, Sara-
sota 1941-2 . . . Assigned: U. S. S. Stinger . . . Lieutenant
(i.e.) 1942 . . . Group Citation . . . Personal citation . . .
Recommended for. ..

“It’s your story,” said the doctor carefully. “You know
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what it is you want me to believe. The trouble began, I un-
derstand, on your last bombing mission?”

“That’s right. Or rather, that's when my troubles began.
The thing’s been going on for longer than that—much longer.
Years, certainly; perhaps decades.” Brady’s fingers were like
talons on the desk top. “Someone’s got to do something, Doc-
tor! Time is racing by, and with every passing day They grow
stronger. I've got to make people understand—"

“At the beginning?” suggested Gorham. “Suppose you start
with that unfortunate last flight.”

His calm matter-of-fact tone had a soothing effect on the
younger man. Brady’s voice lost its high note of hysteria.

“Yes, sir,” he said. “Very good, sir. Well, then, it was this
way. We accomplished our mission and started for home—"

We accomplished our mission (said Lieutenant Brady) and
started home. “Home” was, of course, the Stinger. I can tell
you, now that the war’s over, where we were and what we
were doing. We were cruising the South China Sea, roughly
off Palawan, between the Philippines and Indo-China. Our
job was to harass enemy shipping in that area, breaking the
lifeline between the Straits and the Nipponese home islands.
Our task force was in position to support any one of a dozen
land invasions from Labuan to Hainan, and our air arm peri-
odically feinted at various concentration points to confuse the
Japs.

Our latest target had been Songcau, and it was from this
port we were returning when it happened

We sighted a tramp beating her way up the coast, and I
called the squadron leader for permission to unload a heavy I
was carrying home undropped. He O. K.’d, and we peeled off.
The freighter opened up on us with all she had as we came
in, but she might as well have been throwing spit balls. We
laid our eggs down her aft stack, and she flew into pieces like
one of those toys kids play with. You know—the kind you
push a button, and blooie!

So, that was that, and we were all talking it up and feeling
pretty hot stuff when all of a sudden we discovered we were
losing elevation like crazy. It seems the freighter had died
like a rat, clawing in her death agony. A hunk of her explod-
ing hide had slashed out of our wing tanks, and we were
spraying gas all over the South China Sea.

Even then we weren’t worried. The Navy watches out for
its own, and we knew that an hour after we were forced to
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our life rafts, a rescue party would be out to pick us up. So
we reported the bad news to the squadron leader and ac-
cepted his condolences philosophically; and with no great dis-
may watched the flight dwindle to black dots as we lurched
along, coaxing every last possible mile out of our ruptured
duck.

It would be annoying, we thought, and a nuisance. But it
wouldn’t be dangerous. That’s what we thought.

That’s what we thought, being logical guys. But in the
South Pacific area you can toss logic and reason out the win-
dow.

About ten minutes after the flight had disappeared, and
about one cupful of gas before we'd have to ditch, out of a
bald, blue, breezeless nowhere came thundering mountains of
cumulus, torrential cloudbursts of rain, and a shrieking
hundred-mile gale that picked us up and whirled us like the
button on a hen-coop door.

How long we rode that thing, I haven’t the faintest idea. I
had no time for clock-watching; I had all I could do holding
the Ardent Alice—that was our ship’s name—holding the
Ardent Alice’s nose steady in the face of that blast. It
grabbed us, and shook us, and lifted and dropped us, and
'spun us as if we weighed ounces instead of tons. We had no
way of climbing above the storm, of course; we just had to
sit there and take it. At least a dozen times I was sure we
were going to be slammed into the sea, but each time the un-
predictable wind jerked us upstairs again to play with us
some more.

All three of us were nerve-tattered, bone-bruised, and dog-
sick from the storm’s beating, and not one but would have
cheerfully given up a year’s shore leaves to be clear of this
mess. And then, suddenly—as suddenly as it had sprung from
nowhere—the typhoon passed. One minute we were standing
on our ears in a maelstrom of wind and rain; the next, the
skies were crystal clean and a benevolent sun beamed down
on a blue tranquil sea, while under the shadow of our wing
tips the pink-and-green sanctuary of a tropical island!

Gorham coughed politely, interrupting his patient.

“Pardon me, Lieutenant. I'd like to make a note of that. It
may be important. An island? What island?”

Brady shrugged helplessly. ’ )

“I don’t know, sir. We had been twisted, battered, bounced
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around so badly, and for so long, that none of us had any
idea where we were. We might have been one mile or fifty—
or five hundred!—from where the typhoon struck us.”

His voice strengthened with purpose. “But wherever it is,
we've got to find that island again. Got to! Because it’s Their
island. Unless we find it, and destroy Them—"

“Suppose,” suggested the doctor quietly, “you go on with
your story? You reached this uncharted island. And you
landed safely, I take it?”

b “That:s right, sir. We landed safely on a sandy strip of
each—"

We landed safely (continued Lieutenant Brady) on a
sandy strip of beach. We were jubilant at having made a safe
harbor but uncertain as to just how safe the harbor was. We
didn’t know, you see, whether we’d been carried into friendly
or enemy territory. In that Godforsaken corner of the world
there was also the possibility that the island’s inhabitants, if
any, might be technically neutral but still dangerous. In other
words, head-hunting aborigines.

Imagine our pleasure and surprise, then, when a few
minutes after we’d landed we heard a cheerful hail and
looked up to find white men approaching us from the wall of
tropical foliage that spanned the beach.

They were smiling and unarmed, and they welcomed us in
English with courteous enthusiasm. They had seen us land,
said the head of their party—a youngish chap who intro-
duced himself as Dr. Grove—and had hurried out to meet us
in case anyone needed medical assistance.

I assured him we were all right, and that we needed only
food, rest, and a means of communicating our whereabouts
to our comrades, who by this time were undoubtedly fanned
out over half the South Pacific searching for us.

He nodded. “Food and rest you shall have” he said heart-
ily. “As for the other—those things take time in this primitive
country. But we shall see; we shall see.”

“We have a radio in the plane—” I began, but Jack
Kavanaugh, our radioman, shook his head at me.

“Did have Skipper? It went out just as we sighted the is-
land. Must have got whanged around a bit in the storm.”

“But you can fix it?”

“I suppose so. If it’s nothing serious. I'll tell you better af-
ter I've had a chance to look it over.”

“Of course,” nodded Grove. “But in the meantime, I hope
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you'll accept our humble hospitality? We don’t have the
pleasure of entertaining new guests here very often. It will be
good to chat with you all. If you’ll follow me—"

There was nothing else to do. Like sheep being led to the
slaughter—blindly trusting and without a struggle—we fol-
lowed him off the beach into a winding jungle path.

It was Tom Goeller, my gunner, who first intimated there
might be something wrong about this setup. Even ke did not
really suspect anything; he was just puzzled. He wondered
aloud as we pushed forwards: “Where from? I don’t get it?”

“Don’t get what?”’ I asked him. “What do you mean—
where from? What'’s biting you, Tom?”

“That Grove character,” grumbled Tom. “He said they saw
us land. Only—where from? Where the hell do they live? In
the trees? I had a good look at this island just before we
landed. A good, long look—from topside. And I didn’t see
a sign of anvthing that looked like a house.”

I said: “By God, you’re right! I didn’t, either. I wonder
if_”

But my question was answered before 1 voiced it. We
stopped. inexplicably, before a sort of concrete shelter under
a sprawling banyan tree; a lean-to sort of business in mottled
green and brown—so perfectly camouflaged to conform with
its surroundings that you could hardly see it from ten yards
away, much less from the air.

Dr. Grove smiled and said: “Here we are, gentlemen.” He
touched a button, and the shelter door swung open. “If you
will be good enough to enter—"

Kavanaugh spoke up roughly. “Enter what? That?”

Grove laughed pleasantly. “Don’t be alarmed. It’s merely
an elevator. The entrance is from ground level.”

“An elevator!” I exclaimed. “In this jungle? What kind of
monkey business is this, anyhow? Do you mean to tell me
you live underground?”

“My dear Lieutenant,” said the self-styled ‘“Doctor” lan-
guidly, “I’ll be glad to explain everything—Ilater. It’s all very
simple. But first I must insist that you—"

“Oh!” 1 interrupted. “So now you are insisting, eh? And
suppose we prefer not to step into your mysterious little par-
lor? Then what?”

“Then,” sighed Dr. Grove, “I should be compelled—most
regretfully—to enforce my request.”

“That right?” I grunted. “Guess again, pal. There are more



122 Nelson S. Bond

of you than us—we happen to be armed.” I took out my au-
tomatic and held it on him level. “That’s one detail you seem
to have overlooked. Now—"

“I overlook no details, Lieutenant,” answered Grove qui-
etly. “Would you be kind enough to fire your gun? If you
have qualms against killing a man in cold blood”—his lips
curled mockingly—*you might fire into the air.”

I stared at him, baffled. He wasn’t stalling. You can feel
things like that. He was amused, superior, contemptuous.
Goeller said: “Watch yourself, Skipper; it’s a trick! He wants
you to shoot. The sound will bring help.”

Grove smiled. “Wrong, my friend. I need no help.” He
slipped a hand into his breast pocket. “Very well. Since you
won’t accept my invitation—"

Shooting was risky, but I had no choice. “OK.” I
snapped. “You asked for it!” And I squeezed the trigger. 1
froze on it, waiting for the blast, and the sight of his body
crumpling before me.

But nothing happened!

Gorham listening to this recital, blinked. “You mean,” he
suggested, “the gun missed fire—that it jammed?”

“I mean,” said Brady helplessly, “it just didn’t go off; that’s
all. It didn’t miss fire. It didn’t jam. There wasn’t a thing
wrong with it, mechanically. Later I took it down piece by
piece and examined it. It was perfect. But it just wouldn’t fire
on that island.”

Gorham said slowly: “It wouldn’t fire—on that island?”
His eyes on the younger man were cautious, and he was doo-
dling thoughtfully on the pad before him. “But that’s incredi-
ble! Why not?”

“I soon found out,” said Brady grimly, “about that. About
that and a lot of other things—"

I stood there (said Brady) speechless. I couldn’t under-
stand. At first I thought—like you—that my gun had
jammed. Then suddenly I discovered that the other men had
drawn their guns too—and that they too were staring incred-
ulously at utterly futile weapons.

“You see?” Grove shrugged. “Now, perhaps, you will be
kind enough to step into the shaft?”

“Not on your life!” I blazed back, “I don’t understand
what’s going on here. But whatever it is, I don’t want any
part of it. Come on, gang! Let’s get out of here!”

“I'm sorry,” said the doctor. “You force me to use harsh
measures. Believe me, I do so reluctantly.”
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From his breast pocket he drew a slender tube about the
size and shape of a fountain pen. He pointed it at me—at us,
I should say, because from it suddenly flowed a silver cone of
radiance.

I started to rush him, shouting something or other. But
both shout and movement stopped abruptly as that curious,
silvery radiance engulfed me. It wasn’t a gas. It was odorless
and tasteless; it did not burn or sting or cause pain in any
way. But it was as though I had charged into an ocean of
lambent cobwebs, to become enmeshed in a shroud of
moonbeams. I could neither move nor speak; only my senses
functioned.

As in a dream, I heard Dr. Grove bid his followers: “Place
them in the shaft. Gently, please!” Then the feel of hands
lifting, carrying me; they felt—how can I explain it?—they
felt far away upon my body, as though layers of sponge rub-
ber lay between their flesh and mine.

I could see, too, but only straight ahead of me, in the
direction in which my pupils were fixed. I couldn’t move my
eyes. So I saw only that the interior of the elevator was
smooth, polished metal, anomalous in these' surroundings. I
heard the whine of an electric motor and sensed, rather than
felt, the motion of our swift descent.

Dr. Groves leaned over me, thrusting himself into my line
of vision.

“I’m sorry, Lieutenant,” he said. “I sincerely regret having
had to inconveniece you. But, you see, firearms won’t work
on this island. No explosions of any kind are permitted—
unless by special arrangement. We have means of hampering
your primitive mechanical devices. That is why your guns did
not fire, and why your radio will not operate.”

I was filled with a thousand questions, but I could not ask
them, not even with my eyes. “What are these means?” 1
wanted to ask him. “And who, or what are you that you
should speak of a radio as a primitive mechanical device?
Where are we going, and what are you planning to do with
us?” All these questions hammered at my brain, but my
tongue was silent.

Then the sensation of movement stopped, I heard the ele-
vator door slide open, and our captors lifted us again. I saw
the metal ceiling of long, well-lighted corridors, and heard
voices proclaiming the presence of many more persons in
these subterranean vaults, and once was silent witness to a
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conversation between Grove and someone apparently his su-
perior.

“Well, Frater?”

“I'm sorry, Frater Dorden. It was necessary. They would
not come willingly.”

“I see.” A sigh. “Few of them do. Ah, well—put them in
sleeping chambers until they recover . . . And be gentle.
They are frightened, poor devils.”

And then our journey continued through a maze of clean-
gleaming metal corridors, until finally I was carried through a
doorway and placed tenderly on a cot. A light covering was
thrown over me; its pleasant warmth made me realize how
weary I was. I could not close my eyes, but the lights were
dimmed slowly, and at last in utter darkness I forgot my
troubles in sleep . . .

I do not know whether the return of lights awakened me,
or whether some unseen control automatically brought back
the illumination when I awoke. At any rate, I roused from
my slumber to find the room bright again.

Even more important was the fact that I could move 1
leaped from my cot and sprang to the door at the other side
of the room but, as I had expected, it was locked. So I gave
up, for the time being, any idea of attempting to escape and
set myself to a study of my surroundings.

For one thing, I was alone. Apparently our captors had as-
signed each of us to a separate chamber, or cell. This one
was Spartan in its simplicity. Four walls of a dull gray metal-
lic substance I could not immediately identify—a floor of
some resilient rubber or plastic composition—a low ceiling of
the same material as the walls. A cot, a chair, and a desk
were the only furnishings. There were no decorations on the
walls; no carpet covered the floor; and of course—since we
were underground—there were no windows.

What amazed me most was that there were no lighting fix-
tures. I looked in vain for any source from which originated
the pleasant, unflickering illumination that flooded the room.
I found nothing. It was no jiggery-pokery of indirect lighting,
either. The flow of light was constant and, oddly enough
there were no shadows!

I think that’s when I started to get frightened. I don’t mean
flappy-lipped, knock-kneed scared, but cold. Cold and awed
and numb, like—well, the way a trapped rabbit must feel
when it sees the hunter approaching.
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These persons, these men who spoke with indifferent con-
tempt of mankind’s finest accomplishments, who regretfully
and casually employed weapons and tools unknown to
science—who were they? And why had we been separated?
Where were my comrades—Kavanaugh and Goeller? Sud-
denly, desperately, I needed the reassurance of their presence.

I raised my voice and shouted. There was no reply. The
impassive walls should have echoed the panic in my voice,
being metal. But, like everything else in this strange place, it
behaved unnaturally. It absorbed the sound, sopping it up as
a sponge absorbs water.

I shouted again and again. Fruitlessly, I thought. But not
fruitlessly. For suddenly I heard the faintest sound behind me
and whirled. Dr. Grove was stepping though the wall.

Lieutenant Brady stopped abruptly, as if in anticipation of
his listener’s reaction. It came. Gorham, despite his training
as a psychiatrist, stopped doodling and tossed a swift, anxious
frown at the younger man.

With an obvious effort he erased the sudden pursing of his
lips. He said quietly: “Through the wall, Lieutenant? Of
course you mean through the door?”

“Through the wall,” said Brady dully. “Through the wall,
sir. The door was in front of me. But Dr. Grove stepped into
my cell through the solid metal wall.”

“You realize,” said Gorham, “that what you are saying is
impossible?”

“To us”—Brady’s eyes were haggard—*“it is. To Them,
nothing is impossible. Nothing! Or very little. That is why we
must act, and act now! Before it is too late. You must believe
me, sir. This is man’s last chance—"

“I'll do my best,” promised Gorham. “Perhaps you’d better
continue? This Dr. Grove stepped through the wall—"

T’ll cut it short (said Brady wanly). I'll tell it as quickly as
I can. I'm just wasting your time and mine. I can tell by your
eyes that you don’t believe me. But someone must. Some-
where, somehow, sometime—someone must . . . Well, as I
was saying, Dr. Grove stepped through the wall. And strange
as it may sound, in that moment my panic ended. I still
feared; yes. But I feared as a man fears a god, or a demon,
or a raw and elemental force beyond his comprehension. I
did not look on him with dread, as one watches a human foe
charge upon him with a flaming gun or blood stained sword; I
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looked on him with awe, knowing him to be as far above and
beyond me in the life scale as I am superior to a dog or a
beast of burden.

So it was we talked—not as man to man, but as man to a
lesser creature. And I was the lesser creature. He was the
master, I the serf. And he told me many things...

Has it ever occurred to you, Doctor, that we humans are
an egotistic race? Our Darwins and our Huxleys have told us
we are the product of a steady, progressive evolution—an
evolution that started in primeval slime and has gradually de-
veloped to our present proud and self-proclaimed status as
homo sapiens.

Homo sapiens—intelligent man! . . . But perhaps we are
not so intelligent, at that. For in our blind folly we have as-
sumed ourselves to be the final and glorious end product of
Nature’s eternal striving toward perfection!

Could we not guess that the same force which led the first
lungfish from primordial ooze to solid earth—the force which
evolved the Neanderthal man from his bestial, hairy ancestor,
and developed from this rock-hurling cave man a race that
works its destruction with atomic fission—could we not have
guessed that this force would inevitably progress a step far-
ther? .

That is what has happened. There dwells upon earth today
a race representing the next step in man’s progress. A people
to whom our thoughts are as immature and elementary as to
us is the prattling of infants.

They begin where we leave off. Our vaunted physics and
mathematics are their nursery ABC'’s; the hard-won learning
of our best brains is theirs intuitively. They sense what we
must study; and what they must study, we cannot even begin
to grasp. They are the new lords of creation—homo superior!

How they came to be, that is one thing even they do not
know. There is a force called “mutation” which you, as a
doctor, must understand better than I. By mutation a white
rose appears among red, and the white breed true from that
time on. The new men are mutants. They—or the first of
them—were born of normal parents. But from the cradle
they sensed that they were different. Having a telepathic in-
stinct, they were able to discern their brothers in a crowd—or
even over long distances—and they banded together. .

Long ago—how long Dr. Grove did not tell me—the new
men decided they must isolate themselves from us. It was a
logical decision. They had no more in common with us than
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we have with our pets. Few men, by choice, dine with dogs
or sleep in stables.

So they sought this secluded island in the Pacific, far from
lesser man’s civilization. They went underground to escape
detection. There they live, and study, and learn, and wait
with infinite patience for the day when they must emerge and
take over the world which is theirs by inheritance—even as
homo sapiens took it over from his beetle-browed forebear,
the ape man.

“We are few in number,” Grove told me, “but we increase
with each passing year. Some are born here; others come
from the four corners of the earth, drawn to us by mental
rapport, Soon we will be many enough, and strong enough, to
accept the responsibility of government of all the earth.”

“You mean,” I said, “destroy man? And claim the entire
world for yourselves?”

Grove said almost sadly: “How little you understand us,
you humans. Do you destroy the animals of the field just be-
cause they are not your intellectual peers? Our obligation is
to keep and protect you; to act as your friendly guardians in
a world that will be strange to you, and frightening.

“Yes, frightening,” he went on as I began some protest. “I
saw the dread and horror in your eyes when 1 walked into
the room. You did not understand how I passed through a
wall that to you seems solid. Not understanding, you feared.

“Yet there is nothing supernatural or fearful about what I
did; about what any of us can do at will. There is no such
thing as a solid in a universe wherein all things—size and di-
mension and substance—are but relative. We know there is
room and to spare for the molecules comprising our persons
to pass unhindered thro