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"ALL RIGHT, CAPTAIN WEINBAUM,
PAY ME.”

Weinbaum snorted. The girl went on quite
calmly. “It's quite a secret you're buying. Once
I tell you what it is, you will be able to read
the future as | do. My prediction of the attack
in the Three Ghosts System shows you how
accurately that is. And all I'm asking is the
equivalent of your service’s entire annual appro-
priation.”

“m not going to give it to you,” Weinbaum
said. “"The way the Government works makes
that impossible. Or is that really your price?”

“I's an alternative,” she admitted. “The price
I'd settle for comes in two parts—to be taken in-
to your service as a responsible officer . . . and
fo be married to Captain Robin Weinbaum.”
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Science Fiction the Hard Way

Many-tongued tough-minded and intent

he means to go a way some others went, v
no way but hard, no weapon but his heel ..
and head, no quarter, no appeal.

—-Virginia Kidd “No Royal Road-—for JB™;
Occasional, September 1949

IT Was SOME time in 1940, at a gathering of members
of the Futurian Society of New York at my apartment
on 103rd Street, that Cyril Kornbluth slammed down a
copy of the latest issue of Astounding Science Fiction
and said to Donald A. Wollheim: ‘“Dammit, no one
does it the hard way!”

Wollheim and the others agreed, and John B. Michel
went into ideological reasons why. I listened, not en-
tirely sure what Cyril meant, but with a feeling he
wasn’t talking about politics; but once the subject had
been changed there was no getting back to it. It was
many years before I realized what Cyril had really been
complaining about, and it was James Blish who showed
me. Among his many other accomplishments, Jim was a
good teacher, although his formal classroom experience
was restricted to a year or so of substituting, mostly in
literature classes.

He was born on May 23, 1921, in Orange, New Jer-
sey, making him just about five years my junior, and his
first encounter with science fiction was the April 1931
issue of Clayton’s Astounding Stories. He did not see
examples of Gernsback science fiction until some years
later. In a letter to me in 1973, he said: “I read no
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other magazine until that one died.” (The Clayton A4s-
tounding Stories folded up early in 1933.) Jim goes on:
“ . . . Isampled Weird Tales just once and decided it
was not for me; some of the stories scared me, but not
very pleasantly, and even then it was the future that in-
terested me, not frissons. The Tremaine Astounding
was a great boon and the Campbell reign even bet-
ter . . .” Asto fantasy: “ . . . Ifelt then, and feel now,
that fantasy requires masterhood of the writer; mediocre
fantasy is abysmally duller than mediocre science fic-
tion, and thus less rewarding in a periodical.” Even so
early, then, he had glimmerings of what it meant to
write science fiction and fantasy the hard way, although
he did not achieve masterhood from the start, as did
Stanley G. Weinbaum,

The “I read no other magazine” above should not be
taken to mean that Jim read no fiction other than sci-
ence fiction in the early 30s, but I know of no record
as to what other sort of reading he did do, aside from
that required in school. His reading in science fiction
did, however, impel him to take up science subjects in
college and to continue them in postgraduate work un-
der the GI Bill after he emerged from the armed ser-
vices in 1945. He was studying zoology at Columbia, but
(as he wrote in the letter mentioned above) he soon
became convinced: “ . . . that as a scientist I would
never be anything but third rate . . . ” He and I both
took advantage of the opportunity, in 1945, to take sci-
entific aptitude tests, and his test showed that, while
there was some talent for science and certainly a great
deal for music, he was most ideally suited for literature.

At the time of the incident relating to Kornbluth
above, Jim had had two stories published in Frederik
Pohl's Super Science Stories: “Emergency Refueling”
(March 1940) and “Bequest of the Angel” (May
1940). His early attempts to become one of the new gen-
eration of science-fiction authors then springing up—
those who started off as science-fiction fans, in close
association with other fans—were interrupted by induc-
tion into the army. In 1940, I was trying to make a go
of it as an author’s agent, specializing in science fiction
and fantasy (the only pulp fiction about which I really
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knew anything at the time), and Jim sent me a number
of manuscripts to try my hand at selling. By the end of
the year, Don Wollheim had become a science-fiction
editor and had brought out his first issue of Stirring Sci-
ence Stories and was working on the first Cosmic Science
Stories, and I had been appointed to take over Future
Fiction and Science Fiction Quarterly for Columbia
Publications. Those stories, and a couple of others
Jim managed to find time to write while in ser-
vice, all appeared in the magazines listed above. (In a
way, it was a mistake for him to have sent his material
directly to me instead of submitting to John Campbell’s
Astounding first; not that I didn’t try to sell them' to
John, but Campbell did not write letters to the-authors
of stories submitted by agents. Had Jim submitted di-
rect, he just might have obtained some valuable sugges-
tions from another of the great teachers in the science-
fiction magazine field.)

With one exception, those early tales are entirely for-
gottable, although readable today. The exception is
“Citadel of Thought,” which appeared in the initial is-
sue of Stirring Science Stories. (By prior consent for the
early issues of the magazines none of the authors were
ever paid. They all submitted stories they liked which
had been rejected anywhere else, with the understand-
ing that should the magazines go over, the authors
would be paid for further submissions. Payment was be-
gun soon enough for Jim to get money for the third
story Wollheim published.)

“Citadel of Thought,” then, is the earliest of James
Blish’s fiction in this volume. While the theme (mind
control) is the first showing of one which Jim would
develop in an astonishing number of ways later—ways
that other science-fiction writers hadn’t already done—
certain crudities and pulp conventionalities rule it out as
a reasonable sample of his “best.” But the story will en-
able the reader to see who Jim’s earliest ancestors in
science fiction and fantasy were; some of them he re-
tained, but later added others.

An advantage of being an -author is that one can
change or add to one’s literary parents and ancestors at
will. Jim’s later work shows a broader and more dis-
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criminating selection. But in 1940, he hadn’t started
learning to do it the hard way; had he continued along
those lines, his stories would have improved, certainly,
and there might be a few worth preserving in antholo-
gies, but most of them would not have been above the
level of good pulp fiction.

Not that any fiction worth someone else’s reading
(and, to the writer, the first reader is an editor) is easy.
It isn’t. But the easy way to become a “name” in popu-
lar fiction is to go along with what is popular at the
time and just put some new twist upon it. That, in itself,
is hard labor until it becomes mechanical, but even then
it isn’t easy. There are a few exceptional writers who
seem to have been bom with the knack. Too many of
them took the easy way when they found that they
could write selling stories with a minimum of effort; a
little thought about plot ideas, clever characters, sur-
prise developments in the story, etc., then it was just a
matter of typing the story out as fast as they could type
and sending it off to one of the editors eager to get their
names.

James Blish and I became aware of each other
through the letters columns in the Gemsback Wonder
Stories and the Tremaine Astounding Stories in 1935.
We met briefly at a science fiction convention put on by
one of the largest fan clubs of the day, the International
Scientific Association, in 1937. Jim had been writing
for fan magazines, and was planning to publish one of
his own, at the time. We remembered seeing each oth-
ers’ names in such sources. That was why, when I ap-
proached him as a client for my agency in 1940, he sent
me everything he had on hand. But my first awareness
of Jim Blish as a unique, multitalented man came one
evening in 1942, when he was on leave and joined a
bunch of us for a Chinese dinner. What he was most
interested in talking about was not science fiction, not
the future, not politics, but James Joyce’s Finnegans
Wake. And while I knew little about the book aside
from a few excerpts, it was clear to me that Jim was
not repeating second-hand opinions; he had read the
book with care and had some ideas of his own about
what Joyce was doing and why.
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In 1945, several of us in New York City—notably
Don Wollheim, John B. Michel, Larry Shaw, Damon
Knight, Judith Zissman (later Judith Merrill), and Vir-
ginia Kidd—were involved in starting a new amateur
press association. “Apas” are small groups of people
who like to publish their own magazines or write for
others who do. Periodic collections of copies of such
magazines are sent to each member of the organization
by the person chosen to handle the official mailings.
Wollheim, Michel, and Pohl, among others, had started
the Fantasy Amateur Press Association in 1937, and I
had joined almost immediately. In 1945 we wanted to
try running an apa with a broader base than science fic-
tion, and we wanted Jim, who had just left the army
and was taking graduate courses at Columbia and living
at home in South Orange, to be in at the start. He was
enthusiastic and when we went out to visit him one Sun-
day, I found out why. He was interested in literature,
“modern” poetry, and music, and had a large collection
of records. He wanted to be with an apa, associating
with people who could write intelligently about such
things and where we could all try our hands at writing
poetry, criticism, studies, etc., about something other
than the latest contents of Astounding or nostalgia for
the “good old days,” “sense of wonder,” fan reminis-
cences. He proved his interest by moving to New York
City (he was tired of commuting from New Jersey) and
taking an apartment with me on West 11th Street.
Among other things we planned for the new apa was
Vanguard Records, which would bring out limited edi-
tions of music written by, and performed by science fic-
tionists. That, of course, proved to be beyond our
mearis; too few “composer” fans were willing to partici-
pate.

About this time, Jim interested me in the then “mod-
ern” poets, particularly Ezra Pound, and he showed me
the manuscript of a book on music he had written for
the layman but which went far beyond the “music ap-
preciation” level. I forget the original title; in the course
of reworking it, he changed the title to Music the Hard
Way. (The last two weekends I spent with him—in
1968—1I got to look over his updated and reconsidered
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version, with a new title. Had he lived to finish it, I
believe he would have found a publisher in England.)

It was in 19451946, when outwardly it seemed as if
his sole interest was continuing studies in literature at
Columbia, and writing and publishing in the Vanguard
Amateur Press Association magazines, that Jim ac-
tually started to learn to write the hard way. At that
time, there was no such thing as a course in writing sci-
ence fiction at Columbia, or at any other college for
that matter. I don’t know whether he would have taken
such a course had one existed; my guess is that he either
wouldn’t have bothered, or would have dropped out
early had he done so, because in those days magazine-
writing courses were directly channeled to the technique
of how to write and sell fairly quickly.

What he did was to take a low-paying job with a lit-
erary agent in the “reading-fee” department. Un-
knowns who sent in manuscripts with a fee for reading
and criticisrn would receive carefully thought out letters
explaining exactly what was wrong with the story,
whether it was salable at all, and what had to be done
to make it so if it had the potential. The reading-fee
client’s fee was deducted from the agent’s commission
if, as sometimes happened, the story was indeed salable
as it stood.

On the surface, Jim was teaching hopeful writers
(most of whom were entirely hopeless) how to sell—
not much different from a college course, one might
think. But in the process he was learning what a bad
story is, why it is bad, and how not just to make a story
salable but excellent. (Other science-fiction writers lat-
er benefited by going through the same process with
the same agent.) He then set down to test his knowl-
edge by writing for every type of pulp magazine on the
market except the “love” pulps. At that time, I was edi-
torial director of the entire Columbia chain of pulp
magazines, and personally editor of them all except the
love titles. Jim sent me western, detective, and sports
stories; I never had to reject one or send it back for
reworking. And a few of them were not just a little bet-
ter, but considerably better than they had to be to make
a sale. He had already gotten beyond the highest level
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of story writing that he’d attained in his early science
fiction. (A “good enough” story would have been suffi-
cient for me, to help a friend; but Jim was doing well
enough for me to assign stories to him. When I did, he
came through.)

Our joint apartment did not last long—a little over
five months—as he moved out to take an apartment
across the hall from Virginia Kidd, whom he married a
year or so later. That apartment was within easy walk-
ing distance of our former joint one, which I continued
to occupy alone, and the three of us remained in close
contact until the Blishes moved to Staten Island at the
end of 1947, Their first son died in infancy from the Rh
Negative reaction, about which not enough was known.
Treatment during the pregnancy might have saved the
child. (They would later have a son and daughter who
are still alive and well.)

During that period, all of us were writing poetry,
non-science fiction, and criticism for our Vanguard
publications. (It was in one of his own that Damon
Knight launched his career as a merciless science-fiction
critic, with a devastating analysis of one of the most
popular authors of the day.) While Jim and Damon dis-
agreed on many subjects, they were as one on the idea
that science fiction was not only worth reading, but
worth writing with as much care as one would give to a
“serious” story for a national literary magazine. It was
then that Jim began to use the technique he had
learned, combined with serious thought about the con-
tent, rather than just the plot, backgrounds, etc., of sci-
ence fiction. Why shouldn’t science fiction be written as
well as the best mainstream material? Jim set out to re-
form science-fiction writing, starting with himself. The
transformation didn’t occur all at once, but the science
fiction he wrote after the magazines started to open up
again (the postwar paper shortage being over) showed
a decided improvement. “The Box” is among the earli-
est of that period, with a richness you will not find in
earlier stories by other authors centering around a simi-
lar idea.

“There Shall Be No Darkness” first appeared in
1950. That story now exists in two forms, as Jim ex-
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panded and reworked it to fit into a volume called
Witches Three, published by Twayne in 1952. Both tell
the same story, but the difference is that the original
version, which you will see here, is science fiction, while
the Twayne version is fantasy. The science-fiction ver-
sion gives the reader a scientific explanation of lycan-
thropy; there is not even a trace of the “supernatural”
about it. In the expanded version, Jim goes into fantasy
when he makes the leading female a witch, without any
scientific explanation of witchcraft, although the nonsu-
pernatural exposition of the werewolf remains.

There is a legend that Jim wrote the original version
in 1940 and did not sell it until 1950. Not so; in an aside
in one of the 1949 Vanguard publications, Jim notes
that he’s revising an old werewolf story known around
here “as the ‘Two-Bit Horla,” ” and that he had written
the very first version in 1942.

One story that did appear in 1942, under the pseud-
onym of Arthur Merlyn, was “Sunken Universe.” (Su-
per Science Stories, May.) It was a charming tale of
microscopic human beings who lived under water in a
puddle on some imaginary planet. The story was very
well liked and Jim did a sequel, published under his
own name, in Galaxy, 1952, and titled “Surface Ten-
sion.” Later, both stories would be subsumed into a
novel entitled The Seedling Stars, wherein the micro-
scopic water dwellers are part of a scientific experiment.
A prologue, explaining the experiment, appears in some
reprints of “Surface Tension,” but several readings have
convinced me that it is not only unnecessary, but need-
lessly intrusive as an introduction to the story. The pro-
logue is therefore omitted in the present edition.

Around the middle of 1952, Milton Luros, who
painted most of the covers for my science-fiction maga-
zines (they had been revived in 1950) brought in a sur-
realistic cover painting which featured a swollen sun,
black sky, and a tiny figure of a man. I invited Jim to
write a story around the cover; it would be a shame, I
thought, not to have something in the issue directly re-
lated to Luros’s effort. Jim sent me ‘““The Testament of
Andros,” which, among other things is his first pub-
lished black comedy.
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Jim’s black comedy never reached the level of bitter-
ness or nihilism that one finds in Cyril Kombluth. In
“Testament of Andros,” what youw’ll find is a series of
parodies; each section takes off on a different kind of
science fiction, science-fiction fan, or comic-strip
science-fiction writing; each tells the same story in its
different way, but the work-as a whole goes beyond the
level of mockery. There have been arguments as to
whether the story really is or is-not science fiction, but I
see no point in belaboring them;-.let the reader decide.
It’s a striking story, anyway, and could not exist were
there no such thing as science fiction.

“Common Time” also grew out of a cover for one of-
my magazines, this one clearly symbolic, that was
painted by A. Leslie Ross, who usually did straight
western and sports covers. It proved to be the richest
story I had read by Jim to date. It showed, among other
things that none of Jim’s side interests—Ezra Pound’s

' poetry and criticism, James Joyce, Spengler, the music
of Richard Strauss, Wagner, Mahler, Bruckner, Alban
Berg, political movements in protest against war and
militarism, etc.—were sealed off from his writing. He
had learmed control in his use of personal feelings and
enthusiasms so that they are there, and cannot be sepa-
rated from the author or the story, but rarely appear on
the surface. The person who does not want to go be-
neath the surface of an interesting story will not be barred
from enjoying the tale; anyone who wants to understand

"what is being said below the surface, however, must take
note of them. By this time, learning how to do it the hard
way (and he never stopped learning) had paid off; by the
mid-50s, James Blish was a “name” in science fiction.

It was astonishing to many readers beside myself to
find “Beep” in Galaxy magazine; a perfect Campbell-
type Astounding novelette in Horace Gold’s magazine,
which could not have been more unlike Campbell’s oth-
erwise. No matter. In 1972, Jim did an expanded ver-
sion of the tale, which was published as a softcover
novel, though not much more than novella length. Brit-
ish author and critic Brian L. Stapleford considers it
“little more than a trivial inflation of the prose,” and
notes that Jim did the expansion when he was in the
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grip of the cancer that killed him a few years later.*
I cannot agree; The Quincunx of Time does indeed tell
the same story, and has the same ending as “Beep”’; but
in the process Jim presents his afterthoughts to the theme
of “Beep,” which is a strict exploration of a rigidly deter-
ministic universe. Those afterthoughts modify the orig-
inal premises and weaken them. I wouldn’t be without
the added richness of the expanded version, but the
original theme is damaged no less than in the fantasy of
“There Shall Be No Darkness.” Both versions of “Beep,”
however, come as close to presenting a Utopian culture
as Jim ever came in his fiction.

Once, just once as far as I know, Jim used one of his
personal enthusiasms directly as a plot for a story. “A
Work of Art” deals with a technological “resurrection”
of Richard Strauss and is told from the revived com-
poser’s viewpoint. Numerous weird and science-fiction
tales have included music and musicians, but this was
the first I ever read written by someone who really
knew music. Jim sent me the story because he felt sure
that I would like it and would not tinker with it; he was
right on both counts.

“This Earth of Hours” and “How Beautiful with
Banners” both deal with alien life-forms, and in each
case the form is a bizarre-seeming one, but each has its
own beauty. In the first tale, the beauty comes through
elements that outwardly seem revolting; in the second,
the creature responsible for the female protagonist’s
death is lovely to her; and their encounter makes a sig-
nificant change in the creature’s evolution.

“The Oath” is a postbomb tale, but from an angle
that I do not recall seeing elsewhere. It poses an ethical
question: In such a society should a doctor cleave to
that part of the Hippocratic Oath which impels. him to
make all efforts to preserve a patient’s life, whatever the
circumstances? And what should be his attitude toward
a dedicated amateur who is practicing necessary medi-
cine without a license or formal medical training? Tech-
nically, he’s a quack, but? . . .

*“The Science Fiction of James Blish,” FOUNDATION #13;
1978.
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“A Style in Treason” shows a multibeing, loose federa-
tion of worlds during a period of a certain type of deca-
dence. Here are high technology and barbarism uneasily
mingled, where the Traitor’s Guild comes close to playing
the role of a galactic patrol, but not in the manner that
either Dr. Edward Elmer Smith’s Lensman Series or
Poul Anderson’s hilarious- series of short stories in As-
tounding about Wing Alar, portrayed. Here Jim makes
use of some of the notable traitors in fantasy and heroic
fiction, such as Lord Gro from Eddison’s The Worm
Ouroboros, mingling comedy and tragedy into the fab-
ric of a highly entertaining story,

Although he was author (or collaborator in two in-
stances) of over twenty fantasy or science-fiction nay-
els, James Blish was primarily a magazine writer and
more than half of his books are either expansions or
conflations of material earlier published as short stories
or novelettes. He was always interested in the science~
fiction magazines and their writers, and in the 50s he
began to write criticisms of current issues under the
pseudonym of William Atheling, Jr. (“William Athel-
ing” was the pseudonym that Ezra Pound used for writ-
ing music criticism.) Those were not formal essays, but
informal, though sharp analyses of the faults and virtues
of current short science fiction. He felt that all writers
(himself included) needed feedback and such criticisms
were about the only way to give it to them. Few of the
magazines had readers’ departments any more and even
those few rarely ran anything close to competent criti~
cism,

The only outlet for such writing was the fan maga-
zines, and “William Atheling, Jr.” appeared in a num-
ber of themn. In 1964, a collection of the best of his
comments was published by Advent as The Issue at
Hand, with Atheling’s identity revealed. A second vol-
ume, More Issues at Hand, appeared in 1970. In the
introduction to the second volume, Jim wrote: “After
all, the whole point of telling a man he is doing some-
thing wrong is the hope that the next time he will do it
right. Simply saying that a given book is bad may serve
the secondary function of warning the public away from
it, if the public trusts the critic. But if you do not go on
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to say in what way it is bad, your verdict is not destruc-
tive criticism, or any other kind of criticism; it is just
abuse.” By this time, science-fiction books had multi-
plied sufficiently so that Jim could give most of his crit-
ical attention to novels.

Near the end of his too-short life, Blish sent what
turned out to be the final “Atheling” piece to the Brit-
ish Foundation magazine, at the request of Peter Ni-
cholls for “some overview of the whole science-fiction
landscape.” In “Probapossible Prolegomena to Ideareal
History” we find the well-known Blish scholarship and
humor (the title combines elements of Joyce and Walt
Kelley’s “Pogo”) blended into a serious conclusion
about the place of science fiction in western civilization
and why. It is not an optimistic picture, but neither is it
a despairing one. Nor does it in any way compromise
the author’s lifelong conviction that science fiction was
worth writing and worth writing well. An internal refer-
ence to the Futurian Society “thirty-five years ago”
shows that the article was written in 1973 or 1974, as
the Futurians made their (ignored) challenge to science-
fiction fans and authors in 1938 and 1939.

His finest work was not science fiction or fantasy at
all, but a historical-biographical novel about Roger Ba-
con. Dr. Mirabilis was to be the first novel of a trilogy
with the over-all title, After Such Knowledge. The sec-
ond novel was fantasy, Black Easter (which, had Jim
been able to reissue the trilogy in one fat volume would
have been combined with its sequel, The Day After
Judgment) and the third is A Case of Conscience,
which is science fiction.

Had he been able to prepare his planned trilogy in a
final form, he might have done some reworking on the
component parts, but no matter. We have them all. We
have the final form of his Cities in Flight, and the excel-
lent Torrent of Faces, as well as his better juveniles,
such as The Star Dwellers.

Around the middle of the 60s, when his first mar-
riage was breaking up, Jim had an apparently successful
operation for tongue cancer. His second marriage was
to Judith Lawrence, and in the late 60s he made his third
(and this time successful) attempt to live entirely by
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writing, moving to England in 1968. There he found
time to play an important role in the British Science
Fiction Foundation, write articles on science fiction for
the Times literary supplement, and keep in touch with
the Science Fiction Writers of America here.

In 1974, a second operation was necessary, but gave
him only a brief respite. He'died at his British home in
Henley on July 30, 1975, a little more than two months
after his 54th birthday. '

Like all true artists (as Richard Strauss once noted),
James Blish did not strive for originality. Yet, his best
works are original, whatever their origins. His drive to
improve science fiction bore fruit during his lifetime
and several of today’s better writers acknowledge their
debt to him, having learned from him to do it the hard
way.

But with love—always with love.

Robert A. W. Lowndes
Hoboken, New Jersey
September, 1978






Citadel of Thought “

WHEN DAN LoTHAR’s shattered Ganymedian dropped
into the ammoniac mists of Neptune, turning slowly and
trailing a wraith-like, ephemeral fan of incandescent
gas, there was nothing to show the watching police cruis-
er that death was not waiting to enfold it below. The
cruiser’s job, after all, was done; the Ganymedian was
crumpled, seared, riddled, and falling out of control to a
bleak and uninhabited planet; the cruiser’s young cap-
tain, who still required his men to call him “sir,” was
justly proud of himself.

That he did not take into account Lothar’s phenome-
nal resourcefulness was perhaps wrong; yet he had
beaten the interplanetary outlaw in a fair duel between
ships, and more experienced men than the young com-
mander had been satisfied with less. Withal he should
have known that no police cruiser could have beaten
the wasp-like Ganymedian unless there was something
wrong inside; he should have remembered the shrewd
mind behind Lothar’s dark eyes, and the ability of that
mind to take full advantage of chance. But the police
cruiser went back toward the sun, and if a spaceship
can strut, it did so.

For there had been much amiss within the Gany-
median when it blundered so carelessly into range of the
cruiser’s fire. Nothing was wrong with the ship itself—
Lothar was too careful of it and too much in love with
its sleek, deadly beauty, mothering it constantly with
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oily hands. No, it was the hand at the boards that was
out of control. Dan Lothar was sick.

Any other man would have been dead. His lungs
were burning unendingly with the corrosive purple mists
of Io; his eyelids rasped over dry balls that saw every-
thing as if at a great distance through a milky film. The
bronzed skin was sallow, the cheeks sunken, the black
hair singed; and from a razor-edged slash across the
right shoulder unclotting blood oozed constantly. Every
movement was a dull agony, pierced through as if by a
white-hot sword from the shoulder-wound. His fingers
refused to obey, moving in clammy independence at
each impulse from the fighting brain; the dials on the
board conveyed no meaning. Never-ending flight was
Dan Lothar’s chosen life, and again it had led him
across deadly alien worlds before it gave him brief rest.
Since he had left the Earth ten years ago, stifled by rou-
tine and toy sophistication, nearly every planet in the
system had felt his flying feet and reached for him with
a million deadly hands; now it seemed that Jupiter’s
poisonous moon would claim him as a proxy conquest.

He managed to get into his spacesuit and fight the
Ganymedian, driving the quivering, wasted body as if it
did not belong to him. That was his way, the terrible
drive of his brain which would never let him rest; but
even against the will of Dan Lothar, who had thrown
himself deliberately against five worlds out of sheer dis-
gust, nature took its wonted toll. . . .

And so it was that the tiny planet-plane, mangled be-
yond recognition, plunged into the dry, cold atmosphere
of Neptune, and a slumped spacesuited figure sat
strapped in its metal seat, head rolling grotesquely . . .
and before it a jury-rigged rocket tube, such as the
spacelanes had not seen since geotrons were invented in
1987, coughed, popped, hissed. . . .

Strange disconnected images swept through his
brain as he forced himself to consciousness. At first
they were long-forgotten scenes on Earth—dinner-suits
and tall candles—a humming cyclotron—a bright, silent
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peal of laughter from a brown-framed face. The face
moved nostalgically above brighter waving fields of
grain; the waves persisted, now green and white-ridged
water, while the face faded. For long ages he saw noth-
ing but rolling water, moaning and sighing through his
head.

Then at last the sea-waves merged into a single harsh
green glow; the glow centered in a single tube-light di-
rectly above his head. He winced and closed his eyes;
red spots floated persistently before them in protest. He
remembered his battered body and gritted his teeth in
anticipation as he turned his head away from the glare;
but there was no answering stab of pain. Tentatively he
moved his arm; it came up to his shoulder freely, in
complete control, without any abnormal sensation. His
wasted muscles no longer ached; the fire had been
drawn out of his lungs. He took an appreciative breath,
noticing the faint musty odor with relish, and opened
his eyes again. Once more he had cheated the ebony
gates, borrowed another short period of life.

The room in which he lay convinced him that it was
not a very long respite. It was unfurnished, prison-bare
stone, bleak in the light of mercury-vapor. The Plu-
tonian mines! It was too cold to be Venus; the light was
not calculated for human eyes. Photocells were more
sensitive in such illumination, and the mine guards were
robots, for no free man would take such a job. Probably
the cruiser had followed him down, vulture-like, and
finding him still alive, had remembered the larger re-
ward for the living criminal, brought him here. He did
not then consider his healed wounds, for circumstantial
confirmation was placed upon his befuddled theorizing.

A silver egg drifted into his field of vision, watched
him through two black eye-lenses. A proxy-robot. A
new model, apparently, far advanced over those he had
beaten in his escape from the radium mines years ago.
It had no appendages for weapons, but there was an-
other opening, slot-like, below the eyes which might be
a porthole for a ray. It gave the front end of the egg a
severe schoolmarm expression; he chuckled grimly.

“You are well,” said the proxy abruptly. “You can
stand.” It was not a question, but a cross between a
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statement of fact and a command. The metallic voice
startled him; without thinking he climbed to his feet,
flexing his muscles. He was indeed in perfect condition,
better than before he had started the wild race across
Jo. The fact, startling enough in itself when he consid-
ered the cold stone upon which he had made this recov-
ery, was subordinated by the sight of an open door be-
hind the proxy. Not even a door, but a barless
doorway. He had not seen it before; it seemed as if it
had just sprung into being. He considered a break, but
the proxy was too high to grab and watching carefully.

“This is Pluto, I suppose,” he said. “The bad penny
has returned to the mint.”

“Follow,” the adding-machine voice replied, and the
egg pointed its prim face out the doorway, swooped for-
ward. He strode after it, but some instinct made him
turn as he entered the corridor. There was no door be-
hind him—only a solid wall!

“Tricky,” he murmured, and grinned. Tricky prisons
were easiest to break.

But he became increasingly bewildered as he fol-
lowed the proxy down the green-lit corridor. He passed
several doorways to his right and left, and what he saw
beyond them was not prison-like. It was more like the
interior of a stone spaceship, crowded with machinery,
some of it familiar, most of it incomprehensible and
technically senseless. A bad boy turned loose in a for-
tress with a toy construction set and a box of old radio
parts might have produced most of what he saw; yet it
all spun, whirred, and blinked purposefully. Nowhere
did he see an attendant, although a few of the proxies
were poised motionlessly here and there as if watching,.

Another blank wall came into view around a bend;
he waited for it to vanish from his path. Instead the
proxy shot up and disappeared, leaving him standing at
the bottom of a tremendous shaft, into which light ra-
diated at intervals as far as he could see. The egg had
vanished, but finally appeared, floating in a beam of
green far above his head, apparently waiting for him to
follow.

“I'm no damn’ bird,” he protested, and immediately
shot upward, arms and legs asprawl. In a moment the
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unexpected force had brought him up beside the egg
and deposited him, breathless, on another stone floor.
He stood motionless, gaping.

This was certainly not' Pluto; beyond that negative
he could say nothing of what he saw. Before him was a
huge hall, about two stories high, and seemingly as long
as the levitation shaft was high. Its sole furnishings were
a number of tilted couches dotting the floor, in each of
which lay a sleeping figure. The light was, as ever,
bright blue-green and hard on the eyes; yet apparently
this was a vast dormitory for all the human occupants
of the weird place. The silence was absolute, empty of
the machine-mutters with which he had lived in his lost
Ganymedian; it seemed to wash in his ears with seashell
sounds. He recognized the effect as the cause of his
dreams before awakening.

“The egg must have slipped,” he thought in awe.
“This is the boudoir.”

Then horror struck him as he saw that every eye in
his range of vision was open, staring glassily ahead. His
flesh crawled; he prasped his ray-tube automatically,
not surprised to find it there. Under the green radiance
they all seemed ghastly corpses, yet breathing move-
ments were clearly evident.

“Thinking,” he told himself unsteadily. “Comtem-
plating their psychic navels, that’s what.” He shivered in
the unnatural silence.

“Daniel Lothar,” a voice whispered in his ear. He
swung, but all the eyes were regarding him, and he
could not tell who had spoken. His nerves were quiver-
ing.

“It is I,” said the voice. “Here.” He felt his gaze
being compelled to his right.

At first it appeared to be but another of the mon-
strous dreamers upon a slightly more ornate couch.
Then he saw that it was a woman. . .

She might have been a beautiful woman but her face
was sallow in the unflattering light, her hair was swept
back from her forehead so that her brain-case seemed
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to bulge. Yet the bulge was merely optical, for she
seemed perfectly formed. . . . Her eyes claimed his;
he felt himself drawn down, down, into deeper wells
than he had ever known. All the loveliness of this
woman, who seemed physically little more than a girl,
was annulled by those eyes, which burned with a cold,
subtle fire, detached, ascetic, powerful. He could not
fight those eyes, though his will had met five worlds. Or
perhaps he would not, subconsciously. .

“You are the first outsider to come since the Hall
was built,” the whispering voice went on. “We bid you
welcome.”

“Where am I?” he tried to say, but his lips would not
form the words.

“You are in the Hall of Thought, on Neptune, at the
bottom of the Sea.”

The Sea, Dan Lothar remembered, was liquid gases,
mainly methane.

“How did I get here, then?”

“You fell in your ship; we brought you in.” She fell
silent, contemplating him with those unspeakably inhu-
man eyes; it came to him that she had not moved her
lips either during the entire conversation. Mind to
mind—something puzzled him.

“I was injured,” he began.

He felt a sensation of cold amusement, not laughter,
but faint contempt. He wondered if she had forgotten
what real laughter was, lying here thinking to herself.

“Do you suppose your bodily ailments have any mo-
ment in the Hall of Thought? The mind controls the
body, as it controls, perhaps creates, all matter. Tell
me . . . how old do you think I am, then?”

“If you'll stop looking at me . . .” He sensed faint
apology and the mental compulsion was withdrawn.
With the icy mental flame gone he could see her more
clearly. Accounting for the green light, she was not at
all bad. Better than he at first thought.

“About twenty,” he judged, speaking the words now.

“The figure,” said the incomprehensible girl, “is
closer to two hundred and twenty.”
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She moved an arm slightly; he approached and sat
down at her sign at the foot of the couch, perching tense-
ly on the edge. Wryly he remembered another time he
had done the same thing, but not in a room with hun-
dreds of other beds, at the bottom of a sea of liquid
gases! He tried to concentrate on the two hundred and
twenty. It sounded impossible. And yet so much in the
Hall of Thought was just that—the strange machinery,
the vanishing doors, the serried silent philosophers, his
own quick recovery—figments of an Eraoin pleasure-
palace dream.

“When I was a little girl on Earth, about 1965 T was
adopted by a college of metaphy51c1ans Again the sen-
sation of amusement. “They were blunderers compared
to our present advancement, but they accomplished one
thing. They taught me to believe death was unneces-
sary.” She paused. “I was never allowed to think any-
thing about dying. I was told, and had no reason to
think otherwise, that no one had to die, that I never
would. My mental powers, groomed by them to greater
ability, directed on that one lesson, pounded into me
ceaselessly . . . well, I am deathless.”

He shut his mouth with a click. Crazy! This was the
most fantastic feature yet. But the powers of mind over
matter were known. . . . A fragment of an old creed
came back to him: “There is no life, truth, intelligence,
nor substance in matter. All is mind, and its manifesta-
tion. . . . ” That was misquoted, but the idea was
there.

He shuddered again. So that was the reason for this
silent halll Immortals, sitting or lying in eternal
thought . . . a defiance of nature?

She divined his thought. “The Hall has another func-
ton than contemplation, Dan Lothar. Were we dedi-
cated to that alone, you would not have been brought
here. Perhaps some day we may devote ourselves to the
pursuit of the cosmic comprehension, but now there is
another task set us.”

He made no comment and she went on.
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“Long ago we tried to reach that cosmic awareness.
The massed minds of the college were flung out, united,
in a great effort at understanding—but without warning
came a terrible interruption. There was another thought
present. At first it was a faint disturbance, nothing
more, jarring our concentration. We could not find the
source. Then, gradually as we became attuned to it, it
grew; an alien thing, not human, and inimical, cold,
deadly, coming from we knew not what nadir beyond
our Earth. . . . How inhuman our Hall must seem to
you, I realize,” she interrupted, and he was astonished
to see a faint smile transfigure the acerb expression for
a moment, “but you have no idea of the difference be-
tween thought patterns of human and alien minds, no
matter how advanced the former may be, until you have
actually sensed them. We did. We felt this deadly cur-
rent, this other-world pattern, playing coldly across the
Earth, and we were afraid. We had no way of knowing
its meaning, yet we did know that it meant ill things for
man and his works. Soon after we began to piece it out

. it was lost in the human thoughts all around us.

“We came out here, away from human interference,
to search out that spatial cold we had felt. Only a few of
us are immortal; but we are all doing the same work—
tracing, projecting, attuning our mind-channels to that
thought. You cannot imagine why it seemed so impor-
tant, because you cannot feel what we did—yet it
means death to mankind unless it is halted, Dan
Lothar.”

He put a hand to his head. Unbelievable nightmare!
A citadel on acerb Neptune, built at unguessable cost,
to seek a thought, a single wave, that seemed dangerous
to Earth! The idea chilled him; yet on the surface it
seemed ridiculous.

“I know,” she said. “Close your eyes and I will show
you.”

v

And immediately he was sorry. He felt his mind
being probed by delicate, intangible fingers, opened,
readjusted, sensitized, as if it was being made to think
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on another plane . . . and pouring in on him in sti-
fling waves came . . .

There was no name for it in human speech. It was
not words, nor pictures, nor physical sensation. It origi-
nated in no human mind, nor in any known mind of the
Solar System. It was like the breath of Death, utterly
horrible, utterly irresistible. It filled all space, charged it
with unspeakable things; it was Fear, and Hatred, and
emotions human beings had never known. It seemed di-
rected at him personally, an implacable lust for his
shrinking soul; yet it surged and swirled like a charnel
wind over the universe of man so that all the great cities
on the planets were darkened and human figures lost
their life and became tiny wooden puppets immersed in
cold, invisible flame. It blighted all hope and re-opéned
the ebony gates. It ran through his brain in rivulets of
ice—

Then it all folded shut around him, like the turning of
a page, left him white and trembling.

“You see?” the girl asked softly. He clenched his
hands to stop the quivering. It was gone now, yet he
knew he would never forget it; that in some measure, as
long as the unthinkable mind that was broadcasting it
lived, he would be able to sense it.

“What—what—is it?”” he gasped.

“It is the approach of another world, another people,”
she said, her face like the expressionless marble of some
ancient statue, lovely and lifeless. “They come from a
far star, we do not know what one, and they are very
near now.”

“Why did you call me here?” He felt a faint anger.
To die fighting in the outlawed paths of a flamboyant,
understandable universe was as nothing to having lived
and seen the gulfs of unsuspected things yawn below.

“For knowledge.” She frowned slightly. “Our work
here is done. Once we thought that we could project
suggestions to them, influence their minds, but the pat-
terns are too different. It is fighting that must be done
now, star against star, before they can reach our system
and carry out whatever purpose may be back of those
deadly waves. And we cannot build a ship! None of us
are technicians. The work on the Hall was done under
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the direction of a man now dead; we need you now for
that knowledge.”

He digested that. “Why didn’t you warn the world,
instead of sprawling here thinking at—Them?”

“The world has no weapons against such forces.”

“But you must have—"

“The weapons are important, yet remember—we are
meeting minds as well; minds skilled in all the powers of
thought. We are the only ones equipped to fight a men-
tal battle. With an ally for the physical fighting we may
win. You must be that ally. We can protect your mind,
but to call an Earth fleet would be throwing lives
away—we could not possibly shield them all.”

She arose, and as if it were a signal, the lights flashed
yellow. It was a grateful change, and made the vast
stone cavern seem almost cosy. A stir of motion ran
over the Hall. Even the emotionless face of the immor-
tal girl seemed more real. The men on the couches were
arising and moving toward them.

“Tell me,” she said. “Will you fight for Earth now,
instead of against it?”

This was, at last, something that Dan Lothar under-
stood. This talk of immortality, the powers of the mind,
the dreadful power which had held him for a moment,
had built but a hazy picture in his mind. But how
clearly he could see himself riding a mightly cruiser,
fighting some invader, burning space with lancing rays,
riding the red clouds of dinitron recklessly as of yore!
He smiled a little. It wouldn’t be bad, and . . . he
glanced sidewise at the girl. She was still lovely, no mat-
ter how many centuries she had lived, or how far back
her hair was combed; she still had something to learn,
with all her centuries, that no one in the Hall had
thought to teach her but himself. . . .

His smile broadened, and he nodded.

vi

He was glad when the ship was finished. A wonderful
ship, fast and powerful as none on Earth had ever been;
but the way it had built itself under the lashing thoughts
of the Hall as he ran the plans carefully through his
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mind was nerve-wracking and weird. The whole process
took less than a week, during which no one ate, or
seemed to require food, and no one slept but himself.
Strange devices were attached to the generators, fitted
awkwardly into the standard rayports he had supplied.
He insisted also on a standard rocket rifle being in-
stalled in one turret. The girl was constantly at his side,
her emotionless voice topping the crashing of the ship as
it seemed to fling itself togéther; he noticed that she had
undone the bun at the back of her head and arranged
her hair more naturally. He grinned to himself. She was
learning without knowing it. She looked almost attrac-
tive now, he admitted, even though the jarring mercury-
vapor lights had been restored for the use of the-prox-
ies, which had appeared from nowhere in swarms.

At last the job was done. The intellectuals, like a
group of eager children, wanted to get under way at
once, but Lothar insisted on a week of training in the
handling of the mechanisms and in astronautics.
“Damned if I'll blast off with a crew of walking brains
who don’t know a C-tube from a ray-tube,” he said. Fi-
nally he considered the requirements met, named the
ship the Ganymedian II (“Bad luck to fly a nameless
ship,” he said, against the scoffings of the metaphysi-
cians), and, surrounded by meteor screens drawn in
close to prevent the “waters” of the Sea from crystalliz-
ing the metal skin, the great flier burst from the airlocks
and mounted space over Neptune.

He locked the controls, sending the ship outward in a
great arc which would bring it eventually to rest far be-
yond the boundaries of the Solar System, and turned to
the girl,

“There’s nothing to do now but sit,” he told her.
“You can put your organic robots back to bed.”

She smiled for the second time since he had seen her
“I'm sorry that we all seem so inhuman to you,” she
said. “We’ve all been trained so thoroughly in abstrac-
tions that, well . . . we lose our hold on the things that
are real to most people.” She looked down at the loose
mud-colored gown that she had worn since the first day.
“I don’t look much like a woman, do 1?”

At that moment Dan Lothar could not imagine her
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two hundred years older than he. He grinned broadly.

“There seems to be a stock of space-harnesses in the
stores, since I thought of them in conjunction with the
food and the other unnecessary items when we were
building. Why don’t you climb into one of those?”

The harness needed a few discreet adaptations in-
volving small spare metal reflectors and several feet of
leather to fit it for feminine use, but eventually she got
it on. She looked even more human now. The shorts
were very enhancing to unsuspected beauty.

“Now,” she said. “Teach me something about the
ship. I don’t want to be so much useless brains.”

They sat together at the board, and Lothar began the
job of showing her the complexities of astronautics. It
was a very pleasant few minutes, but only a few, be-
cause he never had to repeat anything or even explain
complicated facts. She absorbed them instantly.

And just when Dan was feeling more natural the om-
inous mghtmare reasserted itself. One of the younger
metaphysicians popped into view from thin air, his
white face strained.

“They are near,” he said. “Nearer than we thought.
We can feel them. And Di Falco and Guyer cannot
handle the machine in chamber two.”

Dan muttered to himself and punched buttons.
“Damn’ intellectuals,” he commented, with additions.
“What'’s the matter down there?”

“Something is wrong,” the speaker rasped tinnily.
“Come and see. We cannot control the current.”

“I don’t have to come and see,” Dan roared. “What
do you think I've got meters for? Cut the power on the
condensers before you burn us all to a cinder. Watch
your input. Wake up. Think about something useful.”
The girl was actually grinning like a gamin when he
turned away; he felt happy himself, although the specter
of dread hung over him as it did over the whole ship.

“Now you,” he said to the startled young man.
“Where are they?”

“Near,” replied the other, waving his hands help-
lessly.

“Great Leonids! Where?”
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“Wait a minute,” the girl broke in. “They are 20 de-
grees off starboard, down ten degrees, and about a mil-
lion miles away.” Her face was expressionless again, but
her tone seemed to-be saying, “How am I doing?”

He turned to the boards and watched the detectors,
flinging them out in a spherical screen to their farthest
range. It seemed that his brief experience had sensitized
him, for he could feel the-cold alien breath faintly now.
The indicators gave no sign.

And then suddenly, the needles bobbed; simulta-
neously the Ganymedian Il gave a terrible lurch which
threw them all to the floor. The First Interstellar War
was begun!

R

vil

They struggled to their feet, faces white. Dan climbed
back into his seat and watched the detectors, the girl
peering over his shoulder.

“What is it?” she cried.

“Tractor. Tripped automatically by the detector field.
Nothing new.” But he felt a chill as he fingered the but-
tons. This sudden blow out of trackless and seemingly
empty space! What horrors did it herald?

He bawled orders into the microphone; the ship, an-
swering clumsily to the unskillful hands of the drivers,
bounded free of the beam, arced in an unpredictable
hyperbola toward the unseen enemy. The girl crouched
breathlessly in the copilot seat; the young metaphysician
climbed into the spacesuit locker and hid.

“Big help,” grunted Lothar. His eyes remained glued
to the screen, watching for the first sign of the ap-
proaching invaders. He had shut down the detectors for
fear of setting off another relay. The floors quivered to
straining generators.

“Balance that flow!” he ordered into the micro-
phones. “Number Two, you're still using too much
power. You're shaking the whole ship.”

A tiny bright dot—too bright, it seemed, for reflected
starlight—appeared on the screen, grew with agonizing
slowness.

“Port turret,” he snapped tersely. “Range four
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hundred thousand. Three hundred. Two hundred.
Fire!”

Nothing happened. There was no flash of rocket ri-
fle, no streak of ray. But a tenuous, almost invisible net-
work of green light burst like fireworks far to one side
of the white point and died away. Not bad shooting for
this distance.

But from the white point on the visor screen, now
fast becoming a disc, another point detached itself,
floated deliberately toward them, seemed to pause a
breathless instant, then arrowed for the stern as if mag-
netized. There was a flare and a racing tide of flame
engulfed the whole tail of the Ganymedian 11, growing
like a fiery amoeba. Dials quivered; the song of the gen-
erators rose to a tortured howl.

“Cut the drivers!” he cried. The howling died out
mournfully, but the sheath of flame still advanced, si-
lently, swiftly, like a sentient cocoon. On a hunch Dan
turned off the screens.

Immediately the white fire quivered, paused indeci-
sively, and then streamed indifferently off into space
and faded. Sweat broke out on his body. He jerked the
ship forward again; again the pale green network flow-
ered briefly beside the alien. It was fully visible now,
not more than a thousand miles away, a windowless ball
of metal, seeming to shine by its own radiance. The
green network was flung across it, and Dan held his
breath.

But beyond a slight temporary dimming of the white
glow, the invader was unharmed when the green light
faded.

“Stymied,” Dan whispered.

As if hearing and understanding, the sphere broke its
headlong drive toward them and looped over them to-
ward the distant sun.

“After them,” the girl panted. “Quick!”

And now began the grim chase. . . .

Vil

Without hope, Dan tried one more shot from the reg-
ulation gun. As he expected, it rebounded harmlessly in
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a red dinitron flower before touching the fleeing sphere.
It would have done so from an Earth vessel.

After that no further shots were exchanged. The two,
alien and Earthman, matched astronautics in silence,
the one bent with deadly ferocity upon reaching some
inhabited planet, the other doggedly clinging, hoping,
waiting for an opening. Weird battle! The white sphere
dodging, putting on speed, trying to lose its tiny bulk in
the vastness of space, yet unable to hide; the cruiser
from the Hall of Thought pursuing always, while men-
talities meeting action for the first time in their clois-
tered lives fastened grimly upon the betraying thought-
waves, holding that fearsome spoor for the merely
human pilot at the controls. Faster, faster, while the
motionless stars mocked the climbing speed indicators.
+ . . Pluto’s orbit was passed. . . .

Abruptly the white sphere vanished from the screen,
vanished utterly. In vain Dan Lothar searched the space
ahead. The girl sat beside him, eyes burning coldly, white
brow furrowed, and he felt once more the awe and
sense of smallness at her aspect. She broke her strained
silence as he scanned the meters frantically.

“They’ve stopped.”
“Whatl”
“Yes . . . they’re turning back.”

“It isn’t possible. They’d be crushed.”

“Nevertheless, they did.” .

Dan braked the Ganymedian II until it seemed the
acceleration would squeeze his bones to jelly despite the
compensators. The girl gasped for breath, then was si-
lent again, her face strained with concentration. He
swupg the ship laboriously around, while precious sec-
onds flew by, and wondered what manner of things the
silver sphere contained, to stop dead at full speed.

“There they—are—they did stop—how on earth—"

But there was no time for wondering, for the white
sphere was plunging back toward Pluto. It was going to
land!

Dan dropped after it and braked furiously, sweeping
around the planet in a deceleration arc. The enemy
ship flashed below them for an instant; the intellectuals
on the gun deck fired four times at close range. All four



16 THE BEST OF JAMES BLISH

shots were hits but they were out of sight before the
effect could be determined.
“Nice,” Dan breathed in surprise. “I wonder . . . ”
“No,” said the girl. “I can still feel them.”

The cruiser struck the frozen ground, bounced, and
Dan let it ride free a moment. At last he grounded it in
rough haste, and the keelplates screamed in protest
through the very beams of the ship.

“We’re only a few miles from them,” the girl whis-
pered. “You circled almost the whole planet.”

“Yes,” said Dan Lothar grimly, “and we’re plunk in
the middle of the Plutonian penal colony.”

Indeed, the single dome which covered the main
mine shaft, and the small field for receiving the infrequent
freighters were visible through the ports. The few hu-
man guards who occupied the dome were running out
toward them in spacesuits. There were, Dan estimated
hastily, about twenty of them. “Glad of the diversion,
I'll bet,” he thought. He switched on the radiophone.

“Commander!”

“Commander Cameron speaking. Who are you—that
other ship—~

“Interstellar invaders. Dangerous, inimical, down
about ten miles from here.”

“What! Who are you, I say—"

“No time. Don’t argue. It’s life and death for you and
the Earth as well. Break out your prisoners and arm
them. They’re ray-screened, but I think they’re vulnera-
ble to gunfire now that their meteor screens are down.
Quick!”

“We can’t arm them all—and besides—"

“Never mind, arm as many as you can and get them
into suits, No time for legal worries. This is interstellar
war, you fool.”

He cut the connection and opened the suit-locker,
jerking the terrified young intellectual out of it. “Every-
one into suits—no, not you-—"

“Im going,” said the immortal woman, and he was
too much in awe of her now to protest further.

As the airlock shut behind them the prisoners were
bounding out of the dome in their suits. “Most of them
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trusties,” said the commander. “The others have no
love for Earth.”

“I can imagine,” Dan thought sardonically to himself,
remembering the radium-eaten inmates.

Then, “Let’s go!”

X

Against the light gravity of Pluto the trip was short.
Behind them some of the guards dragged a few hastily
dismounted rifles, and others clutched futile-looking
rocket guns. The intellectuals carried long ray-tubes
without grips, clumsy affairs obviously designed by
amateurs but containing unknown powers. In a moment
the white light of the invader glowed over the jagged,
rocky horizon, and Dan again sensed faintly the terrible
emanations.

“All right,” he whispered, as if afraid the unguessable
intelligences within that malign craft could hear. “Scat-
ter. Their detectors must have us spotted but we’re too
small to hit individually.” The order had barely been a
minute in execution when one of the fireballs floated
silently over the hills and sent a creeping pool groping
toward them. There were no attracting screens around
their suits, however; the shots had been blind, had
caught no one. Quickly, taking advantage of every
cover, the little party crept forward. The white sphere
came slowly into full view, and into Dan’s brain the evil
thought-waves beat overpoweringly.

“Let 'em have it,” he hissed softly, and raised his
own gun, trying to shield his eyes against the white
light, which seemed at this distance to be penetrating his
whole body. The dread current of fear rocked his mind,
made him dizzy and sick, and he could not pull the trig-
ger . . . the stars spun before him.

“Dan!” the girl’s voice cut across the whirling uni-
verse, and it was as if a veil had lifted. Her own will had
seized upon his, held it against the deadly force.

But not so with the others. Guns hanging limp, the
prisoners and guards were straggling forward, rapt,
powerless, toward the gleaming, radiant ship. And as
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they advanced, little balls of white fire, like monstrous
eggs, rolled to meet them. . .

Around him the mtellectuals crouched, their trained
minds fighting the hypnotic effulgency, holding out
mentally, yet with no power left over for physical move-
ment. He tried to help the girl with his own will, the
power with which he fought five worlds and death itself
in his little Ganymedian, and suddenly found himself
unshackled. He leapt to one of the discarded rifles,
righted it, crowded a clip of five shells into it in terrible
haste, pulled the cord blindly.

The shot was soundless, but the ground jolted under
him and a red flash of dinitron marked the alien’s hull.
Around it the white light dimmed and began to disap-
pear! He roared an insane laugh, pulled the cord again
and again, continued pulling it in a scarlet haze long
after the clip was exhausted. There was a huge dark
patch of the glowing sphere—but the shots had not
penetrated!

Not penetrated . . . but the intellectuals, their
mighty minds pitted successfully against the now-
dimmed light, raised their awkward tubes, concentrated
on that crater; the green network flowered, grew, and
ate mordantly where the screening radiation was gone.

Abruptly it was all over. There was a silent burst of
energy, green and white intermingled; the alien ship
shattered like a glass bubble. Within they caught brief,
horror-sickened glimpses of things forever unknowable
and indescribable; then, that too, was gone; there was
but a heap of scrap metal, dull and lifeless.

The girl sat back on a rock, slumped; for a moment it
seemed she would faint under the release of the ghastly
strain. But she was still the immortal mistress of the
Hall of Thought, and after a moment she straightened
with an effort, looked squarely at him.

“Now you see the power of the mind,” she whis-
pered. “Are you sorry I am so much an intellectual,
Dan Lothar?”

It was an utterly human question.

“You still have something to learn,” he replied.



THE BOX 19

“There are other powers.” He leaned toward her. The
glass of their face-plates clinked, and then they both
laughed—an explosive, free, and human sound beneath
the black Plutonian heavens.

The Box

WHEN MEISTER GOT out of bed that Tuesday morning,
he thought it was before dawn. He rarely needed an
alarm clock these days—a little light in his eyes was
cnough to awaken him and sometimes his dreams
brought him upright long before the sun came up.

It had seemed a reasonably dreamless night, but
probably he had just forgotten the dreams. Anyhow,
here he was, awake early. He padded over to the win-
dow, shut it, pulled up the blind and looked out.

The street lights were not off yet, but the sky was
already a smooth, dark gray. Meister had never before
seen such a sky. Even the dullest overcast before a
snowfall shows some variation in brightness. The sky
here—what he could see of it between the apartment
houses—was like the inside of a lead helmet.

He shrugged and turned away, picking up the clock
from thé table to turn off the alarm. Some day, he
promised himself, he would sleep long enough to hear it
ring. That would be a good day; it would mean that the
dreams were gone. In Concentration Camp Dora, one
had awakened the moment the tunnel lights were put
on; otherwise one might be beaten awake, or dead.
Meister was deaf in the left ear on that account. For the
first three days at Dora he had had to be awakened.

He became aware suddenly that he was staring
fixedly at the face of the clock, his subconscious ringing
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alarm bells of its own. Nine o’clock! No, it was not pos-
sible. It was obviously close to sunrise. He shook the
clock stupidly, although it was ticking and had been
since he first noticed it. Tentatively he touched the keys
at the back.

The alarm had run down.

This was obviously ridiculous. The clock was wrong.
He put it back on the table and turned on the little ra-
dio. After a moment it responded with a terrific thrum-
ming, as if a vacuum cleaner were imprisoned in its
workings.

“B-flat,” Meister thought automatically. He had only
one good ear, but he still had perfect pitch—a necessity
for a resonance engineer. He shifted the setting. The
hum got louder. Hastily he reversed the dial. Around
830 kc, where WNYC came in, the hum was almost
gone, but of course it was too early yet for the city sta-
tion to be on the air—

“ . in your homes,” a voice struck in clearly
above the humming. “We are awaiting a report from
Army headquarters. In the meantime, any crowding at
the boundaries of the barrier will interrupt the work of
the Mayor’s inquiry commission . . . Here’s a word
just in from the Port Authority: all ferry service has
been suspended until further notice. Subways and tubes
are running outbound trains only; however, local service
remains normal so far.”

Barrier? Meister went to the window again and
looked out. The radio voice continued:

“NBC at Radio City disclaims all knowledge of the
persistent signal which has blotted out radio programs
from nine hundred kilocycles on up since midnight last
night. This completes the roster of broadcasting stations
in the city proper. It is believed that the tone is asso-
ciated with the current wall around Manhattan and
most of the other boroughs. Some outside stations are
still getting through, but at less than a fiftieth of their
normal input.” The voice went on:

“At Columbia University, the dean of the Physics
Department estimates that about the same proportion of
sunlight is also getting through. We do not yet have any
report about the passage of air through the barrier. The
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flow of water in the portions of the East and Hudson
Rivers which lie under the screen is said to be normal,
and no abnormalities are evident at the Whitehall Street
tidal station.”

There was a pause; the humming went on unabated.
Then there was a sharp beep! and the voice said, “At
the signal—9 A.M., Eastern Daylight Savings Time.”

Meister left the radio on while he dressed. The
alarming pronouncements kept-on, but he was not yet
thoroughly disturbed, except for Ellen. She might be
frightened; but probably nothing more serious would
happen. Right now, he should be at the labs. If the
Team had put this thing up overnight, they would tease
him unmercifully for sleeping through the great event,

The radio continued to reel off special notices, warn="
ings, new bulletins. The announcer sounded as if he
were on the thin edge of hysteria; evidently he had not
yet been told what it was all about. Meister was tying
his left shoe when he realized that the reports were be-
ginning to sound much worse.

“From LaGuardia Field we have just been notified
that an experimental plane has been flown through the
barrier at a point over the jammed Triboro Bridge. It
has not appeared over the city and is presumed lost. On
the Miss New York disaster early this moming we still
have no complete report. Authorities on Staten Island
say the ferry ordinarily carried less than two hundred
passengers at that hour, but thus far only eleven have been
picked up. One of these survivors was brought in to a
Manhattan slip by the tub Marjorie Q; he is still in a state
of extreme shock and Bellevue Hospital says no state-
ment can be expected from him until tomorrow. It ap-
pears, however, that he swam under the barrier.”

His voice carried the tension he evidently felt. “Out-
side the screen a heavy fog still prevails—the same fog
which hid the barrier from the ferry captain until his
ship was destroyed almost to the midpoint. The Police
Department has again requested that all New Yorkers
stay—"

Alarmed at last, Meister switched off the machine
and left the apartment, locking it carefully. Unless those
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idiots turned off their screen, there would be panic and
looting before the day was out.

Downstairs in the little grocery there was a mob
arguing in low, terrified voices, their faces as gray as
the ominous sky. He pushed through them to the phone.

The grocer was sitting behind it. “Phone service is
tied up, Mr. Meister,” he said hoarsely.

“I can get through, I think. What has happened?”

“Some foreign enemy, is my guess. There’s a big
dome of somethin’ all around the city. Nobody can get
in or out. You stick your hand in, you draw back a
bloody stump. Stuff put through on the other side don’t
come through.” He picked up the phone with a trem-
bling hand and passed it over. “Good luck.”

Meister dialed Ellen first. He needed to know if she
were badly frightened, and to reassure her if she were.
Nothing happened for a while; then an operator said,
“I’'m sorty, sir, but there will be no private calls for the
duration of the emergency, unless you have a priority.”

“Give me Emergency Code B-Nineteen, then,”
Meister said.

“Your group, sir?”

“Screen Team.”

There was a faint sound at the outer end of the line,
as if the girl had taken a quick breath. “Yes, sir,” she
said. “Right away.” There was an angry crackle, and
then the droning when the number was being rung.

“Screen Team,” a voice said.

“Resonance section, please,” Meister said, and when
he was connected and had identified himself, a voice
growled:

“Hello, Jake, this is Frank Schafer. Where the deuce
are you? I sent you a telegram—but I suppose you
didn’t get it, the boards are jammed. Get on down here,
quick!”

“No, I haven’t any telegram,” Meister said. “Whom
do I congratulate?”

“Nobody, you fool! We didn’t do this. We don’t even
know how it’s been done!”

Meister felt the hairs on the back of his neck stirring.
It was as if he were back in the tunnels of Concentra-
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tion Camp Dora again. He swallowed and said, “But it
is the antibomb screen?”

“The very thing.” Schafer’s tinny voice said bitterly.
“Only somebody else has beat us to it—and we’re
trapped under it.”

“It’s really bombproof—you’re sure of that?”

“It’s anything-proof! Nothing can pass it! And we
can’t get out of it, either!” =

It took quite a while to get the story straight. Project
B-19, the meaningless label borne by the top-secret,
billion-dollar Atemic Defense Project, was in turmoil.
Much of its laboratory staff had been in the field or.in
Washington when the thing happened, and the jam in'
phone service had made it difficult to get the men Who
were still in the city back to the central offices.

“It’s like this,” Frank Schafer said, kneading a chunk
of art gum rapidly. “This dome went up last night. It
lets in a little light and a few of the strongest outside
radio stations near by. But that’s all—or anyhow, all
that we’ve been able to establish so far. It’s a perfect
dome, over the whole island and parts of the other bor-
oughs and New Jersey. It doesn’t penetrate the ground
or the water, but the only really big water frontage is
way out in the harbor, so that lets out much chance of
everybody swimming under it like that man from the
Miss New York.”

“The subways are running, I heard,” Meister said.

“Sure; we can evacuate the city if we have to, but not
fast enough.” The mobile fingers crumbled bits off the
sides of the art gum. “It won’t take long to breathe up
the air here, and if any fires start it’ll be worse. Also
there’s a layer of ozone about twenty feet deep all along
the inside of the barrier—but don’t ask me why! Even
if we don’t have any big blazes, we’re losing oxygen at a
terrific rate by ozone-fixing and surface oxidation of
the ionized area.”

“Jonized?” Meister frowned. “Is there much?”

“Plenty!” Schafer said. “We haven’t let it out, but in
another twenty hours you won’t be able to hear any-
thing on the radio but a noise like a tractor climbing a
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pile of cornflakes. There’s been an increase already.
Whatever we're using for ether these days is building up
tension fast.”

A runner came in from the private wires and dropped
a flimsy on Frank’s desk. The physicist looked at it
quickly, then passed it to Meister.

“That’s what I figured. You can see the spot we’re
m-’,

The message reported that oxygen was diffusing in-
ward through the barrier at about the same rate as
might be accounted for by osmosis. The figures on loss
of CO; were less easy to establish, but it appeared that
the rate here was also of an osmotic order of magnitude.
It was signed by a top-notch university chemist.

“Impossible!” Meister said.

“No, it’s so. And New York is entirely too big a cell
to live, Jake. If we’re getting oxygen only osmotically,
we'll be suffocated in a week. And did you ever hear of
semipermeable membrane passing a lump of coal, or a
tomato? Air, heat, food—all cut off.”

“What does the Army say?”

“What they usually say: ‘Do something, on the dou-
ble!” We’re lucky we’re civilians, or we’d be court-
martialed for dying!” Schafer laughed angrily and
pitched the art gum away. “It’s a very pretty problem,
in a way,” he said. “We have our antibomb screen. Now
we have to find how to make ourselves vulnerable to
the bomb—or cash in our chips. And in six days—"

The phone jangled and Schafer snatched at it. “Yeah,
this is Dr. Schafer . . . I'm sorry, Colonel, but we
have every available man called in now except those on
the Mayor’s commission . . . No, I don’t know. No-
body knows, yet. We're tracing that radio signal now. If
it has anything to do with the barrier, we’ll be able to
locate the generator and destroy it.”

The physicist slammed the phone into its cradle and
glared at Meister. “I’ve been taking this phone stuff all
morning! I wish you’d showed up earlier. Here’s the
picture, briefly: The city is dying. Telephone and tele-
graph lines give us some communication with the out-
side, and we will be able to use radio inside the dome
for a little while longer. There are teams outside trying
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to crack the barrier, but all the significant phenomena
are taking place inside. Out there it just looks like a big
black dome—no radiation effects, no ionization, no ra-
dio tone, no nothin’!

“We are evacuating now,” he went on, “but if the
dome stays up, over three quarters of the trapped peo-
ple will die. If there’s any fire or violence, almost all of
us will die.”

“You talk,” Meister said, “as if you want me to kill
the screen all by myself.”

Schafer grinned nastily. “Sure, Jake! This barrier ob-
viously doesn’t act specifically on nuclear reactions; it
stops almost everything. Almost everyone here is a nu-
clear man, as useless for this problem as a set of cooky-
cutters. Every fact we've gotten so far shows this thing*
to be an immense and infinitely complicated form of
cavity-resonance—and you’re the only resonance engi-
neer inside.”

The grin disappeared. Schafer said, “We can give you
all the electronics technicians you need, plenty of offi-
cial backing, and general theoretical help. It’s not much
but it’s all we’ve got. We estimate about eleven million
people inside this box—eleven million corpses unless
you can get the lid off it.”

Meister nodded. Somehow, the problem did not weigh
as heavily upon him as it might have. He was remem-
bering Dora, the wasted bodies jammed under the
stairs, in storerooms, fed into the bake-oven five at a
time. One could survive almost anything if one had had
practice in surviving. There was only Ellen—

Ellen was probably in The Box—the dome. That
meant something, while eleven million was only a num-
ber.

“Entdecken ” he murmured.

Schafer looked up at him, his blue eyes snapping
sparks. Schafer certainly didn’t look likée one of the
world’s best nuclear physicists. Schafer was a sandy-
haired runt—with the bomb hung over his head by a
horsehair.

“What’s that?” he said.

“A German word,” Meister answered. “It means, to
discover—aliterally, to take the roof off. That is the first
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step, it seems. To take the roof off, we must discover
that transmitter.”

“I’ve got men out with loop antennae. The geometri-
cal center of the dome is right at the tip of the Empire
State Building, but WNBT says there’s nothing up there
but their television transmitters.”

“What they mean,” Meister said, “is that there was
nothing else up there two weeks ago. There must be a
radiator at a radiant point no matter how well it is dis-
guised.”

“I'll send a team.” Schafer got up, fumbling for the
art gum he had thrown away. “I'll go myself, I guess.
I'm jittery here.”

“With your teeth? I would not advise it. You would
die slain, as the Italians say!”

“Teeth?” Schafer said. He giggled nervously. “What’s
that got to—" _

“You have metal in your mouth. If the mast is ac-
tually radiating this effect, your jawbones might be
burnt out of your head. Get a group with perfect teeth,
or porcelain fillings at best. And wear nothing with
metal in it, not even shoes.”

“Oh,” Schafer said. “I knew we needed you, Jake.”
He rubbed the back of his hand over his forehead and
reached into his shirt pocket for a cigarette.

Meister struck it out of his hand. “Six days’ oxygen
remaining,” he said.

Schafer lunged up out of his chair, aimed a punch at
Meister’s head, and fainted across the desk.

The dim city stank of ozone. The street lights were
still on. Despite radioed warnings to stay indoors surg-
ing mobs struggled senselessly toward the barrier.
Counterwaves surged back, coughing, from the un-
breathable stuff pouring out from it. More piled up in
subway stations; people screamed and trampled one an-
other. Curiously, the city’s take that day was enormous.
Not even disaster could break the deeply entrenched
habit of putting a token in the turnstile.

The New York Central and Long Island Railroads,
whose tracks were above ground where the screen cut
across them, were shut down, as were the underground
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lines which came to the surface inside The Box. Special
trains were running every three minutes from Pennsyl-
vania Station, with passengers jamming the aisles and
platforms.

In the Hudson Tubes the situation was worse. So
great was the crush of fleeing humans there, they could
hardly operate at all. The screen drew a lethal line be-
tween Hoboken and Newark, so that Tube trains had to
make the longer of the two trips to get their passengers
out of The Box. A brief power interruption stopped one
train in complete darkness for ten minutes beneath the
Hudson River, and terror and madness swept through
it. ¢

Queens and Brooklyn subways siphoned off a little
pressure, but only a little. In a major disaster the nor-
mal human impulse is to go north, on the map-fostered
myth that north is “up.”

Navy launches were readied to ferry as many as
cared to make the try out to where The Box lay over
the harbor and the rivers, but thus far there were no
such swimmers. Very few people can swim twenty feet
under water, and to come up for air short of that twenty
feet would be disastrous. That would be as fatal as com-
ing up in the barrier itself; ozone is lung-rot in high
concentrations. That alone kept most of the foolhardy
from trying to run through the wall—that, and the gas-
masked police cordon.

From Governor’s Island, about half of which was in
The Box, little Army ferries shipped over several cases
of small arms which were distributed to subway and
railroad guards. Two detachments of infantry also came
along, relieving a little of the strain on the police.

Meister, hovering with two technicians and the heli-
copter pilot over a building on the edge of the screen,
peered downward in puzzlement. It was hard to make
any sense of the geometry of shadows below him.

“Give me the phone,” he said.

The senior technician passed him the mike. A com-
paratively long-wave channel had been cleared by a ma-
jor station for the use of emergency teams and prowl
cars, since nothing could be heard on short-wave above
that eternal humming.
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“Frank, are you on?” Meister called. “Any word
from Ellen yet?”

“No, but her landlady says she went to Jersey to visit
yesterday,” came over the airwaves. There was an un-
spoken understanding between them that the hysterical
attack of an hour ago would not be mentioned. “You'll
have to crack The Box to get more news, I guess, Jake.
See anything yet?”

“Nothing but more trouble. Have you thought yet
about heat conservation? I am reminded that it is sum-
mer; we will soon have an oven here.”

“I thought of that, but it isn’t so,” Frank Schafer’s
voice said. “It seems hotter only because there’s no
wind. Actually, the Weather Bureau says we’re losing
heat pretty rapidly; they expect the drop to level at fif-
teen to twenty above.”

Meister whistled. “So low! Yet there is a steady sup-
Ply of calories in the water—"

“Water’s a poor conductor. What worries me is this
accursed ozone. It’s diffusing through the city—already
smells like the inside of a transformer around here!”

“What about the Empire State Building?”

“Not a thing. We ran soap bubbles along the power
leads to see if something was tapping some of WNBT’s
power, but there isn’t a break in them anywhere. Maybe
you’d better go over there when you’re through at the
barrier. There are some things we can't make sense of.”

“I shall,” Meister said. “I will leave here as soon as I
start a fire.”

Schafer began to sputter. Meister smiled gently and
handed the phone back to the technician.

“Break out the masks,” he said. “We can go down
now.”

A rooftop beside the barrier was like some hell
dreamed up in the violent ward of a hospital. Every
movement accumulated a small static charge on the sur-
face of the body, which discharged stingingly and re-
peatedly from the fingertips and even the tip of the
nose if it approached a grounded object too closely.

Only a few yards away was the unguessable wall it-
self, smooth, deep gray, featureless, yet somehow quiv-
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ering with a pseudo-life of its own—a shimmering haze
just too dense to penetrate. It had no definite boundary.
Instead, the tarpaper over which it lay here began to
dim, and within a foot faded into the general mystery.

Meister looked at the barrier. The absence of any-
thing upon which the eye could fasten was dizzying.
The mind made up patterns and flashes of lurid color
and projected them into the grayness. Sometimes it
seemed that the fog extended for miles. A masked po-
liceman stepped over from the inside parapet and
touched him on the elbow.

“Wouldn’t look at her too long, sir,” he said. “We've
had ambulances below carting away sightseers who for-
got to look away. Pretty soon your eyes sort of:-get
fixed.”

Meister nodded. The thing was hypnotic all right.
And yet the eye was drawn to it because it was the only
source of light here. The ionization was so intense that
it bled off power from the lines, so that street lamps had
gone off all around the edge. From the helicopter, the
city had looked as if its rim was inked out in a vast ring.
Meister could feel the individual hairs all over his body
sti