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Introduction

George Hay

This introduction is not a lit. crit. thinkpiece: it is a statement
of intent. Pulsar is intended to serve as a platform for those
writers, scientists and humanists who are more concerned with
what science fiction can do than with its literary pretensions.
This sounds bitchy, but is not meant that way. Indeed, the
Science Fiction Foundation, at the North East London Poly-
technic, for which, as Belloc’s verse has it, ‘I fear that I am
more or less to blame,” boasts what I believe to be the best
academic journal on the subject in the English-speaking world,
and possibly outside it — so I don’t think I can be accused of
knocking that particular establishment. However, 1 am very
happy to be accused of knocking those, in or out of education,
who are quite determined to shunt SF off into a literary siding
where it can be relied upon, if not to die quietly, at least not to
pollute the mandarins’ tea-party.

I want to get the point across very firmly that the science
fiction revolution, unlike so many others, 1s permanent. It
can hardly help being so, since its main function is to drama-
tize the effects on society of new developments in scientific
practice and thought. One of Sprague de Camp’s characters
remarked that people tended to be brought up to believe in
eternal truths that were neither eternal nor true. It 1s so, but
conservatives — of whatever political party — do not like to be
reminded of this, since as they see it, their .own security
depends on being able to pass on to the young the idiocies for
which they themselves have settled. Thus, anything genuinely '
revolutionary will be put down firmly, covertly for preference,
and if need be, overtly — with blood on the pavement.

Perhaps you think I am exaggerating, just for effect? Well,
read the passage that follows. It is by Philip K. Dick, and 1s
strictly non-fiction:
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George Hay

Twenty-five years of devoted writing haven’t in any way given me
financial security . . . I am not quitting. It’s going to take more than
all this to make me give up science fiction writing, for one simple
reason. I love to write it . . . It won’t produce any financial security.
The big break, just around the corner, will never come. One of these
days I’ll be back in the hospital, sick as hell, but I’ll no doubt get
out ... and receive another $2,000 bill I have to pay off or go to
jail. There are, in human beings, irrational drives. ‘Why don’t you
get a real job?’ people say to me, mostly in fun, but not always in
fun, and sometimes I say it to myself ... I guess there are eternal
verities in the universe, all right, and the one which appeals to me
is that man will keep on striving no matter how many times he is
pushed down, which was what Faulkner said so thrillingly in his
Nobel Prize speech. Man will be planning and scheming amid the
ruins; the sound of his voice will still be heard. '

I quote this from ‘The Short Happy Life of a Science
Fiction Writer’, an article which appeared in an American
fanzine, Scintillation. You should know, if you already don’t,
that most of the reliable data and general nitty-gritty on the
genre comes, along with a lot of “noise’, from such periodicals
as the American Science Fiction Review, and that that is where
you should address yourself if you want to learn facts that may
shock or enchant you, but which you will certainly not find
elsewhere. For good critical material, try Foundation, Extra-
polation, which serves the Science Fiction Research Associa-
tion, or McGill University’s Science Fiction Studies. For some
facts — instead of the usual heated opinions — as to whether
S F has or has not really helped mankind to head out to the
stars, get hold of The Spaceflicht Revolution by William Sims
Bainbridge, published by Wiley Interscience. If you actually
like talking and corresponding about the subject, you could
join the British Science Fiction Association, which is looking
up these days, and can put you in touch with a local group.
The one thing not to do is to rely on the posh papers. Some of
their reviewers are good and some not, but in any event, they
just don’t have the column space to cover the subject as it
deserves. So it’s back to the fanzines. I recall the first article by
Stanislaw Lem I ever read, translated by Franz Rottensteiner
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in Vienna and sent over to Bruce Gillespie in Australia, for his
’zine and hence, back to Europe...

So you see, SF is quite a hot subject to stick around with.
There’s a lot of flak, and more support than one wants from
the kind of friends whose presence eliminates the need for
enemies. In recompense, one meets the kind of people also
who are prepared, not just to think and talk about i1deals, but
to hang out and fight for them. Not all of these people are
authors, or even strictly fans. Some of them are scientists,
engineers — whatever. A few are famous, most are not, though
possibly some of them should be. At all events, as I was saying,
Pulsar 1s for them, as well as for the authors. As you’ll see.

Frankly, this book is a risk. Maybe it is true that if all the
average SF readers were laid end to end they would spell
out, when seen from above, Conan the Conqueror. Maybe
Penguin Books would have done better — if they could have
got the rights — to have printed the eighty-seventh edition of
Gray Lensman with a six-colour cover. Maybe readers really
do not want to be reminded that they themselves are res-
ponsible for the exact location of that wavering boundary
between fact and fiction.

And maybe not. Maybe — just maybe — there i1s a Silent
Fringe awaiting the first step towards what Isaac Asimov has

called ‘the science fictionalization of the world’. In which
case —

Be my guest.
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~ Death T alk

A. E. van Vogt

- The voice in his ear said, ‘Olin Price, you are showing strong
adrenaline reactions. Take note.’

Only seconds had gone by since Price had been savagely
tossed out of the lind. So the feedback from the computer
which monitored that condition was prompt.

He was plummeting rapidly. The air, though it was thin
at this height, rushed past his headpiece with the beginning
of a whistling sound. Since he, personally, was relieved at
being away from where he had been mere moments ago,
he was vaguely surprised that there was any reaction. Truth
was, he felt calm. His thought: Better this attempt, however
it ended, than even one more day of being under the control
of Vrain.

He deduced that his body had its private responses. Which,
of course, was the level at which the computer operated.
Body reactions: muscular, chemical, neural, glandular.

‘Fast heart beat, Olin Price,’ said the small voice into his
ear. ‘ Yet there 1s no indication of concomitant effort.’

And that — the swift pulse — seemed a little soon, also.
From his vantage point he could see a misty planet below him.
He guessed 20,000 metres still to go. Which meant that the
instant of impact was many minutes away. It therefore should
not be a factor in his immediate consideration.

I probably still have a decision to make.

Which was a pretty ridiculous 1dea, really. He was in a free
fall without a parachute, and without any mechanical aids
that were in his control.

So, essentially, all his decisions were already behind him.

And, particularly, the final one that had motivated Vrain to
throw him out.
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A. E. van Vogt _

All Vrain has to do is sit back and let me fall.

Moments after he had that thought, a different voice spoke
through the tiny microphone inside hisear: ° Ohn I promise to
leave your wife alone in future.’

It was Vrain’s voice. The words were in the tone the officer
used when he wanted to persuade someone.

Price said curtly, ‘You promised that twice before, and
broke your promise each time.’

‘This time you’ve really convinced me,” was the reply.
“You never crossed me before to the point where I threw you
overboard.’

Price said harshly, ‘You’re a man without morals, without
any natural feelings of compassion. And right now you’re a
liar. So don’t bother me.’

‘Still’ - the baritone voice remained conciliatory, un-
offended — ‘before you started calling me names, you did
attach the sky dive cord. And left that in my control. So
you hoped for something.’

In all his actions, that was the one thing Price had actually
thought about, and hesitated. Yet in the end it had seemed to
him that nothing else would be convincing.

Price spoke the only words he had rehearsed and in the
exact bitter tone: ‘My hope is that you’ll be able to think of
something that will solve the problem.’

“You have my promise.’

“That, General’ — scathingly — ‘is completely worthless.’

Pause. Then: ‘Very well, Olin. Let me try to think of a
satisfying foolproof system. And I'll get back to you.”

“You’d better make it quick,’ said Price.

The scene below was a familiar one to Price. Living as he
had 1n a lind, he had virtually all his adult life had a large view
of the planet whenever he glanced out.

It had got to be pretty dull for the most part. The surface
was so very far below, with no details really visible to the
naked eye. Even the destroyed cities were merely more
patterned blurs on the same mist-hidden, shadowed world.

Of course, there were the weekly sky diving competitions.
Then the machos like Vrain would plunge down as Price was
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Death Talk

doing now. And the test of skill - and super-masculinity -
was, who could fall the farthest before pulling out of his dive.
Fortunately (1f that were the right word) to control that
required skilled technical types like Price. During a contest,
he watched the divers closely. That could only be done through
fine viewing instruments, which did show surface details.

- Thus he had occasional reaffirmation of how barren, and,
in 1ts fashion, how beautiful the planet was. So empty. So
desolate. So completely destroyed.

His thought was interrupted. ‘If you’ll look up,” said
Vrain’s voice, ‘you’ll see why you may suddenly acquire a
renewed interest 1n saving yourself.’

Because he knew where to point his gaze, almost at once
Price saw the tiny dot. -

Again, Vrain’s voice: ‘As I see it, the best solution is for
me to come down there and beat you up until you stop all this
nonsense.’

As Price peered up at the moving dot, the other tiny voice
said, ‘Olin Price, you are experiencing an emotion akin to
triumph — a special state of over-stimulation. Please observe
that this is another extreme response.’ '

What Price was observing was that Vrain had attached a
power flip to his legs. It was pushing him faster than would
a natural fall. Still, there was time involved in catching up.
And so Price, ignoring the computer, was able to say,
scathingly, ‘I should have guessed your solution would be
he-man stuff.’ \

(That was a slight understatement. He had hoped, with
total need for it to be so, that that would be the solution.)

Vrain was speaking: ‘All I want to do is save your life.
You can’t be a hundred per cent opposed to that.’

Price replied, ‘Don’t you think it depends on what I'm
being saved for? My home and family abused by a man who
is incapable of true feeling about anything.’

That was as much interchange as there was time for.
Abruptly, there was Vrain, his feet down now. The power flip
slowed him until he was moving exactly as fast as Price.

It was a casually magnificent manoeuvre. For, as he came
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out of his dive, he evidently stiffened by remote control the
wire that supported him from the lind. The movement pro-
pelled him past Price in a long, graceful swing. Through the
transparent helmet of the face part, Vrain grinned at Price
- as he whisked by. He waved an arm good-naturedly.

Vrain zoomed at least a quarter of a mile, like a man at the

end of a swing. It was in its way an exact description. He was
at the end of a fine, strong wire which supported him as the
power flip could not: that is, it steadied him.
Having gone as far as it could, the officer’s body started
back towards him. As near as Price could make out, its
direction was just about dead on. Inches only would separate
them as they flashed by each other. Price sighed. And thought:
"Okay, baby, thank you for working it out for me.’

There was nothing to say, or, at least, that he ought to say.
In coming down, as he had, Vrain had automatically put
the wire support controls back on the board, and off of
manual. And, quite simply, a technician understood that
board and what was in it better than a sky diver.

No time to think about it. The body out there darted
towards him like a bullet. Price waited until he literally saw
the whites of Vrain’s eyes through his headpiece.

What he did then, he touched a button on his own mech-
anic’s suit that was not a part of an ordinary sky diver’s
equipment. Instantly, the machinery up there in the lind did
its feedback balancing manoeuvre.

Vrain veered away, and passed at a distance of ten feet.
Just before that final moment, he evidently saw that he was
going to miss. His power flips came on. But all they could
do was slow him. He must have had a thought, for he used
the flips finally to hold him away from making another
swing. '

As they continued to fall together, Vrain said in an accusing
tone, ‘' Did you do that? Or did I just miss?’

Decision. Moment of. That was the feeling. And it included
the thought that a confrontation now ought to include a
statement of total rebellion and hostility.

As if he realized his employee’s (slave’s?) dilemma, Vrain
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said softly, ‘Better think, Olin. There are 137 linds besides
mine. Each has its technician like yourself, who 1s given
special treatment and rights, including the right to marry.
Each has an officer like me, capable, determined, in control
of all the weapons through thought-monitored internalized
computers. The officers comprise a defensive association, and
stand by each other. The technicians are not allowed to inter-
communicate one with another, and therefore have no
opportunity to gang up on their employers. There are servants.
These are not armed, but the males among them can exert
physical force on behalf of the officers. Olin’ — persuasively —
‘it’s a small group. But it’s united, and smart, and determined,
and cannot be defeated by one man. t '

‘So, take my word. I sincerely regret what I have done.
I swear that I shall leave Anais alone from now on. Let’s get
back there on the lind, and be on good terms again. I ask you,
- what else can you do that’s sensible?’

It was the final appeal. Price recognized it as such. And
there was no question: this was the moment of decision.

His altimeter showed 8370 metres, and the wind was a high
squealing sound in his ears, as he fell and fell. What startled
him, and held him silent, was the first, faint stirring of an
impulse to agree with Vrain. To call it off. Impossible, of
course, after all the things he had done earlier . . . that morn-
1ng —

As he hesitated, the memory poured through him. Of his
anger . . . It was his second time of checking personally to make
sure Anais was in their quarters, and had not again been
spirited upstairs to one of the fancy bedrooms.

... His decision (the solution of a weakling, as he thought of
it now as he fell) to come up from his lind maintenance office
every hour — What startled him as he glanced into'the bedroom
this second time, Anais was primping in front of her mirror.
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