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First Life

By Roger Dee

Nait till his last som disowred lim
didl he knaow ffor what he hadl builk,
Hor wham he hadl fdogdit—
for wham he woulltl findlly die—
this heiir of the ages—
who harell the thing he begget!

I was pretending to study Chapter XIV of Hill's Fourth
Grade Geography when the Little Ship landed in our
front yard. 1 wasn't really studying, because I had leafed
through Hill's Geography at schooll one afternoon and |
knew it by heart—=but 1 couldn’t tell my mother and
father that, any more than 1 could tell them I knew
Carrmig was sending the Little Ship tonight. They'd have
thought 1 was imagining things agaln. the way they used
to think before 1 got old eneugh 6 hide the difference
between us.

My father was reading a book and Mother was
watching a telemovie when the roar and blue flash came,
just outside our living room windows.

“Wat:r was that?”’ my father said, and dropped his
book. My mother turned off the telescreem and looked at
me. “Donnie,. are you all righd?"

1 put down the geography book and went to her, and
for aminute. I almost wished the Little Ship hadn't come.
It was the first time 1 had guessed, really, how hard it was
going to be,

It looked like a meteor,” my father said. He went to
the window, and his eyes got round. “No, it's a ship, a
little ship no bigger tham a copter. Edna, it's landed in
your petunia bed ™"

He didn't mistake it for a bomb or anything like that.
You couldn’t think of bombs and of the Little Ship at the
same time, because it was too beautiful, too sleek and
shiny and trim, almost like a toy but not a toy either. |
couldn't see it yet, but | knew how it looked because
Carrnig had deseribed it eften when he eame at night frem
Out There. It was a real ship. It was small beeause it ofily
had te be blg eneugh.

It only had to be big enough to hold rme.

It had come for me tonight, and I was going to get in it
and let it take me away from my mother and father and
Corky, our brown spaniel, because I didn't belong with
them any more.

I was growing up. 1 was Adolescent, Carmig said, and
that meant I couldn't stay around regular people any
longer. They"d find out about me if 1 did, and then they'd
hate me. 1 belonged with Carmig and the Others mow,
Out There among the stars,

My father and mother went out on the front porch to
look at the Little Ship, and I went with them.

They didn't call the police, because they were not the
kind of people to nced police. My father taught
gsyclh@ll@w at the University, and he was smarter and

quieter than most men. My mother was like him, never
bothering much with things outside her home and family.
Those were the things that mattered, she said, so why
worry about other things that can't be helped?

They stood on the porch and watched the Little Ship
cool, my father smoking his pipe and letting the moon
gleam on his glasses. It never occurred to either of them
to be afraid, because they were not ordinary people. If
they had been, I'd never have known about Carmig and
the Others and about the great things They were doing
Out There.

*It’s a lovely thing,” my mother said. "But so ssmall!
Howard, do you suppose—"

1 knew what they were thinking. They were wondering
if the Little Ship held little people from one of the plamets,
maybe Mars, and if the passengers would look more like
spiders than like men. They couldn't know that there
were no people in the Little Ship, nor that it hadn't come
from our system at all. It came from a soft, greea world
that swung around a bright yellow sun eut in the Milky
Way, a sun nebedy Aere ever saw beeause it was lost in
the great star-whit of the Eta Cavinage nebula.

My father didn't answer. He must have been more like
me, and so more like Them, than 1 had thought, for he
seemed to understamd something of what 1 felt when I
looked at the Little Ship.

“You're all excited, Donnie," he said. "Does it
frighten you, boy?"

My mother put her arm across my shoulders.
“Domnnie. [ never saw you look so strange! Perhaps we'd
better go inside with Corky until we know more about
this thimg."”

1 wanted her to hold me like that forever, but I shook
her arm away because 1 was afraid I might weakem now,
at the last minute. I wanted more than anything to get imtto
the Little Ship and go sailing across space to Carmig and
the Others, but 1 wanted to stay with my mother and
father too. 1 had known it wouldn't be easy to go, but I
hadn't understood how hard it could be to say good-by.

*Go inside with your mother, Donnie,” my father
said.

A bell tinkled inside the Little Ship then, and I knew it

was a signal that the hull had cooled enough to let me
open the door. Carmig and the Others would be waiting
for me to say good-by. They would know how | felt and
They would be sorry for me, but They would be a little
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afraid too that 1 might not be strong enough to give up
what 1 had here. I ussadi ttoasi Camigy wiyy Titreyy daldaitt
just come for me in the night when everyone was asleep
and it would be easier to get away, but Carmig explained
that. It would be cruel. he said, and They couldnt endure
cruelty. Lhatitogobmease] WasonsodfTheambhuThepy
eouldnt steal me from my parents. It wouldnt be right.
And besides that They eouldn’t run the risk of meeting
anyene. of letting people know about Them.

*1"'m all right.* ILssadtl, moowiimg) ey wiiem myy mos et
tried to catch my hand. “Domn’t worry about me. 1'll be all
right. always. But Carmig has sent the Little Ship for me,
and 1've got to go mow.."

1 went down the steps, and the door of the Little Ship
opened to let me in.

“Waiit. Donnie,'" my father called. He came down the
steps after me. hurrying to catch me before I could reach
the Little Ship. “You"we dreamed of something like this,
and now you're imagining things again. Stop. Donnie!"

They couldn't believe me. of course. This was
sometthimg that couldnt happen, something inmpossible.

I'm sorry.” | said, and put out the force-ring that
Carmig had taught me to make. It stopped my father as if
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he had walked into a wall of glass.

His face went pale as ice, and his eyes stared.
“Donnie,” he whispered. "Domnie, what have you
done?”

My mother went to him. and the fence stopped her too.

It hurt terribly to push them away like that, when |
wanted instead to run and hold them tight. But 1 was
afraid to trust myself, so 1 backed across the lawn toward
the Little Ship.

m Others had their own

world Out There, and men must
never know about Them.

*Hle"s serious about this thing, Edna," my father said.
“Amd God help us, I'm afraid he knows what he’s
doing!”’

My mother began to cry. “Stop him, Hioward—domn't
let him go!™

But they couldn't stop me.

I wanted to tell them where 1 was going, and why. |
didn't want to go without a word and leave them there to
lie awake at night wonderimg what had happemed to me.
But Carmig had warned me not to tell anyone. Carmig
and the Others had their own world Out There, and men
must never know about Them. Men would go on their
own way, learning simple things slowly, and some day
they would reach the stars themselves. But they must
never know about the Others, or there would be trouble
for everybody.

*I"d like to tell you everything," I said when I reached
the door of the Little Ship. “But I can’t. They've sent for
me, and 1 have to go. And 1 can’t come back, ever.”

I was right when 1 said my father wasn't an ordinary
man. A little more, I think, and he'd have been one of
Them.

“You don't have to tell me everything, Donnie,” he
said. “[ think I can guess. You're one of the new race,
aren’t yow?"

*“Yes," l-said. "I’'m one of Them.™

My mother didn't understand. *Newnace? Buttyou're
our son, Donnie—you're not diffieremt!"

But there was a diffierence, and my father had guessed
what it was, adding up all the little strangeness I had
shown before 1 got old enough to hide them. He drew my
mother back from the force-ring and put his arm around
her.

“Poor old Pithecanthropus died out, Edna,” my father
said, trying to smile. “Amd the Cro-Magnons Kkilled off

the Neanderthalers. We've had our day—why should we
complain when it's our turn to be dispossessad?”

He didn't have it just right, but still it gave me a liittle
glow ofpride to know that he understood so muchofiit. It
eased a little the pain of going, too, because I Kfreaw hiee
would understand why I went.,

“Butt you're not being dispossessed,’ 1said. “We are
the ones being driven out. We can't live among men
because men can't endure Us whem We grow up. and
because We can't endure danger and discord. That's
what Carmig says. That’s why We're building a new
world Out There, where men can't go.™

Still my mother didn't understand. * “But you're a man,
Donnie! Those Others may be mutants and freaks, but
you—""

*“They're not freaks,” Lsaid. "Omly the radiation
mutants are monsters, Carmig says. We are the rijght
ones, who split naturally off the planet’s parent stock.
Some day there's going to be more of Us, a great many
more, and then there'lll be Ao limit to what We can d6.”

My father managed a smile then, but it wasn’t his
old, warm one. "I can see that, Donnie . . . God bless
you, boy. Don't forget us.™

1 wanted to go back up the steps and tell them good-by
the right way, but 1 knew 1 couldn't do it. I'd lose my
nerve if 1 gave in that much.

Il remember,™ 1 said. "I won't forget. Not evar.”

“Farget?'"” my mother said. "“But we'll see you again,
Donnie! You'lll come back to us, won't yow?"

*I can't come back, 1said. 1 couldn’t tell her why. It
would have hurt her, and We can’t endure cruelty.

Corky nosed the screen open and came out on the
porch wagging his silky tail and looking up at my father
with soft, worshipping eyes.

*The dog would understand,' my father said. “But it
wouldn’t matter to him. There’s no question in Corky’s
mind of equality with us, is there? We could scold or
strike him and he'd come back, cringing but still loving,
still keeping his place. We're gods, to Him."

He drew my mother closer, and for the first time | felt
the bitterness in him. “That's why Donnie can't come
back to us, darling, because there will be as great a gulf
between an adult Donnie and us as there is between us
and Corky."”

There was pride in his bitterness, the pride of his kind
that had made men strong enough to bear Us. And the
pride and bitterness of men would keep them forever
from meeting Us on commom ground, even in the days to
come when they finished their long, slow climb and
spread out among the stars.

For by then We would be gone from the stars to some
far universe where mem could never come.

“No, it wouldn't work," I said, "because you are men
and not dogs. And We are meiitier.™

The door closed softly behind me when 1 stepped
inside, and 1 could feel the Little Ship trembling eagerly
as it lifted toward the stars. )

9



The Land Of Lost Content

By Chad Oliver

Into the ffogguotten pacst they ifted the hobleweast
of maniis ulinete sanargery-enand none sawe ene
dyimy, fohkingg ovtenst knew theat—tthe world
they hadl choxen was a tumb!

Thatt is the lavd] of lostt conntent,
I sew it shiiningg plain,
The hagyyy highweyys whenee T wient
And! cannob! comee aggei.
—~A. E. Hblpssman.

lrhe trial by Council was unreal to Brighton; a
confused fantasy of smoke, shadows, and droning
voices. All of the people—tragic reminders of a dying
race—were there in the old coumcill chamber, but they
filled hardly a third of the seats. Lawrence, the aged
Head of Council, and his ten Council Membets faced
Brighton and Lyana and the people. His voice, still
strong with the strength of a onee-poweitul man, échoed
hollowly through the vault.

“You know the laws of our peoplie?”

“Yes."

"Yet you have gone to the forbidden lamdi?"

*“Yes."

*“You are aware that you may be punished by death if
this Councill so decrees?"

"“Yes."”

“Speak, then, in your own defemse.™

Brighton faced the Council, feet wide apart, eyes
blazing. This was insane. His crime was that he was alive
in a world of corpses. What could he say to these people?
How do you talk to the dead, the dying, the uncaring?

He tried.

“Look around you,” he commanded. “Look at the
empty seats. With every meeting of the Coundiil there are
fewer of us. Soon there will be none left, and then whom
will the Coungcill have to mulke?"

A rustling in the shadows.

*[Lymna and 1 are known to you, all of you. We have all
lived together in peace; we have done you no harm, we
have committed no crime against you. We have tried to
find life in this sick world, life for ourselves and for our
people, and we have not let children’s superstitions stand
in our way. We have found a way to life—to the roof of
the world""

Electricity in the air.

““This is your chance, our chance. What are you afraid
of? What have you to lose—you cannodt lose anything on
a journey from death to death. Are you going to allow
meaningless laws to cut you off from a chance for life? If
you kill us, you kill yourselves. Think—for once in your
lives, thiik!”
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Angry murmurs.

“He mocks the law!" cried Wentworth.

"[Let him speak,"” Lawrence said wearily.

"*Crazy, crazy,” voices whispered.

Brighton said, "Liistem to me!"

His mind filled with his dreams of the roof of the world,
he talked—talked for hours and told his people what he
knew, what he thought, what he believed. They Jaughed
at him.

"“Are you througih?"

"Yes—yes, ['m througih.™

The Coumciil debated out loud, in open session.

“Broke the law, that’s what counts!"

*Impasssiible.. . .

"Newver been done before. . . ."

"Always been that way. . . ."

"Defy the gods. . . .”

"Wrong to change. ....."

sl . . "

“Quur wise ancestors. ....."

“IKiill him!"" yelled Wentworth.. *“#iill him""

Mutterings among the people.

Lawrence raised his hand. There was silence.

*“I am an old man,” he said quietly. "I see death all
around me. We are too few to kill each other needlessly.
This man, and the woman with him, have not harmed our
people. But they have brokem the Haw.™

He paused. Then: "“They have brokem the law,” he
repeated gravely. ““Tihat fact cannot be altered. No man
can be permitted to brezk the law with impunity. Our
ancestors, in their wisdom, gave us the laws by which we
live. It is our duty to see that they are enforced.”

He looked at Brightom and Lynna, regret in his eyes.

"It is the judgmemnt of Council,” he said, "that the
prisoners shalll be executed when seven sleep periods
have expired. That is all. The Trial by Council is over.™

Brightom took Lynna by the hand and the Council
Guards led them out of the chamber. The people watched
them blankly. They didn't care; it made no difference to
them. They were apathetic, slow, already dead. Brighton
and Lynna emerged into the cold world of rocks and
caves and shadows.

"“The fools," he whispered slowly. “"“The blind, dead,
stupid fools"™

Brighton had begun to think when he was twenty years old.
The others, almost all of them, were dying—slow and
pale and weak. But Brightom still had the spark. He began






to ask questions.

He did not questiom the people, for he knew that he
would find no answers among them. He turned to the
world around him. He flung his questions at the clammy
rock that made a vault of gloom above his head. He asked
the cold water, the air, the fires in the pits. He asked the
black shadows that crawled on the walls of the world.

His mind was a whirlpool of confusion, and his strange
eyes made him a stranger to his people. His eyes blazed
through them, beyond them, seeking, demandiing. He
was dissatisfied, but he did not know what was wrong, or
why. He neither knew what he was looking for, nor
where to seek it. But he tried. He had to try.

Was the world all there was? What would happen if
you dug further into the rock—what if you dug and dug
until—unitil what? Would you come to an end to the rock,
an end to the world? How coulfl/ it end? What could
possibly lie beyond matter? Air? Nothing? If there were
nothing there. what held the world together?

What about the old songs that no one understood? The
legends, the superstitions, the gods who had lived on the
roof of the world? Why were his people dying?

Brighton had to know. He had Lynna, and a few
friends. But the others were suspicious of him. He was
haunted by an age-old, timeless spectre—the ghost of
loneliness that stalked through the word with him, the
terrible loneliness of the man nobody wnderstands.

He decided to go to the Old Man.

The Old Man had had a name once, but it had been
forgotten. He was just the Old Man. His face was lined
and he had a dirty white beard. He lived in an isolated
niche in the wall of the world and everybody thought he
was crazy.

He had used to talk a great deal in his youth, but few
people had ever listened seriously to him. Minds were
sluggish and the fiires of life were burning low. He had
graduallly been driven within himself, and now he sat
nodding before the fire pit, silent and alone.

The Old Man looked at Brighton and saw
himself—himself as he once had been. Skin that was pale
but not dead, black hair, sensitive features, restless eyes.
And something else. Somethimg forever beyond analysis
that set Brighton apart.

*Sit down, lad,” the Old Man said. "I have been
waiting for yow.”

Brighton sat at his feet. He instantly recognized that he
had at last found someone to talk to, and so he said
nothing. He listened. The Old Man talked and spun a web
of dreams in his mind.

He told the stories he had heard from his father, who
had heard them from his father before him. Wonderful,
incredible stories about the gods who had lived on the
roof of the world, in an enchanted land of warmith and
light.

There had been many gods, the Old Man said. Many
more than the number of people who now lived in the
world. Perhaps there had been as many as a million of
12

them, although that was, of course, hard to believe. They
had grown and prospered. They built fantastic cities and
had green, succulent things to eat instead of eyeless fiish
and synthetics.

But even the gods had not been perfect. They had
fought one another and, conceived better and better
means of destroying themselves—matthimg like the crude
clubs and knives the world used now. They made killing
their business. Being gods, they were terribly
efficient—they finally set off an inferno of flames and
plague germs and death. They annihilated themselves.

Almost. A few escaped, hiding in a hole in the roof of
the world. But they were trapped. They were afraid to go
back into the flames and the germs. Upheavals of rock
had sealed them in. Their fear of the horror from which
they had escaped translated itself, in time, into laws and
taboos and superstitions. Generations crept by, and the
gods began to die. They became stagnant and dull. They
forgot that they had ever been gods. The wodd around
therm was the enly world they knew and they lived in the
darkness like animals.

Brighton stood up, tense, his fiists clemched.

"We are the gods," he said slowly. “We are the
gods!™

“We were the gods,"” the Old Man whispered.
!homce'h’

He turned back to the fire pit and closed his eyes.
Brighton looked at him but couldn’t speak. His mind in a
turmoil, he ran back through the rocks to Lynna.

T’ley finally set off an inferno
of flames and plague germs and
death. They annihilated
themselves.

The next sleep period, in the silence and the flickering of
the smoldering fiires, Brighton set out to find the roof of
the world. With Lynna, he picked his way through the
rock passages, their flaring torches casting grotesque
shadows on the world around them.

“\Winatt will we find?"' asked Lynna. Her hushed voice
was hollow in the darkness.

*I don’t know," Brighton said. “Naithing, probably.
But we may fiind everythimg; "

“Ewerything?"”

“Brenytthing that coumts.™

They were silent then. For a long time they passed
through old and little-used passages, where twisted
columns hung from above and pushed up from below.
The cold water oozed through the wet walls.

“You're very sure, aren’t you?"

“Yes.”

They stopped on a high shelf. The world lay before



them, dark and still. Brighton shivered and put his free
arm around Lynna. He lifted his torch high and listened
to the slow drip of water somewhere in the vast sable
distance.

"Look,” he said softly. “Look at the rocks and the
emptiness and the cold. We don't belong here. We
weren’t made for this. This is for the snakes and the fish,
the white fish without eyes. You know what I'm trying to
say—you know, don't you, Lymme?"

*“1 know. We have to try to find something else—have
to try even if we never find it

*“Lymma, you know wihny."

“Yes. For us,” Lynna said, and smiled at him.

Brighton nodded and held her closer. For them. For
them and for others like them. In her own way, Lynna
understood. He was grateful for her. If she hadn't
understood, if there hadn’t been someone to tura to in
this bleak world—Brighton didn't like to think about it.

They went on through the empty passages, pausing
occasiomallly to replenish their torches with chunks of the
rock that burned. They were alone and tired and
uncertain. But they went on. Something made them go
on.

“This part of the world is forbiddem,” Lynna said.
“What if the Councill fiinds out?"

“They are fools.™

“But they are the lew.™

*“The law will have to be civamggd!."

“Do you think that there really are . . . things out
here? Like the stories say? What if there are?"

“[ don’t Kumawy.™

They went on. They crawled and stumbled and
climbed, until their legs turned to lead and their minds
went blank with fatigue. Then they made a fire pit and
slept on the damp rocks. Somewhere, water dripped
coldly.

When they awoke, they both thought they heard sliding,
reptilian sounds in the dark recesses of the world. They
looked at each other, but said nothing. They swallowed
some food concentrate, drank chill water from their
containers, and set out again through the rocks.

They were utterly alone in the world—more isolated
than ever because of the faint slithering and the lonely
drip of the water in the silence. Brighton was worried.
What if he were wrong? What if the world went on like
this forever, all rocks and desolatiom and cold? What if he
found a passage to the surface and it proved to be a
hideous tunnel that crawled with death and disease from
the roof of the world? Most legends. most superstitions,
had a grain of truth In them somewhere.

“How much longer?"” Lynna asked. Her voice was
tired.

Brighton shook his head. "“If we go back,” he said,
“we go back for keeps.”

They went on.

*“The world is getting smaller,” Lynna said suddenly.
“[t doesn't feel as big."

She was right. They quickened their steps, pushing
through the rocks with new spirit and energy. The walls
of the world closed in on them almost perceptibly, until
they found themselves in a narrow cave. The end of the
world danced before their eyes in the flaring light of their
torches—a pile of broken, jumibled rock that clogged the
passage.

Brighton thrilled, his heart hammering in his throat.
He scrambled forward and pulled at the rocks. They
were too large to move. But they were loose. He sat
down on a boulder and looked at Lynna.

"“We"wve found it,” he said quietly. *“The way to the
roof of the world. The way back.™

“We may have found it,” Lynna said. “But we can't
use it. We could never get all those rocks out. They may
go on for milkss.™

“We can't use it now;,”’ Brighton corrected her with
new confidence. "Welll go back and get help ™

“What if they won't help? What if it doesn’t go
anywhere? What if death still lies at the other endi?™

Brighton kissed her.

“They’we got to help,"” he whispered. "“Amd there is
death all around us where we are; the people are dying.
They don’t have much to lose. We've got to try.”"

They started back. The rocks cut at their feet and their
torches threw twisted shadows on the walls of the world.
When they stumbled back into the inhabited part of the
labyrinth of caves, Wentworth was waiting for them with
the Council Guards.

Condemned to death, Brighton slept the sleep of
exhaustion in the prisoners’ cave—a dank hole in the
eternal rock, a cell within the greater rock prison that was
the world. He dreamed the same dream over and over
again. He was running across a flat, endless surface,
gasping for breath, his feet torn and bleeding. He could
see an enchanted land of warmth ahead of him—see it
clearly with its brilliant greens and blues. He had to get to
it, hadl to¥ He fought his way nearer and nearer, his heart
pounding in his throat. He forced his tired body across
the featureless plain. He fought for air, bit his lips until
the bleod ecame and trickled down his chin. He was
cleser—he could almost touch it! He reached out for it,
sobbing—and watehed it writhe away inte a hideous
horror of roeks and death and eeld black water full ef
blind, laughing fikh.

He woke up in a cold sweat. Someone was calling him.

“Brighton? Brighton, can you hear me?"

He scrambled to his feet, shudderimg. He leaned
against the wall of the cave and made himself relax.

*“Yes." he said. "I can hear you. Who is it? What do
you want?"

*“It’s Wilson,” the muffled voice answered. ““Hang
on—we're going toget you out of there. You're taking us
up.”™

Lynna pressed close to him, rubbing the sleep out of
her eyes.

“What about the guards?" Brighton asked. *“Can you
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move that rock away from the entrance? Who's with
you?"

“Don"t worry,” Wilson's voice assured him. “We"ll
get you out.”

Brighton felt hope surge up within him again. There
were others, then! The people were not all dead, not all
fools. The Old Man had been at the trial, silent, thinking
his own thoughts. And there must have been
others—others in whorm the spark of life still smoldered
under the ashes of the centuries, others who still theught
for themselves. They had been lost il the erowd where
they had always been, net saying anything, walting:

He heard the chink of metal and the murmurs of the
men as a metal bar was rammed in behind the rock. The
rock groaned and swung back. He felt lightheaded and
dizzy. They were free.

He walked out with Lynna into the sleeping world,
taking deep draughts of the cool air. He shook Wilsom's
hand wordlessly and looked around him. There were four
others with Wilson—Hatcher, MacDomald, James, and
Hayes. Two guards lay sprawled on the roeks with thelr
skulls crushed.

“We had to do it.” Wilson said, nodding at the dead
bodies. “There was no other way.”™

Brighton looked a question at him.

"“We believed you,” Wilson said simply. “We're
ready to take a chance with you, no matter what the
others tiiimk ™

Brighton did not waste words in thanks. “Are there
any others?” he asked.

“Ower at my place,” Wilson replied.

"Let'sgo then,” Brighton said. “We've onlygottafew
hours to work in, and we've got plenty to figure out.™

The seven shadowy figures moved quietly among the
flickering fire pits, their shuffling feet sending hushed
echoes through the darkness of the sleeping world.

There were nineteen of them in all, besides Brighton and
Lynna—nine men, nine women, and the Old Man, who
was alone. Against them stood the world with its three
hundred people.

Brighton listened to them talk and forced himself to
think clearly. He had to think straight now and he knew
it. This was their chance. If they missed it, there would
never be another. He watched the others, eyes
narrowed, as they crouched around the blazing fire in an
inner cavern of Wilson's home.

There was Wilson, who wanted an armed
rebellion—twenty-one of the living against a world of the
dead. There was Hatcher, who wanted to keep the whole
affair secret and furtive. There was James, who wanted
to force the Councill to back them up. And there was
Hayes. who was in favor of deing something in a general
way, but who was too cautious ever to decide upon a
single course of action.

He listened to them all, weighing and balancing
carefully what each man said. He had to be right. He had
to be sure. Time was runming out; the world would be
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awake soon, and he and Lynna must not be found in
Wilson's home. He turned to the Old Man, who had been
sitting motionless before the fire, eyes glittering, saying
nothing.

*“What do you think?" he asked him. “What should
we do?”

The Old Man looked up, his dirty white beard etched in
the glow from the fiire. His weary face was stamped with
the strange contradictions of time—resignatiom and
rebellion, bitterness and love, despair and hope.

‘*‘Brightom,’* he said quietly, as if the two of them were
alone, “you are a leader. The others feel your strength
and they trust you. The decision is yours to make. I am
very old; perhaps 1 have lived too long already. But the
others—the people here in this room, the death-touched
automatoms left in the world, the countless generations
that may never be born—are depending on you. A
burden of incoeneeivable sighificance, a destiny that ne
one here may possibly grasp, rests on you. Itis tee much
te ask of any maf; N6 Man ean be infallible, A6 Man ean
Be right every time. And yet, for reasons that you knew,
you fust try. Yeu must de the best you can.”

Brighton looked at him, and at the others huddled
around the great fire. He was staggered by the
realization, full and complete, of what the Old Man had
said. The dark, tangled webs of fate and the unguessed
and unknowable paths of history had somehow,
incomprehensibly, led to this—to this fugitive cavern, to
these few souls, to him. And he was no superman, no
being touched with supernatuial powers. He was only a
man. Was that enough?

He faced them all, with icy doubt gnawing inside him
and a resolved determinatiom in his lonely eyes—eyes
that were lonely for the life he had never lived, the world
he had never known.

"We must make a break, clean and simple,” he told
them flatly. It is too late—it may have always been too
late—for stealth and politics and halfway measures. We
have got to choose one way or the other and stick to it.
There will be no going back.™

Silence. The fire threw great shadows on the walls,

*“We must leave here—now, within the hour—and
hack and tear our way through to the roof of the
world—to life or to death. If there are any among you
who are afraid, now is the time to get out. You will not be
harmed and no one need ever know that you were with us
in this reem.””

For a moment, nothing. Then, slowly, wordlessly, two
men got to their feet—Hatcher and Lewis. Taking their
women with them, they walked out of the cavern. They
were ashamed and they did not look back.

“Alll right,” Brighton said to the rest, his heart
warming to them. “Thank you for your confidence. We
haven’t much time—get all the tools and the food and the
weapons you can carry and bring them back here. We
start in an hour. Be careful; don’t let anyone see you. If
you are seen, it is your respoisibility to make sure that it
is not reported to the Councill before we have a chanee to

continued on page 63



Child Of The Green Light

By Leigh Brackett

Bettween sun ami sporce,
a galkmt littke buend
fompht to pieree the dread seoret of Marcuy'y’s anbit
—itheat the hunsom race might endire!

S(m felt the distant, ringing shiver of the metal under
him. The whole close-packed mass of brokem hulks
shifted slightly with the impact, turning wheel-like
around the shining Light.

Son half rose. He’d been sprawled full length on the
crest of the wheel, trying to make the Veil get thin enough
to see through. They had both seen that it was thinner
than ever, and Aona, on the other side of it, had danced
for him, a misty shifting light beyond the queer darkness.

Several times he thought he had almost seen her
outlines.

He could hear her mind now, tickling his brain with
impish thought-fingers.

She must have heard his own thought change, because
she asked, “What is it, Son? What's happemed?”

*“Amother ship, I think.” Son rose lazily, the green
Light from below rippling around him like clear water.

He looked out over his domain, feeling the savage
sun-fire and the spatial cold of the shadows touch his
naked body with little whips of ecstasy. His face was a
boy's face, handsome and bright-eyed. His fair head
burned like a torch in the blinding glare.

The sun made a blazing canopy across half the sky.
The rest was open space, velvet dark and boundless,
flecked with the little fires of the stars.

Between sun and space lay the wheel, built of space
ships that lay side by side, over and under and sometimes
through, broken and bent and dead, bound close by the
power of the Light.

The Light, lying below Son's naked feet, at the very
heart of the wheel, burning green through the packed
hulks—the Light that was his bridge to Aona.

Son’s blue eyes, unshaded, looked for the wreck. He
knewiit would bea wreck. Only one ship in the wheel, the
one in which his memoxies began, was whole.

Then he stood quite still, staring, feeling every muscle
tense and tighten.

He saw the ship, lying high on the outer rim of the
wheel. It was not broken. Tubes burned red at the front
end. There was a door opening in the side. Things began
to come out of it.

Things shaped like Son, only thick and clumsy, with
queer gleaming bulbs on their heads.

A strange contracting shiver ran through Son. Since
sound and breath had gone, and the effigies that lay in his
ship had ceased to move, nothing had stirred on the
wheel but Son himself.

In the broken ships there was never anything but
scraps of odd substance, scattered as though by some
bursting inner force. Son and Aona had talked idly of
living beings, but Son hadn’t bothered his head about
them much.

He was Himself. He had the sun, and space, and Aona.
It was sufficient.

Aona said impatiently, “Well, Som?"

*It’s a ship,” he answered, with his mind. “Omly it
isn't wrecked, Aona, there are living things coming out of
it—’l

He stood staring at the Veil, and the misty light
beyond.

*Aona," his mind whispered. “Im my head I'm cold
and hot all at once. 1 want to go and do, but 1 don"t know
where or what. What's the matter with me, Aomz?"

*“It’s fear,” she told him softly. "I have it, to®."

Son could feel it, pulsingfrom her mind. In all the years
of life he had never felt it before. Now it had him by the
throat.

Aona cried, "“What if these creatures should harm you,
or the Light”?"

“You have said that nothing in this universe could
harm me now. And—"" Son shivered—""no one would do
what has to be done to destroy the Lightt™

“But these creatures—we don’t know what
knowledge they may have. Son, if anything should
happem ....."

Son raised his arms to the darkness.

*“I don't want you to be afraid, Aona. Tear away the
Veil!™

"l can't, darling. You know neither of us can, until the
Veil of itself passes behind yow.™

“How long, Aomz?"

She laughed, with an attempt at her old sweet teasing.
“Haow long is ‘long" in your world, Son? How long have
you lived? How long have we talked? No one knows.
Only, the Veil grows thinner every time we meet, every
time we talk like this.

“Stay by the Light, Son. Don't let anyone harm iit™

Son’'s blue eyes narrowed. "I love you,™ he said
quietly. .“No one shall harm the Liigfitt.”

*“ITll stay with you,™ she said. "“They won"t be able to
see—yet.”

Son turned and went, across the tumbled plain of dead
ships, with Aona’s misty light following beyond the
blurred and pulsing dark.



There were seven of the invaders. They stood in a close
knot beside their ship, staring at the green fire of the
Light. Three of them began to dance clumsily. The others
placed shapeless hands on each other's shapeless
shoulders and shook and pounded.

Son's eyes were as sharp as the spearpoints of the
stars. He lay behind a steering-jet housing, watching,. and

he saw with shock that there were faces under the
glittering helmets.

Faces very like his own.

There were three round, smooth faces, They
belonged to the ones who danced. There was one deeply
lined face with bushy eyebrows and a framing straggle
of white hair. Then there were two others, which Son



sensed to be of different races.

One was round and green and small, with shining eyes
the color of space, and a mouth like a thin wound. The
other differed from the first three only in subtle points of
line and shape, but its face was like a mask beaten out of
dark iron, with deep-set sullen eyes.

The seventh face drove all the others out of Som's
mind. It was bronzed and grim and strong, with some
driving inner force about it that was like the pulse Son felt
beating in space, when he lay on the crest of the wheel
watehing the sun and the burhing stars.

This last man seemed to be the leader. He turned to the
others, his mouth moving. Then the mouths of the others
moved also. Presently five of the invaders turned. Son
thought they were going away again.

But two of them—the white-haired one and the one
with the dark, vital face—started together, out across the
broken plain of ships. And Son tensed where he lay.

They were heading toward the heart of the wheel,
where the glow of the Light danced like the fire-veils of
the sun.

Who knew what knowledge, what powers they might
have? Son called to Aona, and followed, keeping out of
sight, his blue eyes narrowed and hard.

They were almost over the Light when Son heard the
first human thought-voice, as though the power of the
Light brought it out. It was faint and indistinct. He could
catch only fragments.

*. . .here, inside Mercury's orbit. . .heat!. . .found
it, after five years .....""

That was the bronzed man speaking. Then—

*“Yes, thank God! Now if we can ....."

Son wished the voices were clearer. There was a
terrible, disturbing urgency about them.

The invaders paused where the green light was
strongest, at the heart of the wheel.

The mind of the grim, dark man said, "Down there.

He started to lower himself into a crevice between two
hulls. And Son, driven by a sudden stab of anger, leaped
up.

He came striding across the searing metal, naked and
erect and beautiful, his fair head burning in the sunlight.

He flung up one corded arm, and his mind cried out,
“No! You can't go dowm,.™

The invaders straightened, staring. The face of the
bronzed, strong man went white, the lines of it blurring
into slackness. The white-haired man swayed on his feet.

*“The radiation's getting me, Ransome," he
whispered. “I"m having HallLuireetioms.™”

"No. No, 1 see it, too."" The eyes of the bronzed man
burned into Son's. *A man, naked in open space.”

He stumbled forward, his gaze fixed on the powerful
body outlined against the stars.

Son watched him come, conscious of a curious pulsing
excitement. Anger, resentment, fear for the Light, and
something else. Something like the first time he had
spoken to Aona through the Veil.

The bronzed man stopped before him. His lips moved
in that queer way they had. Son heard his mind speaking,
faintly.

“Wihat are yow?"

"llzam Son," he answered simply. Wit do you want
with the Light?"

Again he heard the faint mind-voice. “You can't
understand me, of course. 1 don’t know what you are,
god or demon, but don't try to stop us! For God's sake,
don’t make it any harder’

“But 1 do understand. You can’t go down tiere.”

Ransome turned. "“Dick," he said, " Laord only knows
what this—this creature is, or what it will do. But we've
got to get down there and study this thing. If it tries to
stop us, I'll kill iitt.”

Dick nodded his white head. His face was lined and
very tired. “Sunelly nothing will stop us now,™ he said.
“Not mow.,"

*“Il cover you," said Ransome. Dick slid down imto
the crevice. The bronzed man drew something from his
belt and waited.

Son stepped forward, anger and fear cording his
muscles.

The dark man said, **1 don"t want to kill you. LHeawenmo
right to kill you, because of what you are. But that thing
down there is going to be diestimayeadi. ™"

Son stopped, quite still. A great flaming pulse shot
through him. And thea he gathered himself.

The spring of his corded thighs carried him full over the
crack down which the white-haired man had gone. One
long arm reached down. The hand closed angrily on
smooth glass.

The helmet shattered. Son had a momentary glimpse
of a lined, weary face, upturned, faded eyes staring in
unbelieving horror. Then the flesh of the face split imto
crimson ribbons, and the body under the space suit
altered strangely.

Son got up slowly, feeling strange and unsteady in his
thoughts. He hadn’t wanted to destroy the man, only to
make him come back.

He became aware, then, of Ransome, standing with a
metal thing in his hand, staring at him with eyes like the
savage, dying red stars.

*It didn"t touch him,” Ransome's mind was saying.
A heat ray strong enough to fuse steel, and it didn't
touch him. And Dick's dead.”

Ransome hurled the gun suddemly into Son's face.

“Do you know what you'vedone?" his mind shouted.
“Diick was a physicist—about the only one with any
knowledge that hasn't died of old age. He might have
found the way to destroy that thing. Now, if our weapons
don't work on it . . .

"“The effiect is accelerating. Every child born since the
Cloud is horribly susceptible. There isn't any time any
more for anything. There won't be anyone to follow us,
because now there’s no time to leam.™

Ransome stepped close to Son. His head was thrown
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back, his face a grim, hard mask streaked suddenly by
little shining things that ran from those savage eyes.

"You don"t know what that means, do you? You domn't
know how old Dick was, with his white hair and his
wrinkles. Thirty-six! Or me. I'm mieteen—nineteen.
And my life is already half gone.

"Alll over the Solar System it's like that, because of
this hellish thing that came in the Cloud. We've hunted
the System for over five years, all of us that could, for a
thing that wouldn’t react to any test or show on any
instrument. And when we found it . . ."

He stopped, the veins knotted across his forehead, a
little muscle twitching in one lean cheek.

Then, very calmly, he said, "“Get him, boys.™

Son jerked around, but it was too late. The five who
had stayed in the ship were all around him. For a long
time Son had been conscious only of these two men, and
the strange confusion in his mind—a confusion made
worse, somehow, by those mysterious crystal drops
running from Ransome's eyes. They caught him,
somewhere, deep.

Ropes of light metal fell around him. He fought like a
Titan in the naked blaze of the sun. But they were experts
with their ropes. They caught his wrists and ankles,
dividing his power, baffling him with tenuous cords of
elastic strength.,

Son knew that his mass was still sufficiently in phase to
be subject to such laws as gravity and tension. He fought.
But presentlly he was spread-eagled on the burning metal,
helpless.

The man with the face like beaten metal and the sullen
eyes said, “We were watching from the ship. We thought
we must be crazy when we saw this—man standing out
here. Then we thought you might need help.””

He stopped. staring at Son. "“The heat ray didn't touch
him.™

"No,"” said Ransome quietly. “That's how he got
Dickson."”

The one with the queer green face smapped,
“Dickson’'s dead?"

Ransome nodded. “Dowm in the crack there. We were
trying to get down to study the light. He—it didn"t want
us to ge.”

The green-faced one said, "My God"

"Quite. Arun, you and one of the boys guard the ship.
Teck, you mount guard here with the other. Greenough,
come with me.™

One of the round-faced ones stepped forward. His
eyes were light blue, oddly empty in spite of their
brightness. He looked down at the crevice where
Dickson's body was, and his mind said, “I'm afraid. |
don’t want to go down there. I'm afraidg.™

*“Come on, Greenough,” Ransome snapped. His lips
started to move again, and stopped abruptly.

Son caught the thought, “Got to hurry. God knows
what this radiation will do to us, right on top of itt™"

*8ir,” said Greenough jerkily,, “w/at if there are more
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like him down there?"

Ransome turned his grim, hard face on the boy. Son
felt again that force, the strength that pulsed between the
stars.

“Well,"” said Ransome, “what if there are?"

He turned and slid down into the crevice.

Greenough closed his pale, scared eyes, licked his lips,
and followed.

Teck, the man with the sullen eyes, laughed—a biting
mind-sound as hard as his jaw-line. "Hglll of a gunnery
offfiioer.

Arun said absently. "He"s only eleven.”” His eyes,
purple-black and opaque as a dark nebula, swung jerkily
from Son to the crevice where Dicksom lay, and back
again.

Teck was a big man, as big as Son, but Arun topped
him by a foot. He was very slender, moving with a
queer rubbery grace.

“Whnat if we can't doiit?" he said suddenly. "“What if
our weapons won't work on it any more than they did
on /iim?"’

*“Then,” answered Teck evenly, “the last gemeration
of mankind will die of old age within fifty years.” His
sullen gaze roved over Son, over and over, and his mind
was whispering to itself.

“Miutation,” he said abruptly. "That’s it. Complete
change of cellular structure, metabolism, brain tissue,
everything. Mutation in the living individual. 1 wonder
how long . . ."

“Look at that greem light,” whispered Arun.
“Remember how it filled the whole sky when we came
into the Cloud? Cosmic dust, the scientist said.
Termporary effect. But it stayed, when the Cloud wemt.™”

His long, thin arms came up in a blind sort of gesture.
"We were millions of miles away, then. What will it do to
us mow?"

Teck studied his hands. “We"re not aging, anyway.
Concentrated effect is probably different. Feel
anything?"”

“Deep. Deep inside me. I—"

"“Your cellular structure is different from ours,
anyway.”

Arun swayed slightly, watching the green light pulse
up from below. Beads of sweat ran dowm his face.

"“Yes," he whispered. "Different. You know how the
Cloud affected us on Tethys. If our life-span were not
almost three times as long as your—"

He bent suddenly over Son, and more of the queer
shining things were trickling out of his eyes.

“For five years we've watched our people die, hunting
for this thing. Dick was our only chance. And you,
you damned fireak—"

He lifted his long arms again, as though to cover his
head. "Il get back to the ship now," he said abruptly,
and turned.

Teck hesitated for a heartbeat, scowling at Amn.
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——————

The door of the Little Ship opened to let me in . .

continued on page 54



Half-Past Fear

By John Jakes

He was lost in time—ea fiygi-
woulll not haue him allie—
amdl the ffuitwee, whidth refivced
to avegpt him deadd. . . .

He came walking out of the city, Behind him rose the
slender graceful towers, lost against a morning sky of
intense eye-hurting blue-white. The scene, with the
stranger walking, had for a moment the wnreal
appearance of a photograph taken when the sun made
bubbles of reflection in the lens.

Mrs. Childs sat on the porch, holding tightly onto the
arms of the rest chair. She knew he was coming toward
her house. He had seen the sign in fluorescent letters
above the front porch. Reww:. He had beem walking, and
searching for a place to stay, and now he was coming up
the front walk. and she had an empty roorm. She wished
that she could tear down the sign, hide it, any where. The
desire burned through her without reason, but she sat on
the porch and didn't move,

He came up on the porch and set his black leather
suitcase down. "Pardom me," he said, “but do you have
a room available?" His tone was polite, soft, but
strangely accented.

*“Yes," she said after a long pause, "yes, 1do."” The
words gave her time to look at him, to see what reason
there could be for her terrible fear.

He was rather short. His body was not fat, and yet it
was not trim like her husband's. His was a kind of solid
fatness. He had a round face and small blue eyes and a
sunburnt mustache that drooped and gave him a rather
sad expression.

His clothes disturbed her. He wore a black coat with a
little round velvet collar. And the sun was so hot! It was
almost as if he had seized the clothing out of an ancient
refuse bin when he had had no time to choose his
wardrobe properly.

“My name," he said, “is Vincent Deem. ] justarrived
in this city. 1 will need a place to stay for a tiime.""

She got up, trying to control her fear. *“Well, you can
come in if you want to, and I'll show you the roam.™

They went upstairs, to the front, and she pointed out
the small video set on the dresser, plus the health ray
over the bed and the blue shielded glass in the wimdiows.
“The rent is thirty solars a month," she said at last.

“I'lll take it,” he said, smiling plieasantly.

She didn't like the smile.

"Do you want the money now?" he asked.

“Yes, if you please. That will include meals.™

He unbuttoned his black coat and dug his hand into the
pocket of his trousers. Hastily, he drew it out, as if he had
just remembered something.

His face got very red. *'I'm . . . I'm afraid 1 have

nothing but large bills. I'll have to have one changed later
today and pay you this evening, if thatll be all gt

“Yes, that will do."

She hurried from the room and left him making small
unpacking noises behind the closed door. In the kitcthen,
she began to prepare lJunch. Her hands were shaking. She
glanced at the wall chron. David and Sari would be home
in half an hour.

She poured some food concentrate into a self-warming
container and set it on the metal top of the stove. A little
of the fragrant liquid spilled over and burned her hand.

She stared down at the pink area on her skin,
fascinated. For some reason, something intangible, she
had sensed, she did not want her husband David or her
daughter Sari to ever set eyes on Mr. Deem.

But they came home to lunch, laughing together, David
from the vitamin plant, Sari from school. They were
much alike, with tanned faces and clear, happy smiles.
Her anxiety was tempaonailly relieved.

David was dipping a spoon into the concentrate with
obvious relish when she finally said, “We have a new
boarder.™

"Oh?" He popped the spoomn into his mouth,
smacking his lips loudly. Sari giggled.

“Hiis name is Deem. Vincent Deem. He came this
morning."

“What's his line of work?"

"I ....1don"t kmow."

*Is he a salesman or something? Just passing
through?"

“Maybe he's an ogre."” Sari laughed, eyes flashing,
*“[Like in the story you read me last migttt™

Mrs. Childs clanked her spoon loudly on the table.
“Sari. Don't say things like tieat.™

David looked at her, surprised at her strident tone.
"“Dear, is anything the matter?"

*“I don't know, David. He's very nice, but for some
reason, 1 can't explain it, he frightens me.™

"No use getting frightened over nothing.” He dipped
another spoonful of concentrate.

"He should be here, for lunch,” she said all at once. 1
didn't hear him go owt."

“[t"s nothing to get really worried about,” David
reassured her.

“I know it's silly, David, and I'm sorry, but he's. . .1
don't know. . .strange. His clothes, for one thing. Small
differences . ... in cut . . . they're not like ours.™
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"He speaks Engltih?"
*“Oh. yes. Again, that's strange. His accent. . . ."
*“Am ogre,” Sari chortled. ™A big, big wicked ogre.

David glared at her. “Young lady, your mother told
you not to say finatt."

Sari looked down at her dish and became silent.

Mrs. Childs tried to laugh. It was nota very successful
laugh. It was weak and half-hearted. She shook her head
vaguely and rubbed her eyes. I guess I'm tired. I'll lie
down after lunch. I'll be all mightt.™

At one, David went back to work and Sari went back to
school. Mrs. Childs tried to rest, but she couldn't. She
was nervous. The sun, even through the filtered glass,
was irritating to her eyes. Mr. Deem hadn't returned.
Finally, she took her shopping bag and walked out of the
house toward the market. She needed some things frem
there anyway. Perhaps she had been in the heuse 8@
long.

She spent an hour in the market, an hour wandering
through the aisles of chrome and color, and by the time
she had picked out everything she wanted, the tenseness
had gone out of her.

e f Ry

Julia, her favorite checking robot, greeted her
cheerfully, its metallic eyes lighting up. "Good
afternoon, Mrs. Childs," its metallic voice grated.

“Hielllo, Julia."” Mrs. Childs fed the groceries into the
opening provided. There was a hum of machinery, and
the groceries slid out the other end, neatly boxed.

“Ome and two-thirds solars," Julia grated.

Mrs. Childs inserted two notes into the proper slot and
the change rattled out through the return tube. As she
picked up the box. Julia said, "There was a friend of
yours in here about two hours ag®.”

She stopped. "Whao?"

“Mr. Vincent Deem."” Mrs. Childs could almost see
the internal banks of memory files working. *"He wanted
to write a check and cash it, but we had no record of him
in our files. He gave you as a reference. 1 hope that was
all right with yow.”

"“Yes. Julia, of cowrse.™

“He is very strange,'" the machine said. "“WVery strange
indeed. He wished to know what year it was. 1 told him
2054 and he seemed happy and swmpmisssdl.™

Air caught and choked in her throat. She held on

tightly to the box of groceries.

Julia said, ""Niice to see you again, Mrs. Childs. Come
in often.™ The electric eyes blinked and the metal voice
said, “Next customer, plesse.”

The street was cold. The sun still shone brightly, but Mrs.
Childs walked home feeling little hands of coldness all
over her body. She went reluctantly, fearfully up the
walk, opened the door and closed it. She liistened.

She sensed that he was in the house.

There was a creaking from the front room, as of a body
being lifted from a chair. Footsteps thunked solidly on
the floor. Mr. Deem appeared in the alcove. blinking his
little blue eyes in the dim interior light and touching his
sunburnt mustache. Mrs. Childs set down her groceries
and began to take off her eoat hastily, awkwardly.

*It certainly is a lovely day,” Mr. Deem commented,

"Yes, very nice,” Mrs. Childs replied emptily,
wondering what could be wrong with the thing he had
said to make her feel the way she did. And how did she
feel? Standing there beside him, she groped for the word,
found it in a maze of others. She didn't know if it
expressed her relation to Rim, or his te her. or both. It
was, herribly, right.

Aliem. . . .

"I saw the park a few blocks away,” Mr. Deem said,
seating himself again. “Alll the children were out, playing
and having fun. It was deligthtffuil ™

She glanced nervously at the wall chron. “Youw must
excuse me, but 1 have to make dinner. Sari will be home
any moment now, and my husband comes at fowr..”

*“Sari?" His eyes were a bit wider, iimterested.

“My ... my daughter. She goes to schooll.™

And Mrs. Childs hurried into the kitchen and left Mr,
Vincent Deem fiddling with the video set.

Preparing dinner was a terrible affair. She kept getting
lost in mazes of carrot slices and potato peelings. Finally,
she gave up and opened three large cartons of
Complete-A-Mexzll.. She was in no condition to do any
actual cooking.

Sari banged into the house on schedule, said hello to
Mr. Deem in a breezy tone, and went out to play.

David came home and kissed his wife, and then he and
the new boarder sat in the front room discussimng the
current news. Mrs. Childs listened, trying to make noise
in the kitchemn as if she were busy. David seemed to do all
the talking. Mr. Deem never said much besides yes and
no, generally agreeing or disagreeing according to
David's tone of voice.

At dinner, Mr. Deem hardly said anything. Sari
chattered away about school, and the boarder made
requests for the salt or the pepper or the cream. He kept
watching Sari, though, and it made Mrs. Childs nervous,

After dinner Sari went upstairs to her room to study.
Mr. Deem was in the front room, still pottering with the
video. David was helping his wife to carry dishes out to
be washed.

She put her hand on his arm. “Dawiid. I want to go talk
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to him after we finish the dishes.™

*Alll right. 1 was planning to anyway. 1 want himmtofeel
at home. "

*“No, 1 don't mean talk like that. Find out things about
him.*

David frowned a bit reprovingly. "Are you still
worried?"

*“Yes, David, yes, 1 can't help itt™

“Wyelll, I'm not going to cross-examime him, but 1 will
ask him some questions if you want me to." He laughed.
**1feel like a spy. Let's get these dishes out of the way.™

When they.were settled nervously on the edges of their
chairs, Mrs. Childs noticed with inward satisfaction that
David was uneasy. He had caught it, too. The strange
vocal inflections. The strange, somewhere-out-of-place
clothes.

| & |

A Jer hand came up tightly
against her mouth. Terrified,
she stood looking at the things
lying on the bottom of the black
bag.

Mr. Deem stared at the video screen with his small blue
eyes. A comedian was introducing a rising young starlet
from the movie capital on Catalina Iskand.

*Telll me, uh. Deem,"” David said nervously, pulling a
cigarette out of a tray and waiting for it to light itself,
“what line of work are you im?"

*“Imsurance."

David nodded. "WUm Here?"

“Nwo. In another city..”

lloh.lﬂ

*“Are you planning to be here permanently?"” Mrs.
Childs asked in a pointed voice.

"“Yes, | believe 1 am," the large man replied. He
paused and them said rather softly, ™Il had to leave that
other city. 1 . ... 1 had some trowblke.™

Naw, thought Mrs. Childs, now,, ofi mow.

*I hope you don't mind me talking about it,”" Deem
went on, "“but a man has to talk to someone.”

*Go right ahead," David said, looking significantly at
his wife. She felt a bit ashamed, because she had thought
that he would hide anything that was wrong in his past.

A woman worked in my offiicz,” Deem said. ™A very
fine woman. I loved her very much." His voice now was
warm and soothing, and not the least bit frightening. Mirs.
Childs decided that he sounded . . . well . . . simcere.

**But the lady was married and had two smalll children,
She realized she had a duty to the children, and we were
trying to work something out whem her husbamd got wind
of it.
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*There had beem nothing betweem us, you understand,
absolutely nothing but deep affection. He thought there
was more. We had . . . words. 1 felt that I had better
leave the city.” He stared at the floor in a melancholy
way. “lit was very umplessamnt.”

David smiled warmly. “Amd so you came here to make
a new sttt

“Exactly,” Vincent Deem said.

The tensiom was relieved. They talked for an hour or so
more, about this and that. Again Mr. Deem did little more
than say yes or no, as if he wasn"t interested in the
happenings of the world, or didn"t know a thing about
them, but then, Mrs. Childs thought, there were people
like that. It was nothing to hold against a man.

Later that night, as she and David lay side by side in
the cool darkness of their bed, she felt his hand fasten on
hers.

“Mir. Deem certainly doesn't have what you might call
a scarlet past,” David said gently.

"Nwo, he doesn't. I'm sorry, David. . . ..

“Dom’t be. It's better that we settled it

"I worry too much, Daviid.”

"I know, 1 know. But he's hamliess.™

“Wm." She nodded sleepily and touched his cheek.
She loved her husband very much, and lying there in the
cool dark, she was not afraid.

Next morning, she went busily about her housework,
even humming a little. David and Sari were gone, and
Mr. Deem had annoumced his intentiom to visit the
various insurance compamies and see about a position.

She knew, with an inner smile of delight, that she was
saving his room until last. Carefully, she made his bed
and dusted the dresser with the neat array of masculine
toilet articles lined up on top of it.

Curiosity was a kind of smaill ticklling inside of her. One
by one, she opened the drawers in the dresser. Shorts,
handkerchiefs, socks, white shirts. In the closet, two
more suits and the black overcoat. On the floor, the
suitcase.

Everything else was in order. She tapped the black
suitcase with her foot. There was a dry rustling inside.
She bent dowm and pulled the zipper back and looked
into the bag.

Her hand came up tightly against her mouth. She held
it there, pressing it against her teeth, hurting. looking at
the things lying on the bottom of the black bag.

Three wilted red roses and a gun.

She knew what they were, from pictures. But . . . she
couldn‘t think about it. The breathh made loud windy
whispers as it came out of her mouth. She ran downstairs
to the bookcase and pulled out a volume of The
Histrwicel! Eaeyeldpgdidia. Severall minutes later, she put
it back, her hands trembling violently.

She went to the phone and called David.

It took them awhile to reach him at the vitamin plant.
When he finally came, he was irritable.

"iellem, for pete's sake, I'm busy. What is it now.
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“Dawid, 1 looked in his suittcase!™

“Whose?"
*“Mr. Deem's. He's got things in it
*“[Liistem, Helen. . . ." David sighed in an exasperated

fashion. "“Wihat exactly are you talking albowt?"

*“The things in his bag. I've seen pictures of them. A
gun.”

"‘What?'ﬁ

"Yes, that's what | said, a gun. And three flowers.
Wilted. Three red roses.”

There was silence from the other end of the
connection, then a noise of swallowing.

"Hiellem. . . "

"Il looked it up in the encyclopedia, David,” she
breathed. "I looked up the list of all the things that were
destroyed in the world during the Great War. 1 thought |
remembered, but 1 wanted to be sume.™

*“It's right, Helem.”

*“I know, David—oh, 1 know."” She was almost
sobbing. She tried to get control of herself, and when she
spoke, it was in a dry croaking whisper. "“Dawvid, there
haven’t been any guns or flowers on the face of the Earth
since HPBr
Again there was silence. And then came David’s voice,
harsh and strained. ““I don't understamd it. But I'll come
home. Right away."” The phone clicked down and she
was alone in the house.

The front door closed.

Mr. Deem walked in, smiling.

Swapp it, her brain screamed. Get thatr looik offf wour
facee. Danit't let him know. Dot let him see thatt you
know. Danits. . . .

Mr. Deem stopped smiling.

“Wihat is the trouble, Mrs. Chilks?"

She tried to speak calmly. She tried to think of calm,
ordinary words to say, but she cried out instead, “Where
did you get those things in your suitcase? Where did you
get tihenm?"

He shook his round head and his sunburnt mustache
seemed to droop even more. "I was afraid you might find
them,” he said sadly. "“But 1 didn't know where else to
put them. You would have found them any plaae.

*Tihey don't have things like that on Earth any more, ™
she whispered. “There haven’t been things like that for
sixty years."

I know,”™ he said. "1 come from that timme.™

“You. . .." Her hand caught at her throat.

“Yes, Mrs. Childs. Please come upstairs with me
while 1 get the gum.”

Dumbly she went ahead of him, too sick and frightened
to even think about protesting. He went to the closet and
got out the gun and the three dead roses. He pointed the
gun at her. She noticed his eyes, intense now, the
peaceful quality gone. She wanted to scream.

"LLet’s go downstairs,” he said, pointing the gun at her
stomach.

They sat in silence in the living room, Mr. Deem

holding the gun on her with the roses cradled in his lap.
Outside, the sun was warm, and the buildings of the city
looked clean and tall and strong. The dim living room was
suddemly very far away from the word outside.

“You were by the phone when ILazameiin’" [Deserm s it
at last. "I suppose you called your hustamd.™

She nodded weakly, too sick to cry.

After a while Sari came home. She laughed fiirst, and
then she grew frightened, and ran to her mother, and Mr.
Vincent Deem pointed the gun at both of them. It was the
same when David came home. Mrs. Childs knew it would
be. They were not people accustomed to violence. It was
a strange and entirely unreal thing to them.

But Mr. Deem was real, and he had the gun pointed at
all three of them now.

It was well past noon before he spoke again. Sari had
her head cradled in her mother’s lap and David sat on the
couch.

*“I must kill you,” Mr. Deem said, as if he were
announcing his intention to go to the movies. “You know
about me. I've got to move on. They'lll have a man after
me.™

“Wihere do you come from?" David said fifecedly.

"[From the year h9®h.™

“That’s impossible. . . ..

“No. Check the list in the encyclopedia. On that list is
a machine for time travel, at the Time Travel Institute. 1
worked there. The machine was destroyed in the war.™

“Why did you come here?"

*To this house? Chance. . . .

*I meam now, to this yeanr?"

“There was a woman. Only 1 did not work in
insurance. All of us worked at the Institute. She was a
lovely woman, the only one who has ever loved me.

"We would take long walks, on Saturday, with her
children. They all loved red roses. But 1 hated her
husband! 1 wanted to marry her, but she said she didn’t
love me that much and that she was going to stay with
him. He was a horrible man, a walking table of statistics.
1 hated her, then, too, and her children. One night when
her husband was working late, she and the children came
by to pick him up. 1 took this gun and Killed dibem.™

He shook his head like a drunken man, remembering.
“That is very long ago, although it is only a few days,
back there. She loved roses. I went out and bought six
dozem roses and put them all around the bodies. The
blood and the roses. . . .

*“Amd then 1 took the time machine. Trips had been
made before, an hour, two, into the past. 1 set the
mechamism for the future. 1 packed my clothes and the
gun and the roses and went into the machine, and came
into the city looking for a room, the very same city, sixty
years latar.”

Deem rose quickly. A young man was coming up the
front walk. He rang the door bell.

v Answer it,” Deem whispered. "Say nething. Send
Rim away: continued! on page 62
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Star Tamer

By Alfred Coppel

Nait ffor Camon were the shipvworn puths
of spance—tithe easy, wellathartbd higlnoads
ffcom maon to plareet amil bavk—bhut the
invared parssage throwph the sands emibinace

—wifeere a ship fflabbes into flannpg ggss—
anil a mam into a spaeeraan’s mygh!

;‘Ehm are still plenty of old-timers around the
Transmercuriian yards who remember Joe Cannon
personally. In fact with their lies and exaggerations, they
are fast turning Joe into a latter day legend—a cross
between Paul Bunyam and Mortimer Snerd. One old
gaffer swears Joe landed a Hawk Class ship in the middle
of Union Square because he was late for a date at the
Plaza, and another ¢laims Cannon was the only
moom-pilot ever to lose a rocket on a corall reef. That, if
memory serves, would be the old RS Maswagpitére, and
there is a grain of fact in the story. The MboRRppIiE's
tubes fiizzled five hundred kilometers out and he dumped
her inite the Paeifie. The coral reef was an anticlimax.

Water landings were. after all, SOP in emergeneies
before the Nullgrav made space-piloting sueh a lead-pipe
eineh for the yokelry.

So like all legends, the ones about Joe Cannon have a
little truth in them. A smidgin or so. And for better or
worse Joe was famous. He was a pioneer, though he
would hesitate to say so himself. Hesitate, mind you, not
refuse. A veteran, no less. A veteran of every sort of
misfortune and freak aceident that could befall a
rocketman. Burned tubes, gimpy gyros, runaway piles,
the works. He seemed to attract trouble like honey
attracts bees. And as if that werena't eneugh. Joe had
ideas. All kinds. About deep-space navigation and
everything concerned with it. 1deas sueh as enly a pilet
en the Earth-Moon ruh eould Rave about Quiside.

Joe plotted orbits. Impossible orbits. He had reams of
charts, shelves of them. And he worked on them every
minute that he wasn't jetting—or in the hospital
recuperating from the Jatest backhand of Dame Fortune.

Just plain Keplerian ellipses weren't good enough for
Joe Cannon. He tried hyperbolas, parabolas,
multidimensional spirals. And trouble rode his shoulders
like a pet monkey. Finally it happened. His company,
Lunar Lines, Incorporated. got fed up. The medies ran
him through the psych mill, classified him “aceident
prene™ and clipped his wings ¢lose to the hide. Lunar
Lines took him off the regular run in Mareh of * 13, gave
hirm a pat on the back. a lapel butten, and a small pensien.
At twenty fife, e was a washed-up Ras-been. threugh
with meon-piloting. This was in Mareh.

In May the payment of the pension was imdignantly
stopped. Joe was gainfully employed. In fact, he was
biting the hand that fed him. Boosting was always one of
Lunar Lines most lucrative sidelines. Ships were leaving
Luna for the Deep Space Colonies by the dozen, and
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Lunar supplied all the takeoff assists. They did, that is,
until Step Takeoffs, Ltd. set up a quonset on the Tycho
ramp. Joe Cannom was in business for himself.

Step Takeoffs, Ltd. consisted of one quonset, thirty
square meters of floor-space in the Luha Communlty
Maintenance Depot, a blondine secretary, a rusty
bazooka registered as the RS Gay Ladjy, and (Gapiain
Joe Cannon.

The quonset, floorspace, and secretary need no
further descriptiom or mention. Suffice it to say that all
were put to their best use. The Gay Ladjy was something
else again. She was fat—almost as fat as she was
long—and girded around with eighty tubes of a thousand
kilos thrust each. Her nose was deeply concave to
accommodate the girlish sterns of the sleek
deep-spacers, and four magnaclaws, gymbal mounted,
hung limply at the end of four articulated cranes.
Looking at her as she squatted on her broad fins, one had
the impression of a four-legged crab standing on its head.

And if these qualities were not enough to make her
unique on the Moon—or elsewhere—there was the fact
that Joe had contrived to give her three times the boost of
any bazooka Lunar Lines had in Tycho.

You have probably forgotten by now the clumsy way
in which the first deep-space flights were launched, so it
might be worthwihile to mention it.

The Colonies, on Mars and Europa, were far away and
for at least eighteem months out of twenty imaccessible.

Planets are like that. They refuse to stay neatly in line.
So ships that left the Earth-Moom System for Outside had
to carry fuel and plenty of it. Free-fall was all right for
explorers, but, as the Colonies grew, things got
commenciall and spacers had to travel at least a third of
the way under drives.

Unfortunately, takeoffs, evem from the Moon, used
fuel like mad; so the booster set-up was established at the
Tycho space-port. 1t worked like this:

The bazooka was set up on the ramp with the spacer on
top of it, grappled and secure. 1t would carry the full load
of the takeoff and reach the best velocity commensurate
with its limitations of range and the spacer would take it
from there. It was, of course, important that tihebazooka
should not become carried away with enthusiasm before
cutting the spacer free. This happened sometimes, and
the bazooka was left without enough fuel for braking and
the returm to Luna. A powerful telescope set up in the
right places can still pick out the frozen hulks that are the
remains of too-lusty boosts. They eircle the sun in long
ellipses, like dark comets. . . .

Generally, however, the system worked—in spite of
aborts, fadeouts and navigatiomall goof-offs. The
bazookas established the orbits of the spacers and waved
them off with a high velocity and light purse and
everyone was satisfied. At least the skippers who rode
off with Joe Cannon seldor complained. He delivered in
kilometers per second and strictly conventional
trajectories, keeping his dreamy ideas to himself. ““He
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gave us a clean orbit,” was the highest praise for a
boost-pilot, and Joe came in for his share of the kudos.
Why, a few of his satisfied customers even came forward
to speak for him at the meeting of the Board of Inquiry
after the Gay Ladyy vanished with the Martiéann (QDueen
clutched firmly in her magnaclaws. . . .

Say what you like—Joe had friends. The skippers who
happened to be in Tycho that night drank toasts to him
and there were even a few beery eulogies. Then they
went their separate ways, each probably wonderiimg what
would happen to “those poor devils’™ out on the Europa
Colony now that Joe Cannom had goofed off and bollixed
their one feeble chance for survival.

The truth of the matter is that Joe Cannon would never
have gotten the Marttann Quearn boost job except for the
extra dig the Gay Lat{y boasted.

He was in Luna Control swapping lies with Willimson,
the tower operator, whem the first feeble cry came in
from Europa.

It was nearimg the end of the long Lunar day and dark
shadows from the crater rim were beginming to stretch
out over the spaceport. Lights were on in all the quon-
sets, filling the black shadows with yellow gaps. A cres-
cent Earth hung low on the eastern horizon against the
light of space and the stars.

Both Mars and Jupiter were heading into conjunction
with the sun, and no ships were scheduled to leave Tycho
for deep-space for six months or more. It was what old
Moon hands called “the quiet time..”

Cannon and Wilkinson were welll into the third round
of wild tales whem the lights on the deep-space
transceiver begam to flash.

It was a message from Europa Colony, relayed in by
the transsender in Syrtis Major. Receptiom was poor,
almost unreadable. Solar interference filled the speaker
with hissing confusion. But Wilkinsom was good at his
job, and when the speaker was still at last, he had the
importamt part of the message.

A mutated form of virus pneumomia was sweeping the
Europa Colony and medical supplies were exhausted.
Aid was needed, and badly—amd quickly.

Only Jupiter and its moons were sliding around behind
the sun where they would remaim for three months at
least. A round-about trip on the fastest spacer
available—the RS Maintiann Queam—weiddld take nine
weeks. And in nine weeks there wouldn't be any Europa
Colony.

Cannom got the boost job. Not because of the crazy
idea he started peddling about a perihelion
orbit—periheliion orbits were impossiible to spacecraft of
the time—but because the Gay Lardyy had more power
and guick speed to offer than any of Lunar Lines’
bazookas.

"MBut wiy is a periheliom orbit impossible?" Joe
demanded of the Senior Dispatcher at the briefing. “1've



explained how it can be done. I'm willing to bet my neck
on it

“You would,"” the Dispatcher said drily. He was a
Lunar Lines man, himself. “But only yow.™

If Joe expected any moral support from the Misuttian
Quears s captain, he was doomed to disappointment. The
grizzled oldster—he was almost forty—shook his head
slowly.

“Captain," Cannon protested hotly, "Il you crawl out
to Europa on a peripherall orbit you'll be just in time to
bury those poor devils. You know thatt.™

*“No,"” Captain Bullis said bluntly. *“1 can’t risk my
ship.”

*“Lumar Lines wouldn't permit it,” the Digpatcher
said, and that clinched it. Lunar owned the Miauiian
Queam.

*“You,"” said Joe Cannon angrily, *“Are apair of slobs.
Lily-livered slobs.” And with that he turned on his heel
and left, making his way toward the Gay Ladjiss ramp
with blood in his eye.

At H-hour minus ten, Joe Cannon was settled back
into his shock harness. There are ways, he told himself,
lots of ways. His face was pale and grim and he was
thinking of the medical supplies the Queam carried and
what they might mean to Europa Colony if they could get
there on time.

He felt a pang as he looked around the Gay Lually's
control. This would be his last trip in her. Captain or no
Captain, Lunar Lines or no Lunar Lines, that stuff in the
Quesrn was going to get where it was needed—and damn
fast. But it was going to cost plenty. It was going to cost
him. Joe Cannon, plenty.

The shots of graviniliphine he'd absorbed were
slowing down his body processes and depressing him
terribly. No matter how often he dosed himself with the
G-resistant drug, it was always the same. As it took effect
under the Moon's one-sixth gravity, Joe felt as though
the universe were slipping down the drain—head first.

Slowly, the familiar tears formed in his eyes and
streaked his cheeks. No one, he thought bleakly, cared
what happened to those poor Europans. People were a
cruel, hard lot. The station medics had even refused the
loan of an extra case of graviniliphine ampules. Of
course, they hadn't any idea that he was planning te pile
on enough Gs to kill a man proteeted by only a nermal
dosage—buit it still showed man's inAumanity te Man, the
way they refused to let him have the stuff! He patted the
bulging case of stolen ampules resting beside hifm
sorrowfully. It seemed that every man just had te leek
out for himself. Ne efe eared at all. Net fer the
Eurepans. of jee, of the peer, desmed Gay Lady. . . .

Bullis’ voice came into his headset as the technicians
joined the spacer to the bazooka with an umbilical cord of
wrist-thick cables.

“Ready when you are, Captain Cannon. | want as near
seven thousand meters per second as you can give
me—on chart orbit 3225. Any questions?™ His tone

indicated that there should be mone.

*Just one, Captain,"” Cannon replied. “Are you sure
you won't reconsider my offien?"

*“It's out of the question. The Quearn hasn't enough
speed for a periheliom run. The ship that has hasn’t been
built yett.”

“Thesbipip, no. The shipss . ...""

Bullis cut him off. *Out of the question, I say.
Anything else?"

Cannon shrugged. Well, no one could say he hadn't
tried. His eyes strayed to the chart pinned to his
panel-board. It was not orbit 3225. It wasn't anything
vaguely resemibling it. And it called for a terminal
velocity of thirty thousand meters per second—a good
twelve thousands better than the Queen's flat-out best.
I'dl betiesr be Fighiz, Cannon told himself, Y'd/ betiesr be one
hurdtedd prreepht Fightt. OF .

He spoke into the chest mike with deceptive docility.
*“Just as you say, Captain Bullis. Stand by for tube
check.”

One by one, the eighty tubes that ringed the Gay
Ladiyss ample waist flickered into brief life. The bluish
fire lit the dark spaceport and quickly faded.

“Camtrwl from Gay Ladfy. Tubes four and twenty six
show carbon yellow. Send scrapers on the double.” Joe
wasn'’t ordinarilly that particular, but this time everything
had to be perfect. The Lartjis's last boost had to be better
than perfect.

A crew of radiation-suited workmen appeared and
crawled into the superheated tube openings. Within two
minutes, they were through and clear and Joe had tested
the tubes again. They were right. The tower reported H
minus three. Cannon swallowed hard. For what seemed
an eternity, doubts assailed him. He could be wrong as
well as the next guy. Better even, if the records counted
for anything. And if he was wrong this time=the Ilady
and the Quearn would join the Europan eelonists in
whatever place the geed Lord kept for idists whe
thought men belonged ameng the stars. . . .

*“H minus One,” Wilkinson’s voice sounded in
metallic in Cannon’s helmetphones.

“Queean ready,” reported Bullis from above. “All
secure for takeofff. "

Joe activated the pressure pumps of his acceleration
harness and checked the Ladfis s oxygen flow. Warning
lights flashed on the panel. "Iadly ready,” he said
hollowly.

“Tower watch on chart orbit 3225, Wilkinson
reported. “Radar net on. Stand by to launch shiips.”

In his telescreen, Cannon could see the chrome red
warning light flashing atop the tower. The ramps were
clear, blast shields in place. Beyond the tower and the
clustered quonsets, Joe could see the rising crescemt of
Earth, blue-green against the stars.

*“H minus thirty seconds,” Wilkinson said,
“Twenty-five, twenty, fifiteem, ten, nine, eight, seven—"

Joe almost changed his mind then. His gauntleted hand
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reached out for the timers to set up the conventional
orbit. He had no right, he told himself, to risk the Queen
and the lives of her crew on his hairbrained idea. And he
had no right to throw away the Gay Ladiy and lay himself
open to a charge of piracy or worse—if he lived.

But the count was in his ears, and habit was too strong.
As Wilkinson's voice reached "“five™ his hand came to
rest on the firing studs instead of the orbital timers. At
"three" his fiingers tightened on the cold metal.

"—Two—one!™

Joe rammed the stud home and thunder shook the Gay
Lady . ..

Roiling flames splashed the concrete apron of the

ramp. Wilkinson leaned forward, watching through the
tinted steelglass of the tower. No matter how often seen,
the rising of a spacecraft is a stirring sight. The fire bolls
out of the nozzles, splashing and dancing In the blackness
of the Lunar shadows, brightening and banishing them.
The ships sway slightly as their gyres bite in, and the lift
begins. Very slowly at first, and then with sheekin
swiftness, they meve away frem the emprisening seil: A
eelumm of fire is their pedestal, and it grews 18Rg and
angry.

Then the column of fire parts compamy with the soil as
though glad to be free and it follows the vanishing ships
up, up into the night, a streak of man-made ligitning
among the vastnesses of eternal night. . . .

Underway, Joe felt better. The pulsing beat of the
Lady's tubes was like a tonic to him. Under the steadily
increasing G, the effects of the graviniliphine vanished,
leaving him almest comfortable.

There were problems now, but purely techmicall ones.
He checked again to make sure that his projected orbit
cleared Roche’s Limit. It did. Barely. But by enough to
guarantee that the Mariiaan Quessm wouldn't end up a
cloud of rivets and scrap elreling Sel.

He let himself hope that the Queanss refrigeration
system was working properly. because in about a week it
was going to start getting awfully het. A frown creased
his face. Perhaps he wouldn't need to worry about that.
Bullis might not take him aboard when he found out what
was happening. Bullis looked like the kind ef man whe
wouldn't appreeiate the kind of fast and loese game Joe
had werked e himM. ARd the aeeeleration siekness he
mugt Bé suffering Rew. thought Jee with a sudden grin,
weuldn't make RIm mere tractable ither. The kadyy was
feally pauFng it 8h. and Bulljs, net expecting $8 mueh
guick BHSA. Radn' Jet himselt be drugged with
gravintliphing.

The indicator showed a velocity of seven thousand
meters per second. That was good, even for the [lady.
But it wasn't good enough. Not by about five thousand
per second. Joe swallowed hard. He"d let himsellf hope
that he might be able to save enough to pull the Ladjy out.
The dials showed him he had been kidding himself.
Almost half the fuel was gone already. He'd be lucky to
get the required speed to get the Quearm past Roche’s
30

Limit. A cold feeling moved into the pit of his stomach.
Could he have beem wrong, after all? Hadl he blasted
himselif and two ships into eternity on a half-cocked,
unworkable orbit?

Joe wasn't a religious man, but he begam praying then.
Praying hard.

Captain Bullis of the Mavtim: Queem was a sharp man
with a calculator and slide-rule. He'dl had to be to get
command of the one ship Lunar Lines had equipped for
the long hauls of Outside.

The painful effects of too many G's. too long, began to
wear off slightly after nine hours under way, and though
still a trifle unsteady. he began to check his boost-pilot’s
work.

Five minutes later the cables, connecting the Miartian
Queam to the Gay Ladly, were sizzling.

“Cammon! Camnoog, I say!”’ Bullis roared, “Answer
redl”’

Joe pondered the advisalbility of pretendiing imtership
commumications were dead. Bullis sounded mad. Maybe
even a little worse than mad. Hysteriical, perhaps.

Regretfully, Joe Cannom acknowledged Bullis' call.

“You idiot! You bungling, stupid, thick-skull? What in
the name of all the seven hells do you think you're
doing?"”

"“I"we established an orbit, Captain,” Joe said softly.

There was a sound like bacon frying on the other end of
the intercom. "“Ontbit! Orbit! I've just checked your
blasted orbit! We're just sixty-one degrees off my
charted arc! You've pitched us all into the Sun, you . . .
you!™ Bullis seemed to be having trouble fiinding words.

“[I'll have you grounded for this! I'll have you hung for
piracy! Cannon! Are you listening to me?”

It was a strange thing, Joe thought as he snapped off
the intercom, how little threats meant in the face of real
danger. He was risking everything on one throw of the
dice. Step Takeoffs would be made if the orbit he'd
charted paid off. The Europa Colony would back him
with their last cent of savings and the loss of the Ilady
woulld be nothing more than a sentimentall misfortune.
Sad. but fieeessary. On the other hand, he refleeted with
a gualm, if he were wreng—Buillis® threats would mean
nething at all. Fer a few mements. he poRdered the meral
guestion pesed By his usurpation of the authority that
Aermally belonged to the QueRlss Captain. 1t really
wasn't right fer Rim te risk the Queeh and the lives efihe
fep abeard her 8A an untried seheme. Still, oAe had 8
weigh their lives against the lives of alh the deomed men.
women and chtldreh IR the FHFBRA %IBW-. Evervihing,
{l?%% t CanABR, Was FELQHV%-. I TOF BHie and Ag far
all=and the davi take the RRemest:

He drove the Gay Ladiy harder. Herffuel was vanishing
fast and her velocity wasn't enough yet. Eight flive
hundred meters per second. Thirtyy fliee mere, Lady, he
pleaded mentally, onlly thirty ffiee rmore.

The point of no returm came and passed almost
unnoticed. There was no returming for Joe Cannon. He

contined on page 59



Doom Ship

By Henry Guith

Ieldfw waved frantic arms, but
the little boat came on, tubes
flaring daintily . . .

L«fﬂy cringed. He kept staring out the viewport, trying
to dispel what he hated to believe he had seen. He
peered intently at utter blackness.

“Come away from there,” Wang urged. "You've
been watching for hours. There's nothing there but
space.”

Lefty squirmed loose from the knotty hand that
gripped his wide shoulder. I saw it,” he iimsisted.
“Hwge red ship. Lomg and sleek and red.”

Lefty remembered. It had loomed up first when they
crossed the asteroid belt, then later near Jupiter's orbit.
He'd seen it clearly, through the viewport in his cabin,

But no one did anything. The Tripulli drove steadily
on toward its doom.

“Come along,"” said Wang, tugging gently at his arm.
“You can't stay here and look forever. We'lll have a
bottle of vodde with the captim.”

*Vodde?'" said Lefty, vaguely. He glanced guiltily at
Wang. Could Wang know?

He glued his face to the lens. "I saw it,” he said
stubbornly, blinking red-rimmed eyes. *“A huge ship out
there, ports lighted up. . . . Sponsons in rows along the
hull. Following us—all the way from the asteroid belt.
Like a ghost, out there.””

“Sure,"” Wang said. "“But your eyes are swelled up.
You have to rest now. Lefty.” He peered out, shook his
gray head and pulled Lefty away from the viewport. He
gave him a gentle push down the passageway. “Theyll
be needing you for the third watch in the engine roem.™

Lefty shuffled reluctantly down the passageway,
lead-soled boots thudding the deck plates.

They pushed into the offiicers’ mess, on the after top
deck, snugged in over number three jet. The TFipenli's
captain, a pinch-nosed Martian, looked up from his
bottle. Three men in gray officers’ uniforms, nodded
briefly.

“Liewitemant Wang, sir,” said Want, saluting
snappily. “Amd Ensign Lefty Shark. We've come for
refreshiments.™

“Relax,” said the captain sourly. He cracked a
Martian bevel nut with blunt teeth. “You Neptunian
dogs have ritual in your bones, 1 believe. Now Lefty
here,” he smiled slantwise, “hasn"t saluted in a decade.
That's the kind of man 1 like under me—imdependent
thinker. Resourcefull.™”

“Yes, sir,” Wang said, unoffended.

Lefty perched on a too-soft foam chair, and peered

past the flat table top, out the Tripalis observation port,
into the blackness of space.

He shoved aside the bottle that Wang offered him.
There was too much drinking aboard this ship. And too
much laxity.

*Is he still at it?" young Commander Pladgett
sneered. Gold navigator's stripes glittered on his cuffs
as he tilted himself a glass of vodde. “[t’s about time the
Earth Termimal grounded him. He"s beem charting
things in space that aren’t there, ever since I came
aboard.™

"“Yeah,” said Torso, opeming the stiff neck of his
chief pilot's tunic. "“Hiypensensany eyes he has, which a
smart young navigator like you could use. But you
wouldn't be knowing about that. That happened three
years ago.”” He grinned tolerantly. “We were all
radiation sick from the blast. But he was down the
engine room when the pile blew. Aye, Lefty took the
full force of it. he didl.™

Lefty thought he saw a shark-like snout floating in
space outside the ship. But whem he blinked, it wasn't
there.

No, they didn't know. He wouldn't be alive if they
did. He'd be a frozen hulk in space—im place of the
Venusiam engineer they'd shoved out the airlock for
fouling the atom pile on that disastrous run. But it was
Lefty's drunkenness that had fouled that pile; his
brain-soddem negligence that had killed two engineers
and nearly destroyed the Tripali—whten he had stupidly
replaced a contamimated damper plate with another
dangerously active one that should have been
jettisoned. The knowledge was a festering wound Ia his
mind. He lived with it, day and night.

"I don't know who they are,” Lefty muttered
ominously. "But we won't reach Neptume. We'lll die in
space. Captaim—"

The captain scowled. “Here, here, lad. We're not
arming the Tripali/ to ward off a hallucimation.” His
white, domed forehead creased deeply. “We'we got a
zonium cargo and a thousand passemgers to cart to the
Neptune in the quickest possible time. The Tripalii has a
fleet record to maintain. You tend to your engine roem,
lad. and that's eneweh.™

Pladgett grinned. “The captaim will attend to all
hallucinations persomallly."

The captain flushed and scowled.

"I think Lefty's a hazard,” Pladgett went on,
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unabashed. "“To the ship and to the passengers and to
us. He should be dumped in the nearest psycho
colony.”

Lefty frowned uneasily and angrily. Damn Pladgett!
Always riding him. Always chasing down to the engine
room to mock him and upset the routine. You would
think the only fellow Earthman aboard would listen.

Could Pladgett possibly guess?

He saw a red blur of light out the viewport, slipping
past the ship.

“There it is!" he shouted, jumpinmg up. A bottle of
vodde fell to the deck and shattered. “Look, look!” he
cried, pointing with a rigid arm. He stared furiously
around at the blank faces. "“Didn’t you see it? IMifin't
yeu?”’’ he screamed.

Wang's chair scraped, and Lefty felt himself being
pushed firmly into a sitting position. "“Sure," said
Wang. A huge red ship. sponsons bulging along the
hull.™ He pressed Lefty's shoulder and glanced around.
“We saw it, Lefty,” he said.

"“Maybe invaders from another star,” scoffed
Pladgett, over the top of his bottle. “Imwvisible heathens
from Arcturus, hellbent on tracking this ship and raying
it to atoms. Or maybe a ghost cruiser, haunting us,
trying to drive us crazy.”

"l don't know," Lefty mumbled hollowly. “But
there's death waitin, this tirigp.”™

Wang mused. “Tihere are some unexplained piracies,
Commander. You've heard newscasts reporting
scattered incidents the past six months. Why is General
Box aboard with a crew to guard the Zomiwm?"

Pladgett waved a smooth hand. “Search me,
Hawkshaw.™

The captain's face twitched. He pointed a
knob-knuckled finger at Wang. *“Fanget all that sludge,
Mister. There’s probably nothing mysterious about the
piracies. Pirates are clever skunks, but not imviistike ™

*"Of course, sir,” Wang said. “l was only—"

A musical bell chimed softly.

*“Thiird watch,”” snapped the captain, lurching to his
feet. "Tatt1ll be all, gentlemen.” He stared doubtfully
at Lefty. “You're in charge of the engine room. That's a
responsibility. Don't let anything interfere with it

Lefty's skin jumped and he glanced away from the
captain. “Yes, sir,” he said fiercely.

He wound carefully into the bowels of the ship,
avoiding viewports and trying to concentrate on the
watch ahead.

Ensign Ack frowned as he entered the cavernous
engine room. Pointing to the bulkhead chronometer, he
said, “You'te—wihat's the matten”"

“Natthing ! Lefty growled. He squeezed the catwalk
handraiill and glared down into the pit at the roaring
tubes. “You're relieved. Sorry I'm latie.™

Ensign Ack grimaced puzzledly, shrugged, and
stalked from the engine room.

Lefty's heart skipped. He climbed slowly down the
32

ladder, and stood on the solid plates of the pit deck
spotting his crew of three busily working engineers. He
scuffed from one to the other.

li@xygen?h’

At sixty in the pipe, sir."

“Readliimgs normal? Jet flow comstamt?™

“Branytthimg normal, siir,™

Lefty checked personally, making double sure, but
treated his men with anxious respect—they would not
die through his negligence.

“Smooth work,” he said. "But don't relkx."

He swung to the catwalk, and clattered across the
yawning pit, to the whirring dynamo and the ranks of
reserve batteries, some now being recharged. He
gravely studied dials until they showed full charges. He
began disconnectiimg them, snapping off thick couplings
with habit-skilled hands that were more sensitive to this
job than any other. Around machinery, Lefty worked
without thinking. Metal was alive and responsive to
him.

Then he remembered the red ship, and his hands
slipped with sweat. They brushed a naked cable, burned
bitingly and rapidly grew swollen blisters. He gaped at
skin that rose in bubbles and burst with popping sounds.
The hands throbbed.

With lead gloves he sheathed the cable and
reconnected it.

Sharp voices rose from below.

“Dammn your imsolkemoe!™

“But, sir, you—"

Lefty craned to look into the pit. He glimpsed
gold-striped cuffs and slack white overalls at the tube
heads jutting from the after bullkkhead.

Scrambling hastily down the cleated ladder, he
approached the glaring couple. His mouth, tigihtened
when he identified the Tripoli's young navigator,
Pladgett.

“What's the trouble here?" he asked, as calmly as
possible.

“I"m sorry, sir,” the engineer said. “But he was—"

*Imsubordination,” snapped Pladgett. He stood
stiffly, glaring.

Lightnings of anger flickered through Lefty. “Your
authority is out of bounds here,™ he said. “Keep a civil
tongue in your head."

Lefty demanded of his engineer, “Now, what was
it?"

The engineer braced himself. “He was tampering
with the jet equipment, sir. These tube heads—"

“Space rot! Merely looked at the blamed thimgs!™

Cold blasts of fury washed over Lefty. His trembling
finger indicated the engine-room exit. “Please confine
your curiosity to the top deck, commander,” he said.
“There’s sensitive machinery here.”

Pladgett’s face purpled. “I’we a perfect right to any
part of this tub below top deck. Don't strain your luck,
Lefty.”



Lefty controlled himself with an effort. “Wery well.
But keep your hands in your pockets.” He strode off,
poundimg his heels on the deck.

Recharging absorbed him again. Flurries of
movement from below pricked his ears, but he paid no
attention.

*$tiill charting pirate invaders?'” Pladgett's voice
mocked suddenly over his shoulder.

Lefty made no sign that he had heard. But he
remembered the red ship, and a weight settled in his
stomach. He felt the closeness of death.

*“Thimk they might board ws?"

H

|

Lefty worked silently, wondering.

"Do you see anything besidies—"

Footfalls rattled across the catwalk. The engimeer's
voice said, “There"s something funny, sir. Jet pressure
is down. We can't build it wp.™

Lefty squinted up at the engineer's white face. He
turned abruptly, spurted along the catwalk and plunged
dowm the ladder.

Lefty waved frantic arms, but the little boat came on. tubes flaxing daintily . . .
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The compressor, zonium-ribbed and blocky, squatted
solidly against the tube heads. He poked around it,
muscled fingers probing. No part that he touched
seemed out of place or broken.

Rapidly, with tools, he unsealed the housing. The
globular, lead-lined pressure chamber within throbbed
to his anxious touch.

He straightened up. fingers prickling, and said levelly
to the engineer, “Repaort this topside immediately, and
include Commander Pladgett's tamperimg in your
report.”

"“See here! 1—"

*“The commander was across the pit, sir,”
engineer. “He couldn’t have done thiis.”

Lefty said, “Youw didn't watch him every second.
Make the repontt.™

Pladgett's face whitened, and his mouth froze to a
tight inverted crescent. “*“You damned, dirumkem—"

Lefty hit him with a Stillson wrench, furiously.

Pladgett went down. His head clanged on the deck.

Eingers loosening. Lefty dropped the wrench. A thick
fog uncoeiled from him, and left him gasping. He stared
helplessly at the slumped uniform on the pit fleor.

Brushing his eyes, he paced to the ship's tekescreen,
countersunk in the forward bulkhead, and pressed the
control-roonn stud. Glancing briefly at the screen, he
switched to captain's guarters. He was about to try the
chart room, when the eaptain's voiee bellowed from
above the pit.

“What's happened down here? Why have you
stopped the jets?”

He crabbed, stiff-legged, down the ladder.

Lefty fiddled nervously with the compressor. It was
irrational, but even now he thought of the red ship.

“Wihwat is it, what is it?* the captain said, testily. He
chewed a bewvel nut with clicks of his teeth.

*“He was—tampering,” said Lefty, shakily, probing
in the compressor. Instruments lay strewn around him
on the deck. "“The trouble's inside. We'll diismamtlke"

The captain glared. "“You belong in irons. Lefty, for
striking a superior officer. What's got into you? Get us
underway immediately. Later—

The telescreem shrilled a piercing whistle, but Lefty
ignored it. So did the captain.

"Pladgett's a fool,” the captain grumbled. “Had no
business down here.”” He munched impatiently. “*Can’t
you speed things wp?™”

The captain strode over and punched a stud. “Wihat is
it!™ he shouted.

Chief Pilot Torso's image flickered and glowed on the
screen. “Wihat in the name of space is happening in the
engine room?” he demanded. “I can't pilot a ship
ifl—oh, it’s you captii."

"“Stop playing with that telescreen!™ the captain said.
“We're busy!" He added ruefully, *“Temypananiily broke
down, Torso. Relax.”
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said the

*“Yeah," Torso said. "Rellax it is. It won't be long.
I'm hopimg.™

The captain darkened the screen. He scowied briefly
at Lefty, then stiffly mounted the ladder.

Lefty flung away his tool, skittering it across the
deck.

“Needs a major overhaul,” he said bitterly. “We'll
have to jettison torch.” He climbed to his feet and
frowned bafflement at the compressor, cursing Pladgett
in his mind, feeling surrounded by malicious forces. He
wavered unsteadily.

“You sick, sir?" the engineer said, grasping his arm.
“You'd better relax.”

Lefty jerked free. “Dom’t start that!* he cried.

He pulled himself feverishly up the ladder and
lurched out into the passageway. He aimed himself
toward the powertowl storage hold.

A round, thick-lensed viewport appeared and Lefty
automaiticallly went to it. He felt the strange lack of
vibration in the ship as he pressed his face against the
lens. Muscles around his eyes strained, and he stared
intently at the darkness of space.

His breath hissed explosively.
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There it was—the red ship—hanging in the void, a bare
thousand yards to starboard, drifting silently; a flicker
of vivid blue playing about its rear jet cluster.

The ship kept pace; it clung tenaciously alongside the
floating Tripalii, a great shark-like bulk, looming in the
void. Sponsons stood out like warts from the metal hull,
and gun-slot seams made thin black circles on the red
metal. But . . . Lefty gasped, and clawed crooked
fingers at the steel bulkhead.

The spenseon. Amidships. A long black gun-snout
protruded from it, and nebulous flickering light flowed
toward Lefty. It boiled silently against the Tripallfés hull,
drenching it.

Lefty's eyes burned with horror. He backed away
from the port, bumping the opposite bulkhead, and
flattened himself against it. “‘Ray gun, ray gun,” he
mumbled, and gazed with hypnotized eyes at the livid
energy pouring from the red ship’s gun.

He felt someone tugging at him, trying to pull him
loose from the bullkhead.



"“Come now,” said Wang. "“You're quivering like you
had the d.t.’s.” He tugged gently.

Lefty clawed Wang's hands away. He lurched to the
port and flattened his nose against it. “That’s it, that’s
it, that's it he cried. “They're raying us down. Great
Jupiter—they’re raying us down™

*“Here, here,” said Want, tugging. “Don’t go to
pieces, Lefity."

Lefty screamed. ““Youw idiot! They've paralyzed the
compressor! We can’t budge!™

Wang peered out the viewport. *“Sure,"” he said
sadly. He frowned thoughtfully. "Pladgett’s in sick bay.
I can’t blame you, Lefty, for creasing his skull, It may
take some of the swelling out. But now you have to get
hold of yourselft.

*“Look!"” shouted Lefty. *“The ship, the ship!” He
stared with terror-strickem fascination at the immplzcable
red hull.

“Domnt clutter up the passageway!" a deep voice
boomed.

Wang twirled around, stiffemed, and executed a smart
salute. “Genenall Box, sir,” he said. “We—"

“At ease!” boomed the Martian, “What’s all this
mumbo-jumbo?* His great bulk quivered.

Lefty leaped back from the port. “Gemeral! Look!
Spraying us with that ray—You're protecting the
cargo—Blast them out of the sky!"

“Wiho? What?" said the general.

“It’s all right,”’ sighed Wang. ‘“He sees a ship, sir. A
huge warship. They‘re raying us down.” He shook his
head signifiicantly.

“Wiat, what?'” The general glared at Lefty.

“Radiiation sickness,” whispered Wang. “Rezllly not
serious, sir. Onlly—"

Impotent rage overwhelmed Lefty. He banged out his
frustration against the lens with his fist. “ldiots!"" he
said.

The telescreen whistled determinedly. Its blinker light
flashed off and on.

Ignoring it, Lefty stiffened his mouth to an
unnaturallly straight slash and rummaged through his
cabin locker. He dragged a bulky spacesuit from its
case.

He felt faintly, mingled with grim resolve, a sense of
impending relief.

Even Generall Box refused to protect the ship.
Something was terribly wrong. They hadn’t seen the
menace, of else—was it possible?—they didn"t want to.

He writhed into the spacesuit, and stood listening.

The deck plates were silent beneath the magnetized
soles of his boots. The ship was dead and motionless.
The loudspeaker over his bunk oozed soft music,
coming from the orchestra in the passenger salon
amidships. It sounded strangely wnreal.

*[ like resourceful men,” the captain had said.

Lefty screwed on the helmet, blocking out all sound.

He thrust a metal-piercing rocket gun in his belt and
jerked open the door. He clumped grimly into and down
the passageway, snapping on his earphones.

The airlock seemed to beckon.

Muffled thuds vibrated the metal plates and sent
Lefty staggering ponderousily into the shadow of a
connectiing passageway. Two executive officers paced
by, complaiming in clipped Venusiam over the
breakdowm.

Lefty went on. He plowed ahead, carrying the weight
of his suit with difficulty. He ignored luring portholes.

A sickening premomitiom of death came to him. And a
faint, wistful promise of deliverance.

Wandering crewmen made him duck twice more
before he reached the bulging airlock. Them he was
grasping the wheel with tight, eager hands, and spinning
the inner lock open.

The ship's speaker intoned, “Alll passengers,
attention. All passengers. We expect to be under way in
ten mimuties.."

Lefty grimaced. Poor blind fools. He sent a lingering
glance down the ship—his ship—and squeezed into the
airlock.

The final lock creaked open. Air whooshed out. Suit
folds bulged with suddem whacking, metallic sounds.

He squinted carefully out the peep-hole port.

The great, red hull loomed alongside, its protruding
gun silent. It floated, portholes gleaming, menacing and
invisible to ordinary men. Behind it, space yawned into
black infinity.

Lefty pushed out onto the projecting platform sliver.
The lock clanged shut behind him.

It was utterly still. Lefty could hear only the beat of his
own heart.

His head throbbed, his eyes burned, and his body
shivered with cold sweat. Across the void hovered the
immense red hull. He gasped at the size of it.

Death in spacee, his mind said. Payweetz in flll.

Could they detect him, a tiny speck flattened against
the Tripatiiss dusky flank?

Lefty pressed feet against the plates, hesitated, and
pushed.

As though shot from a gun, he flew out.

Sucking air, he braced himself for the crash against
the red hull.

He wentr threugbh thee ssnip.

Choking off an oath of amazement, he clawed at his
belt for the rocket gun.

Livid flame spewed from the rocket tube. It cut a
fiery path into the black void, slowing his hurtling body
abruptly.

He floated back, snapping off the tube, and tensed
himself. The hull bulged up. It swelled untiill plate seams
showed to his straining eyes. He gripped the rocketgun
butt.

He ffhadeed agaim tiwaugbh the stifp. . . .

contitwet! on page 61 35



The Last Dark

By La Selle Gilman

Onily fftanring desttruttion remarndd ffor Hanth,
the day the fiird] strugegde began
betweeen the mem who theugbht they were the plhmes’s eite
—amnd the tiny grayp who could prore they were!

Itt was an elderly yak-herder wheo found the thing. He
was tranquillly tending his hairy oxem on the bleak,
storm-swept plateau when an airplane plunged
screarming out of the sky where black winds raged. It
crashed into the ice of a frozen lake, scattering wreckage
and debris in all directions.

The herdsman, a solitary and melancholy greybeard
with skin like dried orange peel, considered this
occurrence with calm detachment for a week or so, and
then picked up some of the pieces, saving what he
considered of value and not bothering with stray arms
and legs. Among the salvage was a smalll metal box,
labeled: This Sidke Up. Handlle Witth Cave and Frragile.
Another stencill explained: Madée in US—kbiut the rest of
the lettering had been scraped off in the crackup.

When he opened the box, he immediatelly recognized
the contents as an atomic bomb. Studying it through
slitted eyes, he saw that it was a simple weapon, poorly
constructed by amateurisih armorers, but he noted with
some amuserment that, crude as it was, it might be fairly
effective if its awkwaird mechamisi would release the
elusive chain reaction. The yak-herder at the time
happened to be meditating on the second of the four
sublime verities=Trshna. that the eause of all pain is but
desire, and was engaged in a study ef the
chain-of-causation. the Pratitypsamuipapida. This
colneidence led him to eontermplate the deviee itself, a
ﬁunzbersam%,. thirty-pound Ball about the size of Ris ewn

ead.

So he set it aside as a doorflap-stopper for his woolly
yots and it served him as an object of revery until spring
winds melted the snows and opened the high passes of
the Kunluns and the Himalayas.

When, finally, the ragged old man moved his herd out
past the salt flats and across the lonely, barrem tablelands
to the great monastety at Tashi-lunpo., he took the
battered metal box along. He had concluded that the
learned Keeper of the Archives, or perhaps even the
honored Custodian ef the Museurn of Primitive Cultures,
might deign to add this ugly object to the great collection
of oddities and curiosities from the Outside. When hie had
crawled into the presenee, fur eap in hand, apd humbly
subrmitted it, the yellow-robed official in eharge accepted
it with reluetant indiffierence, pointing out that the
museurh was already everstoeked with exhibits of
ancient war implements such as the spear, the
mateh-lock and the spaceroeket:
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But after the Custodiam was respectfully informed of
the circumstances by which this unworthy relic had
arrived on the Roof of the World, he was mildly
interested. He rewarded the herder, a celibate
philosophes untill then, with a plump middle-aged widow,
a gallon of hundred-proof koumiss and a fourth-hand
copy of the sacred sutras, hand-illumined by an ancient
hely man.

The Custodian then carried the box to the Department
of Antiquities at Shigatse, where he delivered it to the
Research Bureau.

Dr. Sbrong-tsan, the Director of theBureau, exclaimed
the queer inscriptions on the box but made very little of
them except, of course, for their generall significance. He
pointed out to his bowiing assistant that while the
lettering was in English, that meant nothing since none of
the Qutside tribes wished to admit ownership of such a
thing and would atterpt to conceall the origin by various
childish subterfuges; hence the printing might just as well
be in Sanskrit, oF Russian—or Icelandie.

"However,” the Director said thoughtfully, swinging
a silver earring against his high cheekbone, “though
these silly warnings may be extraneous—I doubt very
much if this quaint cracker would go off with all that
unwieldy mass of U-235 jammmed into a mold—I think
the matter should be brought to the attention of the
Minister of Security. It's the first tangible evidence
we've reeeived that the barbarians Rave actuallly reached
sefme understandiimg of atomiec energy and its more basie
uses, and His Excellency Reeds a jolt. He's begome
mueh t8e earmplacent of ke

The kowtowing assistant dared to lift his eyebrows.
“Surely,"” he muttered, “you've seen our extensive field
reports on the last interclam disturbances. Hiroshima and
Bikini and all that—"

"I know,” Dr. Sbromg-tsam said testily. “Our
observers at Los Alamos and Omsk have kept us
well-informed, but it's really beem largely hearsay. Mere
speculation on their groping advances through nuclear
fission, the mass productiiom of their uninspired
discoveries, and so on. This is something we can put our
finger om.™

He put his smooth, yellow finger on the bomb. “Here
is an example of what all their hystetiicall and supposedly
secret bustle is about—a stupid little explosive charge
that probably didn’t cost more than a million and a half
paper dollars. They boast of it, on their blatting radios, as






‘the world’'s most potent destructive force!" There's a
belly-laugh for you. Even if some cunning clan could
produce them like barleycakes and set them off all at
once, they wouldn't make a half-respectable earthquake.
1 believe they're trying these out in their antigue
submarines and guided missiles, but they haven't eéven
learned how to detonate all the plutenium yet; it’s
effective only to the extent of about one-tenth of ene per-
gent. and the rest gees te waste. Imagine! And their
knewledge in this field, as in mest fields, is still mest
glementary."

The assistant discreetly withdrew and hurried off to
the Street of Ten Million Manuscripts to bone up on
atomic versus metaphysical power.

When midsummer opened the caravan tralls, Dr.
Sbrong-tsam made a business trip to the capital at ILhassa,
and carried the heavy box in his baggage though it was
nearly a full load for one of the camels. After he had
arrived in the Forbidden City, he took it to the Security
Office in the Potala.

He was conducted by a hooded guard down a long, dim
corridor, up several flights of narrow stone steps, and
through a series of galleries to a brass-boumd door, and
was received with utmost ceremony. He always disliked
the atmosphere of the Office, a chilly hole lit by soft,
green lantern-glow and hung with rustling lamaistic
banners of faded silk; it stank of incense rising from
burners by an altar to the Four Kings. But the Mimister,
leafing in a plain red sportsrobe beside a tea-table,
greeted Rim casually.

*“Hmm," His Excellency said, having glanced at the
strange object and read the Director’s report, “wihat in
the devils d'you make of it, eh?”

The Director shrugged. “I'we consulted with a number
of our technicians and the experts at the Tibetan Science
Institute. The ethnologists are rather impressed. They
re-emphasize that these Outside tribes have certain
peculiar instinets and tendencies toward
self-destruction. Seems to be part of their biological
equipment. While they've made practicallly no progress
in recent centuries from a truly cultuial or imtellectual
standpoint. they apparemtly have reached a definite
milestone with this lethal little gadgat.”

"Hawe you beem to see the Dalai about iit?"

I haven't seen the Bogdo-Lama yet. He's busy
experimentimg with improving the climate in the Sanpo
valley.™

The Minister reflectively trickled his jade prayer beads
through his hands, and his veiled eyes were dreamy.
"“Yes," he said, “he's been getting in the last shipments
of grain and fruit seeds from the Southern Hemisphere,
and is anxious to start the new nurseries. Claims we're
fiew practicallly self-sufficient. . . . Just what weuld this
bomb do if it were {6 burst?”

“Nat much,” Dr. Sbrong-tsam smiled. “Wiipe out a
city or two, perhaps. Create an amount of radioactive
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spray in a strategic harbor, but that would affect only a
limited area. And if it were smuggled into a town and
exploded in a cellar, it probably wouldn't damage more
than a few bllodks.™

“How about dwst?"

"t couldn't be effectively dispersed except in very
large amounts, deposited accurately. Their poorly
stockpiled dust decays, you know, which is a
disadvantage—to tinem.™

“What I'm getting at,” the Minister said with
patience, "is, what damage could this contraption do,
say, to LLhassa?"

*“Ah," the Director murmured. *“There"s a point.
While this is little better than a toy, it could do terrific
harm to our sacred Potala, inside which we are now
seated, and knock out all the lamaseries and temples in
town. There might be a death toll of around ten thousand
among the monks, and thousands more among the
traders of sheep and carpets in the bazaars. Deform and
stunt the ehildren, and make our wemen meore
leathsemely ugly than they are="

“Siva forbidi"™

"“There'd be a bit of radioactivity to cope with. . . ."

“That’s all I wanted to know!"" the Minister said
decisively, sitting up straight. *“This thing has gone too
far! Who do those upstart savages out there in the
hinterlands think they are, anyway? One of their
bungling alrplanes-drivers could aceidentallly drop a load
here as easily as in a remete salt lake, and the center of
ouF eivilization weuld be endangered. Despite our
intrieate and extensive sysiem of underground lead-lined
§uburbs we're vulnerable, and 1I'm damned te the
RuRdredrandreighth Hell if we're geing te redesign
Lhassa and the whele cradie of manking te guard against
sueh Stupidity™™

“Wiat do you propose?' Dr. Sbromg-tsam asked with
caution.

“Well put Plan Nirvana into effect irmediately,
that’s what! I've already got the supreme go-ahead from
the Sovereign Pontiff and the Coumnciil to act whenever I
deemn it necessary for reasons of securitsy.””

*“I don’t think I'm entirely famillizr—"

“Plam Nirvana,” His Excellency repeated shortly.
“Betinctiion. Blow 'em owt!”

"Yes, yes, but by what means? Do you plan to use the
global virulent bactetiological spray?"

The Minister snorted. “You know, doctor, your
conversation makes you a touch old-fashioned. Of
course not the spray. Their medicine men just might have
something cooking up their sleeves to combat that; iit's
teo uncertain. Sprays against pests aren’t always
completely effeetive, remembar.”

“There's the rockets,” the Director said, hesitating.
*“Amd of course the resettlement project on the moom..™

“Not too feasible either. I've talked it over with our
lunar authorities. They say our new colony there ism't
ready quite yet to handle a sudden influx of two million



Tibetans. Besides, that's negative, a defeatist way of
dealing with this annoying problem. Tantamoumt to a
retreat before the barbaric hordes. No, we'lll simply
annihilate 'em. They've been getting far too cocky for the
last half millenniumm and we should have taken action
long ago, when they first discovered firearms, or
America, or thereabouts. You can't confine 'em on
reservations, you know—they're too unruly and haven't
the faintest notion of obeying international law. One
world, they yap! We'lll show 'em one weorld""

Dr. Sbrong-tsan walked slowly back through the
twisting, narrow streets to his caravanserai, thoughtfully
observing the great city in its bowl of crystal mountains,
peering up at the houses set like nests on the crests of
wide terraces. He strolled along the granite flagstones
between high buildings with leaning white walls; the way
respectfully opened for him through crowds of hawkers
and horsemen, lamas and soldiers, dogs and donkeys.
The mammoth Potala rose above it all, chalky white as if
sculptured in alabaster, and set sharply against a
turquoise sky.

a N

A he Nirvana Bomb was the
most refined distillate of atomic
energy ever produced, and was
enclosed in a platinum casing the
size of a melon-seed.

A breeze blew over the ancient plane trees in the inn
courtyard, their moving tops like green enamel. The
Director sought his apartmenit and climbed into an ass’
milk bath. He lay back in the obsidian tub, eating a bowl
of curds and tsamba. and considered Plan Nirvana. He
had only a supeificial knowledge of modern weapons and
methods of wiping out populations. In a vague way, he
was in favor ef it. As long as the Outsiders brawled and
spawned among themselves and kept strietly away from
the frontiers, he didn’t eare what mad follies they
indulged, and If they deeimated each other, se mueh the
better. But when they began enereaching 6n Ris Aative
fastness on the Reof of the Word and carelessly
seattered these absurd But alarming jimeracks abeut, it
was time te take pesitive sieps:

“After all,” the Director said aloud. as though to
reassure himself, “we"we got along perfectly well
without ‘e for several thousamd years. They're just a
fnuisance.”

A shaven-polled attendant had entered with ajjar of hot
milk to warm his bath, and said, “Huh?"

“Hawe you ever seen an Qutsider?™ Dr. Shrong-tsan
asked him,

*“Sure,"” the muscular youth replied, rubbing
goat-gland oil into the Director’'s wiry hair. "I seen a
coupla explorers they had in a cage in a sideshow down

by the Karma Temple about fifty years ago. Pale-lookin’
jerks. They had another one, too; he was a missionary,
though, so the guards took him up to work in the uranium
mines.”

"[ can’t see what possible advantage there would be to
us to permiit them to continue to go on,' the Director said
absently. “Tihey 1l only get themselves into a worse mess
than they're in now, and eventuallly involve us. We've
got to protect our own interests when we're threatened.
Unciivilized races just shouldn't play with fire.”

"Il tell you,"” the attendamt confided, I wouldn't
give you a plugged amulet for a whole reincamaitiiom of
'em. Conduct 'em to the other shore—that’s my motto!™

The motto which was spread far and wide throughout
the land by the evening's telepathy broadcast was not
exactly that, though it bore the same connotation. Dr.
Sbromg-tsam was resting in his luxurious quarters when
he received the Minister’s public announcement
launching Plan Nirvana, and the word that was passed
was: "“QWliterate the Habitat!™

This, the Minister explained to the fascinated
populace, was to be accomplished by the Nirvana Bomb.
Everyone knew about it, of course, so he didn"t go into
detail. It was the most refined distillate of atomic energy
ever produced, and was enclosed in a platinum casing the
size of a melon-seed. It would be removed from the
vaults of the national laboratories deep beneaith the city
the following morning, and a staff of competent armorers
would carefully lower it into the yawning mouth of the
awesome Blow-Hole in the Ramo-Chee courtyard.
When it had reached the core of the earth, about Ae6R, it
would be touched off. The occasion. the Minister added
benignly., would be a genefal holiday.

“You all recognize the necessity for this defensive
action,™ he said, “amd I'm sure you all know that it's the
only humane and civilized course to take. An ounce of
prevention, so to speak. We have stocked the country
with every known species of useful birds, beasts and
fishes, in pairs, and with all the seeds of all desirable
vegetation. We've never had much need for the Outside,
of course. beyond a trivial token trade In block-tea and
gewgaws. All they've ever wanted from us, i thelr
ignorance, were yak-taills and gold. Whak they use the
tails for'l'm blasted if | khew, URless it's to attach them to
their savage eostures for war danees. As ferthe geld, we
dug it up frem the earth and sent it te them and they put it
baek in a hole in the ground again. whieh is just aRSther
example ef their 1.Q."

The telepathic screens throughout the country rocked
with laughter.

"Now don’t be alarmed when the signal is given,” His
Excellency added. “The explosion will cause you no
inconvenience. There will be sixteen thousand
yellow-gownedl lamas stationed at key points along all
the borders, concentiatimg intenselly on their vast
spirituall powers of levitatiom to lift our realrm bedily and
absorb the sheek. Youlll hardly feel a thing, and it wen't
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hurt a bit. Just relax and repeat the ritalistioc formulas.
Thus we shall attain true liberation. . . . There will be
dancing in the streets starting immediatelly afterward,
and refreshments will be served by the Coundil until
midnight. Now, are there any questions?"

There was a moment of silence and them came the
mutter of an aged hermit from an ice-cave in the distant
peaks of the Karakorum. “Yes," he said in a hollow
voice, "how is this act to be recongiled with my
teachings of benevolence to all living things, even the
fleas that infest my rags and the most noxious vermin
that plague me?” Two million telepathios breathlessly
waited.

*Quite simply,” the Minister replied in a cheerful and
reasonable shade of thought. “Tihey won't be living
things any longer. Theylll be nothing. Now then, do you
approve?”

"“We do!" the screens roared the collective answer
with enthusiasm.

*So be it," His Excellency murmured, and signed off.

The Director sat up quite late that night, smoking
severall pipes of opium and twisting the knobs and dials of
his powerful radio. He tuned in everything he could find
in the ether: soap operas and quiz shows, comedians and
commentators, mystery dramas, town meetings, swing
bands, newscasts, farm bulletins, the tear of Crosby and
Godfrey. and listened intently even to the commercials.
Then he switched it all off for the last time and went to
bed. He slept badly and had dreams. but blamed it on the
poor quality of the demestic poppy-

He stood, drawn and haggard, the next day on the
balcony of the inn listening to the deep vibrations of the
noonday gongs from the temples. There were iimmense
crowds in the streets and courtyards, still and expectant.
The people, with faces the color of mud, stood waiting
calm and powerful in their rough red jackets and their
black pantaloons tacked into long boots with turned-up
toes; some cartied the short. double-curved yataghans
and among them moved cowled lamas chanting over
their revolving prayer wheels. The elty swarmed with
beasts and peoples, and abeve it the banners whipped in
the wind.

They all knew that the boundaries and everything
beneath them had been completely insulated and the air
purifiers were working, but they were a little uneasy.
They need not have been. When the Nirvana Bomb was
exploded, it was a disappointmenit to the
sensation-seekers. though a surprising relief for most.
They expelled a mass sigh.

The shock was so gentle that it did not even stir the
leaves of the Bo-trees. There were no terrifying gales or
shattering quakes or vomiting walls of volcanic flame, as
the rumormomngers had predicted. Dr. Sbrong-tsan
himselif felt a slight jar, and heard the faintest of
subterraneam rumbles. A large puff of black, greasy
smoke rose majestically from the courtyard of the
Ramo-Chee Temple into the heavens, belched up from
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the mouth of the fearful Blow-Hole, and the howling
upper winds sweeping above the encircling mountain
barrier snatched it away. The Director experienced a
slight uneasiness in the pit of his stomach and a moment
of undefinable uneasiness in his mind. That was all. Then
the eymbals elashed, the gongs roared, trumpets brayed
and flutes twittered and the deep and resonanit bellow of
the great lama-horns began. The monks raised up their
arms, standing In their brick-red vestiments, and the
tension broke. The people shouted. and began to dance
and feast.

The Director returned uncertaiimly to his apartment
and sank dowm on a silken couch, waiting for the Minister
of Security to appear on the telepathic screen. He did not
wait long. His Excellency was suddenly there, full of
news and self-satisfaction.

Elwﬂ;y living thing had
vanished completely, all in the
flick of an eyelash. No leaf, no
green blade of grass, no fruit or
flower had survived. And, of
course there were no more men.

"“The obliteratiom of the habitat has been
accomplished,” he announced. “Alll is well. Our
levitators did a splendid job. Splendid! They raised up
our land by all the corners and held us suspended so
neatlly that I doubt if one dish has beem broken, or a single
rock rolled down the mighty slopes of Everest.” He
chuckled. “You!1ll note I've used the OQutside designation
for our holy mountain. Just a bad habit—these things are
forgotten slowly, Now, if you'lll be patient and stay tuned
to me, I'lll have further flash reports as they come in from
the outposts. . . ."

Dr. Sbrong-tsam mixed himself a stiff bhang-and-soda
and tried to be patient. Presently the Minister was back.

"Bramptthimg was gone off as scheduled, just as our
scientists worked it out several hundred years ago," he
said blandly. “Tie border patrols say that beyond the
frontier, as far as super-radar can reach, every living
thing has vanished completely, all in the flick of an
eyelash. It was there, and then it was not. No leaf, no
green blade of grass, no fruit or flower survives. The
streams and lakes have disappeated in steam. No animal
or fish or fowl moves in the gray, empty and barren
desert beyond our mouniaim walls. And, of course, no
man—there are no more Qutsidars.™

The Director stirred restless and gulped his drink.

"I might say," the Minister added, "tthat it will be
unnecessary to send out expeditions to verify the
forecasts. It is safe to say that the entire earth is exactly



like that part of it which we can observe. The oceans are
gone, making the continents indistinguishable. My
friends, we have at last attained the true lithenattiom!™

There was a great deal of confused cheering on the
screen, and the sound of swelling music, with the big
horns groaning. Dr. Sbrong-tsam shut off his screen.

Through the sunny afternoon he sat in his room,
moaoxdilly drinking bhang-and-soda. It occurred to him
that the Minister had overlooked one thing—by
obliterating the habitat, he had eliminated all future threat
to the security of the land, had thereby imadvertently
obliterated his own job. He would probably have to retire
te one of the isolated lamaseries to earn his living. This
reflection only falntly revived the Director's spirits.

He sat by the window in the dusk, watchimg the
celebrations in the streets and the last rays of the sun as
they set the sparkling etermal snows all afire in the
towering ranges and tumbled, jagged peaks. There were
no clouds in the sky and he remembered that the Science
Institute had previously announced that this condition
would have no appreciable effect on the weather, since
the Roof of the World was too high to be seriously
whipped by the wild, dry hurricanes that now scourged
the ravished earth beneath. Counter-stormm measures had
been taken.

After a time, the stars came out and the red moon rose,
round and full. He stared at the chilly orb for a long while
and then on impulse switched on his screen again and
called the manager of the colony there. It took some
moments to make the contact, and when he did the
manager sounded distraught. But the men on the moon
were usually that way, under the stress and strain of new
conditions, and Dr. Sbrong-tsan, who had considerable
influence, managed to hold the fellow's distracted
attention.

“Look here,” the Director said, “thow do things
appear down here from your point of vikew?™

*LikeHloody hell!™ the manager said bitterly. “Worse
than this place, if that’s possible. What a mess!™”

"D'you mean everythimg?"

“EBwenytthing but where you are, of course. You look
like a nice, cozy, green spot of fungus on the yelltbwdome
of a skull™

“Wiat an indelicate simile,” Dr. Sbrong-tsam said
sharply. “You mean an island paradise, perhaps, or a
Garden of Eden? Or possibly the crest of Awrarat”?"

*“Calll yourselves what you like; 1 wish that [ were only
there. 1 haven‘t time for figures of speech right mow."
The manager sounded very agitated. “I"m awfully busy.
They're here, you know!"

“They're here? Who's tihere?"

"Natbody bothered to consult me about this damned
Nirvana Bomb, of course,” the manager wailed. “*No!
I'm just exiled up here to take the brunt of the imvasion.
But 1 could have warned you if I'd been given a clamee..”

“Imvasion? Warned? Whatever are you babbling

about?" (But the Director had a sensation of dropping into
a deep, dark pit, for he thought he knew all too well. He
had been expectiing and dreadimg this.)

*“The invaders are here, you dimwit! They've already
landed on the dark side, and are setting up their lkaunching
gear for the final lap to Earth. There’s nothing we can do
about it except sit and twiddle our thumbs now. But
you'lll be catching it soom as they arrive there, because
the radiations don‘t faze them a bit.™

"“Who, dammit?"” Dr. Sbromg-tsam yelled furiously.

"Haw should I know who? Never saw any of this kind
before. A great mass of Outsiders that's come sailing in
from the generall directiom of the nearer planets, though [
can’t easily describe 'em. I can't even make any sense
out of them except they've been waiting for this chance
and now you've given It to them. When they saw what
had happened they eame right on over. And. My friend. if
you think your leeal Outsiders were barbarians, wait
until you get a load of these babies!”

The Director was tremibling so violently he could not
lift his hand to turm off the screen. “Good Lord!” he
mumbled. “Wontt we ever get a little peace in this
world?”

"IHll, no!” the manager snapped. and them he
shrieked and the screen was abruptlly empty.

After some minutes, Dr. Sbromg-tsam rose, but he was
shaking so badly he had a difficult job getting his glass to
his lips. Then he stood swaying,. his eyes glazed, and
stared up at the moon. Finally he tore his gaze away from
that still, hypneotic sphere and shuffled aimlessly about
the apartment. In the shadows, he stumbled over an
obstruction, and peering dowmn at it he saw that it was the
metal box he had showed to the Minister. The box the old
yak-herder had found.

He looked at it for a time, and his tremibling gradually
left him. He glanced out of the window and saw
gayly-colored lights in the offices of His Excellency the
Minister in the upper reaches of the looming Petala
across the courtyard. He heard musie and kaughter.

The Director picked up the box and went out on his
balcony into the moonlight. He was quite familiar with
the simple mechamism that exploded this rude bomb., it
was no more mysterious to him than a bow and arrow. He
thought. Bettesr am arehiniéc atom blag: tham sty all
overr agailm witth a new. setr of Owliers,

Suddemly he went at it with a silent, efficient ferocity,
working with great haste. Whem he had done the jjob of
arming it, he set it again on the stone floor and picked up
his half-empty glass. He looked once more at the moon,
but saw nothing unusuall there. A spasm of doubt and fear
crossed his mind, and he firmly banished it.

"You cant win,” he told himself calmly. “There"ll
always be more of "em. somewhere. Stars and lice. . . .
So what the forty-ninth Hell!" He bared his teeth,
gathering his sweeping robe about him, and squinted his
almond eyes toward the sky.

The bomb went off. 4:



Eternal Earthling

By Walter Kubilius

No man could crass that simiséer boaier
withont mexitng the bram thatt haul comeeived it
—w solliid wall, maite out of timee iiwelf!

J im Carrington splashed in the waters of

Hillsboro's only river, only a few feet away from the

Wall, and taunted his playmates. Nomne of them could

swim, and once when he tried to push Jack Baker into the
river his only response was violent fear.

“Fraidy cats!" Jim yelled. He saw a speckled trout
swim by and then dove down for it. He bruised himself on
the rocks in the river and as he scrambled upward the
palm of his hand struck the bottom of the Wall. The palm
of his hand{ struckk the bottoonn of the Walll' It was no more
than an inch thick and if he had wanted to he could have
swam right under it, and into the forbidden Outside.

"You know we're not supposed to be near the Walll,”
Baker said, "the radiation is liable to kill ws.™

*"Nuts," Jim said, scramblimg up the grassy bank, “If
there was any radiation . . . oh, forget it.”” He was about
to say that if there was any actual atomic radiation
outside the water would be poisonous and the fish would
be contaminated and deadly. Yet he had been drinking
that water and eating the fish as long as he could
remember. There was no polsen, even though they came
from the forbldden Outside. Ergo. the sehoolbooks were
all wreng.

He dressed quickly, picked up his textbooks and raced
the boys back to Hillsboro. Pop was at the tractor wheel
as usual, his farmer's eye upon that Sun which looked
like a burning piece of paper plastered against the Wall.
The Sun was 93.000,000 miles away, §o the books said,
but to Jim it still looked as if it were a part of the Wall.

" Haveaggomd time?'” Popasked. He always asked the
same question in the same way, just as Mom always had
their meals ready in the same way. *“Oh, it was all rigftt,”
Jim said, “but 1 sure hope that Baker would break his
neck. He gives me a paiim.”

He put his books in the barn and them did some of the
farm chores, feeding the pigs, chickens, cows, and
horses. “Pop,™ he asked when his father came back from
the field, “wihy do you keep the horses since you never
use them? You might as well sell them.™

Pop thought for a moment. *"“Dom’t rightly know," he
said, "We farmers always have horses. Do they bother
you?"

“N@,, mn»“m

Old Doc Barnes, Hillsboro’s one and only practitioner,
visited the farm on the following night and put Jim
through another one of his rigorous examinations. He
listened to Jim's heart, took samples of his blood and
42

sweat and examined them under a portable microscope
and them made notations in a large black boat that had
Jim’'s name on the front cover.

"Perfect health,” Doc Barnes said as he unstrapped
the pressure belt and started packing his imstruments
back into the three bags he brought with him. “As sound
as Robinson's electiom program, and nothing wrong with
you that fried steak and mashed potatoes can't cure.””

Jim dressed. Wiy do you examine me so often?"' he
asked.

Doc Barnes looked surprised. “Why, son, we've got
socialized medicine now that Robinson’s elected. It's the
law, you know. Didn't you learn it in schooll?"

"“Yes, | know,” Jim said, "tbut why is it you never
examine Pop? He's a citizen, too. Yet you only worry
about me.”"

There was a flicker of doubt in the doctor’s eyes and
then the same, kind, cheerful voice. “Why, of course I
do! You're simply not around when I examine your
father and mother. In fact, I'mglad you reminded me so [
can give them a good physicall check-up. We need it
every month, you kinow.™

*Sure," Jim said. When the Doc went to Pop's
bedroom an idea flashed through the boy’s mind. In a
sense it was spying, but the suspicion that something was
wrong in Doc Barnes’ hearty friendliness had long
bothered Jim. It was nothing that he could identify. Was
there something wroag with Jim that made the doctor so
concerned with him? He spemt two or three hours on
Jim's monthly examination. At most he could examine
five people a day, or a hundied and fifty a moath. A
hundred and fifty a month! There were about 10,000
people In Hillsboro and Doe Barnes was the enly doctor
he had ever heard of.

He went quietly upstairs to the attic and pushed back a
bookcase covering a wide crack in the floor. By bending
down he could see through to the floor beneaitth and hear
the conversation.

"The boy has asked why 1 do not examine you,"” Doc
Barnes was saying, his voice flat and monotonous, “We
will stay here for a while to satisfy him."

Then they remained sitting like stone statues in
immovable chairs—Mom, Pop, and Doc Barnes.

Jim crept silently down the stairs to the porch and
waited patiently until Doc Barnes left the house.

"Did you examine the folks?" Jim asked.

"I sure did,”” Doc Barnes said, ""Gave 'em the most
thorough examination I ever gave anybody. You can rest






assured, son. there's not a thing wrong with them.' He
patted Jim on the shoulders and then went back to his car
and rode into town. Jim watched him go before going
into the parlor. Doc Barnes did not stop at a single other
farmhouse on the road.

‘‘Here’s today's paper, son,”’ Pop said, giving him the
copy of the Hillstlowoo Dailly Chwemictde. There was no
world news on this January 15, 1993, and President
Robinsom and Vice-Presidemt Koshbino spent the day
giving tedious reports on the economic recovery
program. It was the local news which hit Jim like a brick
thrown into his face. Jack Baker was dead. He had fallen
from a tree and broken his neck. Jim felt sick.

*“Sald the horses today,” Pop said, “Made a good
profit on tiem.”

“Thats swell.' Jim said, the words like sawdust in his
mouth. His head was whirling. His eyes could no longer
focus on the words of the newspaper and the vague
suspicion he had long been feeling approached one more
step towards final understamdiing. He knew Jack Baker
who never swarm and. what was much more iportant,
fiever climbed trees, and the knewledge that he had
wished for his death made him feel like a murderer. Like
seme rumbling eut of a whirling veid. he heard his
father's velee. "How are you getting on at schosl?”

*[ hate it,” Jim said, the tensiom in him breaking out
and the accumulation of many doubts making themselves
heard, "It's the other boys. I—I can't explain it. They
either know too much, or not enough. 1 think I could
learn more by myself in the litotany.”

As soon as the anger broke, it flurried and died and
soon the incident was forgotten. He did the chores
around the farm and spent his free time swimming in the
River at a spot where the banks widened near the Wall.
He did not dive near the Wall, nor attempt to pass under
it to the Outside where poisoned fumes and deadly gases
scorched the ground and made one breath of air a
sentence of death. Yet the water was clear and good.

A few days later Pop gave him a letter from the Board
of Educatiom for Hillsboro. It was a brief announcement
declaring that because of increased tax contributions to
the nation’s recovery program, Hillsboro had to reduce
its appropriations for education. The schooll was hereby
closed, and those students who wished could secure
adult privileges at the Publie Library where Miss Wilson
would be glad te eonfer with them.

1t was the sort of privilege that Jim had long dreamed
of. His hungry eyes had often feasted upom the long
galleries of book shelves, all lined with thick layers of
dust as if the knowledge of all the Earth had been stored
here and forgotten. In their pages he would find the
answers to Baker's death, the dishonesty of Doc Barnes,
and perhaps even the mystery of the Wall and what was
really outside.

Miss Wilson, head librarian for the adult division, was
a thin, white-faced woman with the same kind of bkank
smile that Doc Barnes wore. She perched on a high stool
beside her desk at the entrance. "“Wihat would you like to
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read?" she asked, "Il have here a very good book on
natural history which you might like, or would you prefer
some adult fiction? Here is a splendidi—"

“Iif it's all right, 1'd like to just look aroumd for
myself.”

"—mowvell about farm life and how a young man
developed a process that doubled his agricultural yield.™

“May I go in?" Jim asked, exasperated by the long
lecture which droned from Miss Wilson's lips. She
stopped suddenly, looked blankly at him as if listening to
someone, and then smiled.

**Of course. You can take out any books that you like.
Do you know how to use the catalogue?"

"Yes, yes.” Jim said, hurriedlly moving into the
deserted library. The long rows of book stacks stretched
almost endlessly through the huge vaulted chamber.
Jim's nose twitched at the pleasant musty odor of age
that clung about the cloth and leather-bound volumes.
He studied some of the titles, pulled the books from the
shelves and with a gusty breath blew off the layer of dust
upon the fore-edge and flicked through the pages. The
books of fiction, which ececupied more than half the
shelves, did net interest him. He wandeied through the
sections on scienee and particularly through the 900°s
where the history Beeks were. Unlike the fietien Bosks
that were practicalily unteuched, there were hu?e émpty
§paees in the shelves, BH%W( exposed metal gleaming
where numbers of Beoks Rad been suddenly remeved:

On some of the books there were curious scratches
upon the dusty covers, as if oddly shaped hands had
picked them up and then decided to put them back upon
the shelves.

"Perhaps,” Jim said, “the books about the Walll are
classified separately.™

He went to the rows of catalogue drawers in the center
of the library and pulled out the one labeled Wa-Wun,
There were no books on the subject of the Wall or any
little cardiing information about it. There were several
that carried the word *“Quitside™ in them, but none of the
books dealt with what Hillsboro meant when " Outsidie™
was mentioned. He thought there might be some other
term for “Wall'" that he had not heard, and he begam to
look through the listings of “Screen,” “Ceilimg,”
“Barrier,” “Bairicade,” and everything he could think
of or find in the dictlonaries. The catalogue seemed to be
therough, even though guite a number of the index cards
had been ripped eut, as he could tell by the seraps of
paper remaining, but there was nothing about the Wall in
any of them.

Dismayed, he tried to be satisfied with a few history
books and broughit therm to Miss Wilsom for recording.

She glanced at the titles, smiled brightly, and stamped
the due dates on his card. "fFimd everythimg you wamt?"
she asked.

"No,"” he said, somewhat angry as he slipped the
books under his arm, I couldn't find anythimg about the
Wall.”

Her smile faded. “The Walll?"



*“Yes," he exclaimed, irritated at what was clearly
some sort of effort to hide the truth from him, "' The Wall,
Ceiling, Dome, whatever you want to call it, that’s all
around Hillsboro. Why doesn"t anyone ever mention it? I
wouldn't have even known it was there if Ldidn't go
swimrming near it. There's not a single book about it in
the whele lithaty. ™

Miss Wilson regained her composure. "“Of course
there is,” she said very sweetly as if talking to an
unreasonable child. “Hawve you tried the catallogue?"

“Yes, and there's no card for iit."

“You must be mistaken," she said. "Il help you look
for it when you return next wieek "

"“Sure,” Jim said, certain that some sort of excuse
would be found. He sensed the existence of a strange
conspiracy. What was there to hide?

**Pop,’’ he asked after the evening chores were done and
they were seated on the porch, listening to the crickets
and watching the clouds roll by the face of the moon,
“Just what is the Wall?"

Pop put down his paper and looked speculatively off
toward the horizon where the translucemt Wall dug into
the earth just beyond that line of hills. *“It's been there
long before you was born,™ he said, “Sort of a defense
against the Outside. if 1 remember rigifidhy.™

“What’s Outside?” Jim asked quietly.

Pop picked up his paper and started reading to show
that he didn't feel like talking much. “Heck, everybody
knows that. Poison gas and gamma radiations and stuff
like that. It'd kill everybody if it got im.™”

Jim thought of the clean fresh water and the healthy
fish that flowed from under the Wall. He wanted to ask
Pop but the newspaper was now a barrier between them.

There was not enough light to read by so Jim looked
out across the fields and up to the inverted Dome through
which the stars could be seen. There seemed to be peace
and contentmemtt outside and not the death and horror his
father hinted at. When Pop left the porch Jim took his
place under the lamp and read through the history books.
Most of them were very old, dating back to 1970. Since
there was no mention of the Wall in them or the atomic
wars which made the Wall necessary.. Jim concluded that
the Wall was built between 1970 and ‘75, when he was
borh.

Jim picked up the next book, “History of the United
Nations," published in 1992. It was only one year old yet
had the strange appearance of great age, the pages
stained and crinkly. He looked closely at the title page
and read the small print that made his heart pound.
“Mimith edition,” the tiny letters said, “Rewised and
corrected by the author, January 2032

Irss a misyrivnt, Jim reasoned, farr thiss is only 1993.
Nevertheless he turned hastily towards the back pages
and began reading:

E. T. Robinson, during whose
presidential administration the U-
nited Nations secured a lasting
peace,. died in a rocket crash in

2001. Koshbino served as president
untiil the expiratiom of his term in
2002, and the electiom of Ghafa
Benjamin occurred the following
year.

During Ghafa's administration
the Planet Cormmissiom continued
its efforts to build a successful
extra-galactic vessall but these were
withouit suecess untill 2038.

The graduall eliminatiom of farm-
ing commumiities,, begum during
Robinson’s term as president, con-
tinued under the new administra-
tion. The artificial manufacture of
food by reprocessimg imdustrial
waste had revolutiomized social
customs,. particularly in the fre-
quemt distressing ecomomiic dislo-
cations—

Jim Carrington put the book aside, bewildered by the
massive history of great events which were yet to occur.
President Robinsom was alive, for he had seen his calm,
dignified face on the television screem many times. As for
the artificial manufacture of food supposedly
convulking the nation's econory, there was not the
slightest evidenee of it in Hillsbore. Pop plowed the fleld
with his tracter and the wheat, eats, and rye were
delivered to town where they were stored in wareheuses,
presufably for shipment to other Wall-swrfeunded
gities. If fead eould be manufaetured, there was ie peint
in grewing it here. If it eowld Aot be Manufactured then
the histery beok was seme sert of fraud.

He hurriedly skimmed through the pages searchimg for
some reasonalble explanation. The more he read, the
more confused he became. There was no mention of any
world-wide atomic conflagration in 1970 and not the
slightest indication anywhere that Wall-enclosed cities
existed or were ever considered.

There were creaking sounds in the driveway and Jim
looked up to see Doc Barnes” battered car come to a stop.
The medic waved to him, and then came puffing up the
porch steps. "Ewemin’,. Jim," he said, "Thowght I'd drop
by and say hellm.™

"Pop and Mom are in the parlor if you want to see
them.™

Doc Barnes eased himself with a grunt in the porch
rocking chair and wiped his sweatinmg forehead with a
rumpled handkerchief. “Maithimg important.” he said,
“just returning from a call and thought 1'd drop by and
restawihile.”” Heglancedanwund himamd sawthe books
on the floor beside Jim. “Been reading a lot, som?"

“Yes," Jim said cautiously, "a couple of history
books."

“Newer could see anything interesting in hiistiomy,"
Doc Barnes said, I always felt the physicall sciences had
more challenge in them. There"s nothimg more thrilling
than exarmining a bug under a microscope. Come down to
my lab sometime and 1'll show you some fascinating
aspects of scientific researci.™
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Doc Barnes talked on and the guarded suspicion which Jim
felt gradually faded away. He scarcely understood half
the words the doctor used in explaining the anatomy of
atoms and how molecular velocities could be measured.

"Hiistory has no meaning,” Doc Barnes said, “and
you'lll never find truth there. Study the sciences where all
evidence can be weighed and measured. 1t's the only
road to tnutd.™

“Wihat is the Wall?"" Jim asked suddenly.

“Crusihed matter,” Doc Barnes said umhesitatingly,
*It"s a mixture of bare nuclei and free, umattached
electrons. Ordinarily such an electromic gas would
expand and dissipate but for layers of transparenit matter
which keep it within set confines. The wall is then
completelly impenetrable to everything but harmless sun
and starlight, and yet it can be touched without danger. It
was built in 1975, during the planet-wide war whieh
fendered so mueh land radieactivelly dangerous.”™

"[If that's true," Jim said, knowing that the momeni of
decision had come, “wihy is it there's no mention of the
Wall or even the war in this history tbook?"

He opened the book triumphamitly and passed it over to
the Doctor. He did not know the elements of the
conspiracy, but he was sure that Doc Barnes was part of
it. The Wall was an important element of their lifes yet
there was never any mention of it in the Library which
was supposed to hold the surm of human knowledge. Doe
Barnes' face was set and hard as he read the pages
that Jim opened before him. He flipped the lieaves,
glaneing at the years marked at the head of eaeh
page=1970=1%0—1380—1385—200=20%5. [t Was
Aet 8Aly a Ristery ef the past. it was a histery ef the future
as well. and newhere was there any mention of the Wall.

*“Wihat year is this?'" Jim demanded. Here at least was
his chance togrope with the mystery of his life. Who was
he? What was he? As a boy he remembered nothing but
Pop and Mom in the Hillsboro farm, but as he grew older
he began to realize certain inconsistencies. His sligfitest
wishes seemed to become automatiic law. He recalled
how Doc Barnes seemed to live only to look after Jim,
and the whole town of Hillsboro was joined in a
conspiracy to keep him in ignorance of certain things.
Perhaps he was imagining these things—but they had
become too frequent. This book was the first proef he
had found for his suspieions. 1t elearly proved that net
only was there no Atomie War and ne fieed for a Wall,
but that even the date was a lie.

“Wihat year is this?"" he demanded again.

1993, of course,” Doc Barnes said, uneasily.

"Them what is this book?" Jim asked, almost
violently, “Is it possible to foretell the future?"

*“OF course not,” Doc Barnes said, "the future is
closed to us. As for this book, I'm sorry that it disturbed
you for it is obviously a hoax. It was probably published
as some sort of college thesis in speculative history. That
is frequently done in some of the universities, the idea
being to test the applicant and see whether he has
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mastered the various theories of sociiall history.
Economic and anthropollogic factors as determinants in
history are considered quite valid in some colleges.
Incidentally, Jim, would you like to go to college a year
or so from now? I have some friends at Harvard and they
might accept youL™

Jim tore the book from Doc Barnes” hands. “You're
not telling me the truth!™ he said hotly. *“This is no Ph. D.
thesis or even any attemph at hoaxing somebody. 1t's a
textbook, pure and simple, only it's a textbook from the
future that does fiot mention any Atormic Walll of any
Walll around Hillsbere oF any other place. Why isfi't the
Walll mentiened anywhere else? 1've leeked through all
the Ristery beoks in the library and newhere is the Wall
even hinted at. Wiy?"

"Olh come now,” Doc Barnes said, reaching into his
medical kit and fumbling for some instrument. 1'm sure
you're mistaken. When you visit the library again, ask
one of the attendants to help yow.™

Jim watched Doc Barnes’ hand come out of the black
bag. Betweemn fore and index fingers was the transparent
body of a hyperdermic, with thumb securely placed
against the plunger.

"Wt are you going to do?' Jim asked, becoming
afraid.

*"Natthimg important,” Doc Barnes said, “Tihese are
some vitamins. They will help improve your appetitte..”

"My appetitie is all might,”” Jim said, slowly standing
up and stepping back to the porch wall. Doc Barnes also
arose and stepped near him.

"Don"t be afraid,” Doc Barnes said, "This won"t hurt
at alll.™”

Jim ducked beneath the upraised arm, kicking aside
the books that littered the porch. He was not fast enough
and Doc’s arm plunged dowm and the needle jabbed into
his shoulder. “Pop! Mom!™” he screamed, and then
tumbled into darkness,

In the morning Jim arose and had breakfast with Pop,
wondering if the events of last night were only a dream.
"Doc Barnes was here last night," he said to his father.

"Yeah?" Pop said, "I didn't hear himm.™

"We had a long talk," Jim said doubtfully, “lIl—I1 think
L featirtest "

you beem readingtoo much,' Pop said, *You
looked all right whem 1 saw you go to bed.™

Jim finished the rest of his meall in silence. On the
porch he picked up four library books, the fifth being
missing, and returned them to the Library.

Instead of Miss Wilsom there was a young, round-faced
man in a steell gray suit at the recording desk. He took
Jim's books and stamped his library card.

"She’s no longer here," he said in answer to Jim’s
question,"‘'The Board transferred her to another litorary.
Inefficient, 1 understand, for many of the books were
misplaced on the shelves and entered incorrectly in the
catalogue.™



Jim took his card and looked on the "“due list. *I still
have one book home," he said.

The librarian shook his head. "You must be mistaken.
You've returned all the books listed on your card. What
is the titlke?"

“IHistory of the United Natioms ™

The librarian studied a list before him. *“I'm sorry, but
there's no such book listed. Do you know when it was
published?"

Jim bit his lip. "2038."

The librarian smiled, “You are joking, of course.

Knowing further talk would be useless, Jim went into
the library. That book would never be found, he kmew,
for Doc Barnes had taken it. The “witamin™ injection
was only a sedative to enable the doctor to steal the book
and make Jim think the whole incident a dream. The new
librarian was also part of the conspiracy around him, just
as Miss Wilsom had been. He had learned one thing in his
talk with Do¢ Barnes, and that was not to trust anyone.
For all he knew every man and worman in Hillsboro, not
excepting his own father and mother, was part of that
mysterious allianee to keep him from learning the
truth—whatever that truth might be.

He went to the catalogue drawers, determined to make
one final search for some book that might have a passing
reference to the Wall or the Atomic War that
necessitated its construction. The chance remark of the
new librarian that Miss Wilson was inefficient had
prepared him for the shock. One-third of the Wa-Wun
catalogue drawer was filled with index cards listing
various books about the Wall.

He went to the shelves in the History Departmemt and
the formerly empty spaces were now filled with brightly
bound new books printed on clean, glossy paper. Their
title pages were all stamped, "Capymight, B8R

There was no dust on any of them. Before he opened
any of the pages he knew these books would contain only
the sort of information *“they’ wanted him tothelieve. He
read:

In 1970, after the outbreak of the
disastrous Intter-continental
Atomic War which depopulated the
world,. construction of Wall-
enclosed cities began. Thanks to
the Wall, which is impervious to
atomic attack or radiation, civiliza-
tion has been permitted to survive.
Today. in 1993, only a handful of
Wall-enclosed cities remaim to
carry on Man's struggle for self-
preservation on a planet continu-
ally swept by atomic storms whose
deadly fumes are held back only by

the W LL-

Jim thought of the clean, fresh water that flowed from
under the Wall, and put the book back on the shelf. Only
the first book had told the truth. There had been no
Atomic War and the Wall was not designed to keep

poison fumes out, butt to keap him in Hiliiésoro.

Why? There was no one that Jim could ask, for
everyone was part of that indefinable, mysterious group
which he could only call theyy. What was their purpose?
Who was Jim Carrington that they should exert so much
effort to keep him in ignorance? He thought he had
enough evidence in the history book with which to
confront therm and demand an explanation, but Doc
Barnes had taken it away from him. Very well, then, he
would find additiomal proof and when he confronted
them with their lies, they would be forced to tell the truth.

That evening Doc Barnes came again to visit him. **Just
thought 1'd pass by, the doctor said as he sat dowm upon
the porch rocking chair. "“Hadn"t see you for some time.
Been feeling all right(?"

Jim nodded. “Fummy thing,"” he said. "l had a queer
dreamm about you last miigitt."

Doc Barnes fanned himself. "“Dreams have very little
significance. 1 would just forget about it."

"Doc," Jim said slowly, "iif | asked you an important
question, would you give me an honest answer? You
know that last night was no dream, and 1 know it. Would
you answer just one question homnestly "

The doctor kept on fanning himself as he looked out
across the field to where the stars could be seen through
the invisible Wall.

*“Wihat’s your question, Jim?* he asked not turning to
look into Jim's eyes.

*Tell me," Jim said, "am [—am I difféeennt firom
evenghodyly edlse?”

The aurora borealis could be seen, its brilliant colors
like some curtaim hanging over Hillsboro. Both Doctor
and boy stared at it.

"Wy do you ask?"

* *Cause 1 feel itt™"

Doc Barnes considered this and asked, with a strange
note of regret in his voice, “You're not happy here?"

Jim shook his head, not daring to speak.

“Tihem what do you wantt?”

Jim pointed to the aurora whose vivid colors seemed to
be draped somewhere halfway betweem the horizom and
the dome of the never seem but always-sensed Wall.

" want to go Outside," Jim said, knowing now what it
was that had rankled within him for so many years. “I
want to see what is on the other side of the Walll.™

There was a sad expressiom on Doc Barnes” face, as if
he knew what was there but could not voice his
knowledge. It was not a thing that inspired fear or
horror—as a word wracked with atomic poisons
might—but something which was sad and lonely.

“I'm sorry,” Doc Barnes said. There was nothing
more to add. for in the doctor’s inflection Jim could hear
the refusal which theyy gave to his request for permission
to leave Hillsboro.

“Alll right,” Jim said, pretendiimg to resign himself to
the doctor’s unwillingness to tell him the nature of the
truth. He knew that if he were ever to leara the reason for
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the secrecy and deception he would find it only
Outside—om the other side of the Wall.

When Doc Barnes had left and Jim was in bed, the plan
slowly formed in his mind. The Carringtom house was
located on the outskirts of Hillsboro, only a few miles
from the Walll itself. The aurora had died and there was
no moon that night. He could reach the Wall within a few
hours.

Jim crawled out of bed and dressed quickly and then
climbed out of his window to step gingerly upon the
porch. He jumped to the soft ground and then headed for
the river. Despite the darkness he walked rapidly and
after three hours reached the poeint where the river
flowed from underneath the Wall.

Jim stood on the brink for a moment, calculating the
risks he took, and then plunged downward. He held his
breath as he slid down against the glass-like substance of
the Wall, his fiimgers clutching for the edge. He found it,
gripped tight and pulled himself through against the rapid
river current. Something slapped in his face, he kicked at
the vague shadow in horror and then remermbeied that it
might be a fish. His lungs now starved for preeious air, he
started to rise. If Doc Barnes and the history books were
eorrect, he woulld die with the first breath when he
teaehed the surfaee, and eventualily they weuld find his
eerrupted bedy in the bed of the siream.

He kept on rising, and when his head broke the surface
his lungs breathed in fresh, cool air. Pantingly he rested
against the Wall, fiighting the dowmn-current that
threatemed to pull him back into Hillsboro.In the pitch
darkness he could see nothing. After catching breath, he
pushed himself away from the Wall and swam towards
where the river bank might be. His tired hands clutched
at the shore and he dragged himself upward and then
rested upon the grassy bank.

While he lay there, breathing and waiting for the
poundimg of his heart to subside, he knew that the first
step in his effort to find out the truth was successful. The
Outside was not deadly. The air was fresh and clean, and
nowhere around him could he see the atomic volcanos
that were said to throw their deadly missiles against the
Wall. He had no equipment to measure radiation, but if
there were no deadly fumes and he was still alive, he had
a right to assume that the whole story was fittitious and
there was no deadlly radiation whatever.

It was too dark for Jim to see any part of the horizon. A
glimmer of moomlight shot through the clouds and for a
moment Jim thought he saw a series of immense domes in
the distance. The moon hid once more and again he was
in total darkness. Placing his fingertips upon the wall he
cautiously walked forward and found himself upon some
curving embankmemnt that curled upward around the
Wall. In place of steps there were a series of deep
indentations which made it difficult for him to secure
good footing. He found at eye level against the Wall a rail
which served as a sort of guide. Using this, he drew
himself along.

When the moon broke through again he was astonished to
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see the entire town of Hill sboro stretched before him as a
sort of huge diorama. He could see clearly every single
house and street and the familiar woodlands where he
had played as a boy.

The road on which Jim walked rose higher, still
hugging the Wall and he knew that while he could see
through the Walll into Hillsboro, vision was possible only
in this one direction. He had often stared through this
same section of Wall and seen only a vague haze which
everyone assured him was only mist or fog.

Hillsboro, from the height where he stood, did not look
like New York or Moscow, or any of the other really big
cities of the Earth which he had seen pictured in some of
the older history books. Rather it had a bit of all of them,
and he now understood who he was and why he was so
important.

The truth became evident when he reached up about
one fourth of the height of the ramp, and touched the flirst
of three smalll projections beneath the rail.

As he did so a clear, sharp thought formed itself in his
mind.

Sipenides: Mam.

He looked about him, thinking someone had spoken.
He touched the first level again. Once more the thought
rang in his mind.

Spuoides: Miam.

This was some sort of telepathic commumication, he
realized, and then touched the second level.

Hatiriairt: Thivel Planet!, Sun. Eamm area in terimeavate
zonee of nowttieenn héwenivipgtene.

Third level.

Speciadi! notee: A remarkkblele fhatutrere of this wmiigue
exttilhiiz is the actuakl praseanee of a livieg, warawnbhioalied,
oxygearbieathiddng Mam amwwg the RaheDnpilicate
meriitdds. Foir manyy cenitiiges the Musseinm had aatemmpted
to maiadnin livieg collomées bulr all exparimaeisrs had
faikddd. As the Thivdl Plantbr beeaiae seiiltdd by cedlonists
ifedwn . . ., Main spectiies:s beeamr e ineieasiighly difficult
to obiaiin. I is belirvedd Halr Jim Canningienn, as the Man
Spreimeren eOMRIRGd Tn TS eXHLBIL IS Ramead, Is e last of
his speedsss, his smalll bR haningg aminiiatasd irself
FaiiRsr B SulBhiir ¥ Famiieg BY . - . SEiRNKEYs. Aim
Crmmingsonn Wass By 1o . ﬁmi P%'ﬁc Ll
eonsirugtedd By We% Mdﬁﬁb'mn Hiesiosts. It 15 compsatae With

RIBEOORIRL e MUSlels of all knQvpn yprss ofF Man
SpEimAs. T BXIRRINIADry S With ViR, the
eXHIBE: Was prRiped I3 aﬁtﬁéﬁgi 10 by HetAst: rwz BY&h at
S PsmReh: B last Iving, Me Spssinsen,

CamiNgEonn, I3 Aok AWRIRe OF Ik b SHHANGD . mrﬂmsb
Yo 3% IS & Bkl E@m EIPIHINYry BS 1t BXSPed AVB
WHHPEd YRAPs R85

Jim Carrington knew who he was at last. There was a
slithering motion on the ramp and he turned to face the
Keeper of the Natunrall Habitat Zoo.

Before he saw the alien, a last furtive thought-message
thrust itself upon his mind:

Cauttonk! Do nat fedd or havtowr eseagedd spspednwens.
Dellireer therm immedititelyly to the disseetiton chambbess. @



Oblivion Quest

By Wilbur S. Peacock

On a blasted, dying Ewrth
they mallided Mamiss ygsterdirys
—ithree inthuman creatunes,
whase onlly tie to hinmuewity
was a deatthless Hutred
Hor thuxe who gawe them Hinth!

Bill stirred lazily at the stream’s edge, amusing himself
by trying to snare a red-winged fish with the looped tip of
his tail. He had fine control of the appendage ordinarily,
but the fish were too fast and slippery, and the hairless
appendage could not grasp. But he persisted, barely
conscious of Ted and Andy at his back, still working at
the machine.

Jim divided his attention evenly between Bill and the
working men, nictilian lids dropped against the glare of
the midday sun. His paws were folded across his scaly
chest, and his gill covers stirred uneasily, even though he
was now breathiing air.

“You think it will work, Bill?" he askedl suddenly.
"Y@u ask me, I think Andy is crazy.”

“Damn!" Bill said and snatched his tail from the nlmg
water. Tiny teeth marks were on the pink flesh, oozing
green blood. He waved the tail slowly in the air, easing
the pain, before answering, “Who knows,™ he finally
admitted. *“I"m a warrior, not a scientist. My job is to kill
Barkell—not figure a way to get at him""

“You guys talk too much,” Ted telepathed in sudden
biting anger. *“You should be helping us.”

He fitted a base panel of shining quartz into place with
his lower hands, the two other pairs steadying and
locking the base into place. Then he scurred back on
spider legs, hid body-head dome tilting a bit as he studied
the cube which was almost finished.

“Phooey!" Bill said, and ate a handful of wild
nasturtiums. *“What the hell do we know about time
travel and time machines!" He patted the disimtegrator
gun at his waist. “The only machine L know is Betsy
here, and I don't want to know any ottier.”

Andy scowled with his left head, his right intent on the
electrical connections he was trailing from the huge
dis-battery to the cube's outlets. His left head's single
eye frowned in contempt. Bill shrugged; scientists
always thought they were better than a warrior.

"Welll, we are,” Andy’s right head lifted and said.

'B@lllywash!" Bill said, and began fishing again, his
tail's tip darting through the water after the restless fish.
*IIf it weren’t for the warriors, you'd all be dead.”

“We will be, anyway, unless this works,"” Ted
telepathed from his mouthless, eyeless body-head. " "The
plague's moving from the craters like a grass fire, and
nothing can stop iitt.”

*So we die,” Jim hissed, his forked tongue flicking at
flies. “Hielll, the world's dead, so why should we keep on

(LU

living!

Despite themselves, they all looked across the plains
at the great glittering field of crystaillized earth which was
the limit of their domain to the west. There had the
bombs ripped and smashed and glowed in the birth pangs
of begetting death. There no man could live, Aot even
now, for nothing could grow in the glassy earth, and rays,
while weak, still struggled upward in a miasma of waiting
agony.

And thus it was across the world, for mam in his Jast
gush of suicide had loosed the power of the sun in a war
which had cleansed the earth of its crawling life almost
entirely. Two weeks had the war lasted, hate and fear and
destruction spreading like a mold over everythimg. Cities
had vanished, and towns, and villages, and out of billions
only a few million had survived, hiding like slugs in
caverns, murdering for the few remains which made life
possible, crawling like maggots about a corpse, intent
only on living, forgetting all else.

And so the years had passed, and decades, and
centuries; and the final war became history, and then a
legend, and thea an old-wives’ tale and was finally
forgotten. A few things remained, scattered—in-
destructible weapons, a few books printed on better
paper—but which the average man coulld not read—and
the will to exist which would be the last to go. There were
other things, of course, but they had vanished, or thelr
uses forgotten, through the centuries. Life existed. but
fio two things were alike, for bomb bursts had set genetie
patteras away.

Civilization had wearilly lifted its head, but differently
now, a thing of colonies, of anarchy; where warriors
dominated all. Most did not think, they existed—and
when a man became a thinker, he became a thing of
suspicion, to be drivem away from normall creatures.

Andy had been one of those, for his twin brain had
given him the strange sense of ratiomallizing many things.
He had learned to read, as though the ability was a racial
instinct brough to the surface. He had rooted out and
digested many books, and from his reading had come a
thought, a wild improbable idea, borm of desire and the
plague and a thousand reborn memaories of times he had
never seen.

Ted had been the catalyst which exploded the idea into
existence. From his refuge at the east of the glowing
plains where men had drivem him because he too could
think, he had telepathed a message to Andy and drawn
him to safety. Ahead of hunting wartiors, Andy had
come, there to hide and plan, the precious ¢rumbling
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manuscriipt of a vanished scientist clutched tightly in one
hand. They had come together, he and Ted, and whem the
plague of the glowing lands struck full force, they were
ready with their plan.

Jim had been their first recruit, his scaly body
quiescent, his reptilian eyes quartz-cold, as he listened.
Not that he cared about the other people, but that he
wished to live.

*“lit is all here,"” Andy had explained, and tapped a
decayed book, made of some ancient skin and written in
an ink which only complete dissolution could erase.
“There truly was a final war. There were more people on
Earth than there are leaves in a forest. They fought on the
land and in the air and in and on the water. 1 do not
understand why they fought, for this writer does not say.
But they slew each other with a weapon so terrible that
nothing could stand in its way.

“They fought and they died, and the world died with
them. They had everythimg they needed for existence,
and still they foughtt.™

Andy shuddered delicately, his heads turning toward
each other in mutual horror, while Jim watched, his body
half in the water, his gill covers opening and closing in
gentle fluctuations.

"Amd what must 1 do?™ he hissed.

And they told him, told him of the things which must still
lie in the drowned city beside the ocean. Metals were
there, and crystal and quartz and many other things
which could be used. With those, and with the
knowledge Andy possessed, Ted could fashion the
machine whose creator was vanished dust, whose
purpese had never beem tested, whose existence now
might save a wordd which would live no longer than it
would take the death from the glowing pains to sweep
wherever people still clustered. _

“It is a chance,” Andy explained patiently, for Jim
was not a true thinker. He was a reptile-man and his
thought processes were slow. "“This writing is of a
machine with which a man can travel in time."

He saw Jim's reaction as the thought slewly
penetrated, and then he sensed that full understanding
had not come. So he explained further: .

“Time and the past are fluid,” he said, seeking for
simple words. "“If a man could travel into the past, he
could change the future, which is the present. The future
is a thing which can be changed by anybody. A murder,
an accident, a decision to mate with somebody else, ali of
those set up a history pattern. Each is diffierent, and yet
each is co-related, for all deall with a stream of existence
which must some day reach a common end.”

I don't understand." Jim said. )

But Bill did. He was not a thinker, but he was a warrier
and so his mental processes were on a higher level than
Jim's.

“You mean 1 go back somewhere and kill this
Barkell—and there is no war, and we live in a different
world. and none of us will die from the plague?" he

asked.

"“That’s it," Andy agreed. “This machine, if it works,
will take you to a time before the final war. It will place
you in conjunction with this mam Barkell. You will shoot
him to death with your hand weapomn—and thus he
cannot invent the ultimate weapon with whieh humanity
was enabled to destroy itself in a final war.™

Bill frowned, wrinkling his furry cheeks. "I don’t get
it,” he said fiinally. “I"m supposed to kill him with a
weapon—whicth he will not be able to invent if he dies.™

They sat in silence, while Andy's two heads
communed silently. Them Andy shrugged.

*“I don’t understand it, either,” he admitted. “Buit it
has to work. It's our only chance for survival.” He
spread his hands. “This writer talks about paralliell lines
of existence, but I don’t really understand. Maybe if you
succeed, we'lll be alive here, but with the woild ne lenger
blown to hell. Maybe welll live as other people, not
knowing a thing of what has gone in the past. What | de
know is that man is doomed new, for there is ne fighting
the plkagiue.™

Bill ate a handful of grass, thinking, but really
absorbing nothing of what he had heard. Killing was his
business, and it seemed logicall that killing a menace
might make him safer.

“Wihy me?™ he said at last.

"Because you must be more like those humans who
lived them than any of the rest of us. You've one head and
two arms and two legs, and the men then looked like that.
I've read of clothes, but 1 don’t know what they are.™

"I do, huh?* Bill said, admiiring his body in the pool.
He arched his tail and ruffled the fur along his back. He
winked his eyes and bared his yellow fangs, and was
pleased with what he saw. So those vanished people had
looked like him, eh!

"Wiat do 1 do, huh?'" he asked.

"“Well build this machine, Ted and 1, Andy said.
“We"we got the instructions. 'Course, we're not certain
the thing will work, but it’s worth the try. Anyway, we'll
build the machine and you'lll get into it. Whem it stops,
you get out and look up this Barkell, who should be
nearby, if calculations work out. Kill him and then return
to the machine. which will bring you back."

Bill rippled his satiny fur. “Maylhbe it'll kill me,”™ he
said.

"Maybe,” Andy agreed. *Afraid?"

Bill shrugged. *“Il saw a man with the plague,' he said.

"He just slumped dowm into pulp. I'm more afraid of
that."
That, of course, had been weeks before. Now the machine
grew from the rocky groundl in glittering splendor. 1t was
a cube, yet the lines somehow merged and flowed and
seemed to lack solidity. It was hollow, and except for a
smalll controll box the size of a fiist, empty. A bladelike
switch would activate the machine, a fTigertip pressure
all that was needed to move it.

Ted worked at it now, fitting the electricall leads. Gold
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they were, crudely made and extruded from metal Jim
had found in a sunken city. Ted's hands worked
competemtly, for his mutation line had followed one
wherein all was sacrificed for delicacy of movement.

A pale wind stirred in the glowing lands, and its heat
thrust at the four men clustered about the machine. Faint
and far away could be heard the signaling of sending
drums of the people. They were moving, going blindly,
only hoping to leave the horror of the plague behind.

Andy listened for a moment, then turned back to the
machine. Jim watched from cold sleepy eyes, then
turned and vanished without a sound into the stream
which led to the ocean. He was hungry, and the stunted
weird fish were waiting. His share in this was over, and
he felt no curiosity as to the owtcome.

Bill watched Jim disappear, then ceased his futile
fishing with his tail.

He drew the dis-gun at his waist and idly aimed it
about, liking its feel. Some day, but not in his lifetime, the
energy would drain from the small coil at its butt. Until
that time, he was master of all men.

He speculated upon the thought that he would kill a
mam already long dead. But the thought made no sense,

and so he discarded it, content in the knowledge that no
matter where he was, nothing could stand against him
and the gun.

And Ted, moving about on his spider legs, was
strangely content. He was a builder in a world where
nothing was created. He cared little about the world as it
was now, and its future meant nothing to him.
Philosophy was for men like Andy. with their books and
theories and worties about men still not bora. He would
have liked living in the age of which Andy could speak so
brilliantly. Men created then, built with their hands and
brains. and in that age he would have been supreme. And
fhaybe. he permitted himself the thought, If this
experiment suceeeded, he would be a builder and ereator
in this new age.

Andy, watching the final tie-in of the leads to the
glowing cube, felt the urgency of panic-doubt in his twin
minds. Men must Jive, helkmew.. Thedir desstiny lay fiutther
than a shining pool of protoplasm into which the plague
was tumning them. They must survive and grow and live
and . ..

He sighed, barely conscious that Jim was gone. Ted
was almost through now, but one lead to eonnect. Then
must come the desperate gamble. It must sueeeed, it
would succeed. If the machine worked. then Bill weuld
snuff out the existence of the man whe had ereated this
nightmare of the future. When he died. then the weapen

i &

A ke speculated upon the
thought that he would kill a man
already long dead.
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could not be invented; and without that invention, a line
of paralllel existence-history would be created. The world
and the future and its people would live.

"It’s ready,"” Ted telepathed them.

"“Good!" Bill came lithely to his feet, holstering the
gun. "l was getting a bit fidgety. What do I do?"

Andy strode forward and lifted the top panel of the
crystal cube. Perspiratiom was on his faces, and his heads
touched as though in mutual sympathy.

“Yougetiimtthe cube and close it up,” he said, “When
you're ready, push that control forward. If everything
works, you'lll arrive in Barkelll's time and but a short
distance from where he is. When you want to return, you
just reverse the process. Remember the machine can
make but one round trip, so dont make any misttakes.™

"I won't," Bill promised, and came to the cube,
pausing. [l know this Barkell?"

Andy nodded. *“Youw have his body index implanted in
your mind by hypnaosis. You can make no mistake. When
you see him, you'lll autometticallly recognize him. Shoot,
then, shoot to kill, and then retwmm.™

“All right," Bill said, and slid into the cube.

He slipped the top panel into place. He could see out
now. but all was distorted. He settled himself, then
reached for the switch. Without thought, without
hesitation,. he thrust the tiny prong forward.

There was no sound. Ted and Andy had stepped back,
caught by the blind urgency of the momemnt. They saw
Bill sink into place and the cube close. Like watching a
swimmer in deep water, they saw his hand come forward
and move the switch.

Air shimmered and the cube seemed to settle. A breeze
stirred, air rushing in to close the semi-vacuum. The cube
and Bill were gone. and from far across the land the
people’s drums beat the soft susuriation of waves against
a cliff,

Here was terror, here was something sugth as Bill had never
thought existed. This was a world he could not
understand. Trees grew almost to the sky, branches
spreading fantastically. The earth was soft and dry, and
the grass was long and thick and furry, not as it was in his
time. The air was cool. and there were a thousand
unknowm odors.

But he was a warrior, and so he went forward, leaving
the cube where it had appeared in the smalll glade. He
glided through the shadows, gun in his hand.

A rabbit stirred, and the dis-gun hummed. blasting it
from existence. Almost paralyzed with shock at its rude
appearance. Bill gritted his teeth and went forward.
Slowly courage returned. as knowledge of the power of
his gun filled his mind.

He came to the edge of the trees and looked across the
cleared ground at the house. It was blocky and terrifying
in the night; and he did not understamd its purpese. But
he could see light within, and so he judged people must be
there, although how lamps could create sueh light. he did
not know. continues! on page 66
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Green Light ftiorm page 20

Son lay, then, in black, utter dark.

"Now then,” said Teck. “Back to the ship, both of
you.™

The boys stumbled off across the brokem ships. Son
could see them, out in the glare beyond his prison
shadow. Teck waited uantill their backs were well turned.

The beam of his heat gun flickered briefly, twice. Two
cruhmpledl shapes fell and were still. Teck turned, smiling
tightly.

"“No need to have a whole race of supermen.” He
inspected the spiderweb of metal ropes that bound Son,
and nodded, satisfied.

"Whem you get hungry enough for energy, you'lll tell
me how to destroy the light. And then—"" His hard dark
face was cut deep with triumph, his eyes fierce with
dreams.

*“After 1 destroy the light, the aging process will stop.
People will start to live again. And I'll be virtually a god,
untouchable, imyperviows.”™

He laughed, softly and deep within him, rolling Som's
head with his foot.

*You wouldn’t know what that means, would you?
Think it over while I'm down taking care of Ransome!™

He turned and slid down into the crevice.

Son cried out in anguish, *“Aona!"

The Veil, the darkness that was everywhere and
nowhere. that was all through the wheel and yet not of it,
shimmered and swirled.

“Som! Son, what has Ihappened?”

His mind had been too busy to tell her before. Now he
hesitated, thinking of Teck clambering down to kill the
man with the strength of the stars in him: thinking of
Arun's agony and Greenough's fear and the tired face of
the man he had killed; thinking most of all of the strange
shining drops that ran from their eyes.

“Aona, what is age?"

*We had it, long ago. The legends hardly remember,
except that it was ugly, and sadl.™

"Wiat are years?" He tried to give her the thought as
he had takem it from their minds. But the idea was so alien
to him, the time-concept so vague in itself, that he
couldn't make himself clear.

She said, "I don"t know. Som.™

“Amd Aona—what is deattnh?"

"No one knows that, Son. It's like sleep, only one
never wakens. But we live so long before it comes,
there's time for everything. And even in the little part of
our universe that's left, there are so many worlds to
see."”

Already, there in the shadow, he was hungry for the
sun. He would starve for energy if he couldn"t get free.
He gathered himself to try .

And then, quite suddenly, it happened. The thing he'd
waited all his life for. He looked into the shimmerimg blur
of the Veil and cried, "Aomna! Aona! I can see you""

He surged against his ropes, aflame inside him with a
joy like the fire of the sun itself.
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The Veil was still there hiding most of Beyond. But it
was clearer and thinner. He could see the slim, silver shaft
of her standing against soft, blurred colors, could almost
see the luminous brightness of her eyes.

"Oh darling,” she cried. " Almost!”

Everything, all memory of the invaders and their alien
troubles, left Son's mind. He stared hungrily into the
Veil, watching the pale blur of her face steady, become
clear.

"You're beautiful,” he whispered. "Bezuttiful as a
blue star.™
"Amd you. . . Oh Son, godown to the Light. The force

is strongest there. The Veil will pass more quickdly..”

"“Butt 1 can't. I'm tied.” He told her briefly what had
happened.

She laughed. "“You'we changed since then. The ratio
has changed. More of your atoms are vibrating in phase
with my universe tham with yours. From now on the
change will be very swift. Try agaim!™

He tried, pitting his strength against the ropes. Slowly
their resistance slackened. His wrists and ankles slid
through them, as though they were heavy smoke.

He rose and shook himself, and looked once more at
the wheel and the stars and the blazing sun. Then he
turned to Aona, and a pulse of joy rose in him until he
thought surely his head would burst.

He plunged downward, toward the Light.

A A |

M >Mee stared hungrily into the
Veil, watching the pale blur of
her face become clear.

He found that he had no need to clamber through the
broken ships. The matter of their metal walls resisted him
as water resists a swimmer, no more. He went downward
through the greem light that grew stronger as he went,
until it was like the water at the bottom of a green lake.

Aoan followed, running on little white feet across pale
blue grass, with a great sweep of sky growing clearer
behind her. Her silver draperies whipped in something
she had called a wind. Her eyes were silvery, too, tilted
with impish piquancy, and there was a crest of some
feathery stuff on her head, burhing red-gold like his own
sun.

His mind shouted to hers and hers laughed back, and
the barrier between their universes was growing thin.

It was almost a shock to Son to see Teck crawling
through a doorway in the wrecked saloon of a liner, just
above the Light itself.



Then he stepped in front of him, the thing they called a
heat gun in his hand.

*“$it down, Arnum.”

*You heard Ransome’s orders.' The Tethysmam was
tremibling.

*In the Martian Drylands, where 1 come fromm,™
murmured Teck, "“men sometimes get what we call
estiir—adsverfedear. They take other men’s water and
vaandss, and run away. You're the engineer, Arun, and
even without me to do the navigating. . ... Sit down,
Arun,”

The Tethysmam sat, a fluid folding of thin length. The
two round-faced boys stood by, not moving nor
speaking, the fear so strong in their minds that Son could
hear it shouting.

He saw and heard all this with a small part of his brain.
Most of it was thinking of the Light and the men working
their way down to the queer hole where it lay among the
tangled ships.

This talk of age and years and dying and humanity
meant nothing to him. In all his universe there was only
himself, the wheel, the sun, the distant stars, and Aona.
There was no day or night, no time.

He was angry and afraid, full of hatred and resentment
and a queer tearing at his throat, as though he had lost
some vital part of him—the Light. Were they going to
take the horrible way of destructiom that Aona had told
him of? Or did they know another way?

He tensed his corded body against the metal ropes, and
his mind cried out, “Aona!" as though he were seeing
her vanish forever beyond the Veil.

The Martian said, softly, *He used to be human. I
wonder . . . He leaned forward suddenly. "Cam you
hear me®»"

Son answered, “Yes."” He was beginning to realize
something. The mouth-movements of these men had
something to do with speaking, and their clearest,
loudest thoughts came with them.

Teck must have caught the motiom of his eyes, for he
cried out.

"Yes! But you can't speak, because you don't breathe
air. Probably lost both lungs and vocall cords. You must
be a telepath. I'll bet that's what you are!™

The Martian's dark-irom mask of a face was eager; his
sullen eyes full of little sparks.

"You hear me think, is that it? Nod your head once, if
you do.”

Son hesitated, studying the men with narrow eyes. If
he talked with them, he might find out how much they
knew. He modded.

Teck was quite still for a moment. Arun sat rigid,
staring with eerie purple eyes at the Light.

"How long have you been here?" asked Teck.

Son shook his head.

“Where did you come from?" Again Son shook his
head, and Teck asked, ““Yow know no other place than

this?"

Again the negative.

Teck drew a long breath.

"You must have been born here, then. In one of the
first ships swept up by the magnetic force of this thing as
it passed through the Solar System. Then your ship
cannot have been wrecked. Probablly the coumnteirpuill of
some planet saved it, as our new Elker drive saved ws."

His deep eyes blazed. “Your body was the same as
mine, once. How long would it take to change me to a
being like you?™"

Arun got up suddemly. “*I've got to get back to the
ship.™”

Teck’s gun hand was steady. “Sit down!

Arun's thought rose tightly. "But 1've got to!
Something’s wrong—'" Teck’s gun thrust forward
menacingly. Arun sat dowmn again, slowly. The green
light wavered around him, making his face curiously
indistinet.

Teck’s thought hammered at Son.

"“You know what the light is?"

Son hesitated, sending Aona a rapid question.

Her mind said, “No! Don’t tell, Son. It might help
them destroy iitt.”"

He shook his head. “No.”

Teck’s lips drew back. "“You're lying,"” he said, and
then whirled around, his dark hard face taut.

Arun had risen, and the single wild shriek in his mind
stabbed Son's brain so that he writhed in his shackles.

The two boys backed off, their faces white and staring.
Even Teck drew back a bit, and his gun hand trembled.

Arun was changing. Son watched tensely, forgetting
for a moment even his agony of fear for the Light.

The lines of the green, smooth face of the Tethysman
blurred and shifted in the green light, like something seen
under water. Strange, writhing terrors shook his body.

His mind cried out with his movingllips: “*Something’s
happeming to me. Oh, God! And all for nothing . . .”"

He staggered forward. His eyes were night-black and
luminous, horribly steady in that blurred face, fixed on
Son.

Son knew, lying there chained, that he was in deadly
peril. Because Arun was on his own plane, though a little
past him.

“Alll for nothing—mamkimd lost,” wailed the
thought-voice. I'm going blind. No. Nai/ I'm
seeing—througt . ..."”

His scream shivered cold as space along Son's
nerve-chanmells. The tall, rubbery form loomed over him,
bending closer . . .

One of the boys fainted quietly, rolling like an ungainly
bundle into a deep shaft between two wrecks. Teck
caught his breath,

"I'mn not through with him yet,” he muttered, and
raised his gun.

The glassite helmet melted and ran. The head and the
glowing purple eyes beneath it were untouched.
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And then no one moved, nor spoke. Arun’s head anef
face quivered, merging imperceptilbly into the blurred
darkness of the Veil.

Aona cried out suddenly, “He"s coming througt!”
And then, “No!" The change was too swift. Too many
atoms in transition. He's caught . ., ."

Shivering against Son’s mind, like the single wild shaft
of a distant comet, came Arun's thought.

"N, not here! Not here—between!™

And then he was gone. His space suit crumpled down,
quite empty.

Teck swayed, the dark hardness of his face bleached
and rigid. “Whait did he mem—Hetinesard 7"

Son lay quite still, hearing Aona sob beyond the Veil.
He knew. Aona had told him. Between universes—the
darkness. the nothingness, the nowhere. He felt the cold
dark crawling in his mind.

Teck laughed suddenly, biting and defiant. His deep
eyes were fixed on Son, sprawled like a young god in the
raw blaze of the sun.

"By the gods,” he whispered, “it’s worth the riisk!™"

Greenough came stumbling up out of the crevice.

was s EPﬁ% terrible
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He looked more like a child than ever. His round face
was dazed and bewildered, screwed up strangely. Even
to Son, there was something terrible and unholy in that
child's shallow-eyed face on a man's strong body.

Teck drew a slow breath. Son felt a dark, iron strength
in him, different from the strength of the bronzed
Ransome. that was like the beat of space itself, but great,
too. Great and dangerous.

“What did you find out?" asked Teck. “Where's
Ransome?'"

Son's brain burned within him with fear, though he
saw that the green Light was still unchanged.

“Down there,"” said Greenough, and whimpered. He
blinked his eyes, moving his head and pawing at his
helmet as though to clear it.

"I only looked at it a minute. It was too little and too
big all at once, and I was frightiemed!.™

Teck caught him by the shoulders and shook him
roughly. “Lawked at what?" he demanded. “What's
happened?"

At the light,”” said Greenough, in a far-away voice.
*“We found it inside a ship. We could look right through
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the metal. 1 only looked a minute because 1 was
frightened. 1 was frightened, 1 was ....."

Teck’s strong hands snapped his teeth together.
“What was iitt?"

Greenough'’s shallow eyes wandered to his.
“Ramsome says it's part of another universe. He's still
there, looking. Only . . .”

Greenough’s voice broke in a little hiccough. “Omly he
can't see any more.”

Son felt a great surge of relief. The Light was safe, so
far.

Greenough slipped suddenly from Teck's hands,
sitting wide-legged on the battered hull.

*“I'm scared,” he said. "l want Mama.” Big slow
drops ran down his cheeks, and again Son was stirred by
something deep and strange.

Teck turned slowly to Son. *He was six years old
when the Cloud came. You can build a man's body in
eleven years, but not his brain.”” He was silent, looking
down with deep. intense eyes.

He spoke, after a bit, slowly and deliberately.

"So it's part of another universe. Diluted by distance,
its radiation speeds human metabolism, causing swift
age. Concentrated, it changes the human organism into
an alien metabolism, alien flesh.

*Sllim almost made it through, but his peculiar
chemical balance destroyed him. You must be in the
same transition stage, but much slower, being passed by
the changing of your basic vibratory rate into another
space-time eomtituiiLm ™

Son couldn't hide the sudden flicker in his eyes. He
hated this dark Martian suddenly, this man who guessed
so much,

“Seo it's true,” said Teck. “Confirmation of the old
conception of coexisting universes on different vitbratory
planes. But how would you know, unless—uniess you
can talk to that other umivensz?"

He laughed at the bitter look in Son's blue eyes.

"Afraid, aren’t you? That means you have something
to hide, or protect.” He dropped suddenly to one knee,
catching his fingers in Son's fair hair.

*“Look at me. I want to watch your eyes. You do know
what that light is, and how it can be destroyed. If | could
get a body like yours, and still not cross over . . .

Do you feed on the green light, or the sum?"

The question came so quickly that Son's eyes flicked
to the canopy of fire overhead, before he could stop
them. Teck sat back on his heels with a long, slow sigh.

*That’s all I needed,” he murmured. *“Yourffriends on
the other side evidently can't help you, or you'd be free
now." He rose abruptly. “Greenough! You, there,
sailor! Help me get thise loose hull-section over heme.”

The two pale, empty-eyed boys rose obediemtly and
helped. The heavy metal plates, uptilted by the force of
the original crash, were not far from Son. They had only
to heat the bottom with cutting torches and bend it.



Ransome crouched on the deck before him, his back
turned, quite still.

The Martian's hard lips smiled. He drew his heat gun.
Son stopped, the sheer happiness -of the moment
shattered. His dark hatred for this man came back, his
instinctive loathing of what the fingers of his mind had
brushed against in Teck's brain. Also, dimly, it had to do

with Ransome.

Hardlly realizing what he was doing, he sprang at Teck.
His arm sheared harmlessly through the matter of
Teck's helmet and head. Son realized then that he had no

more power over the stuff of his universe.

But Teck started and cried out, and his aim was
spoiled. The heat beam flicked across Ramsome’s
shoulder, melting a little hole in the fabric of his space
suit.

The Martian's sullen, fiery eyes were wide.

N

k-¥o humanity dies, because one
of its sons has no concept
of time.™

“You've changed," he whispered. “Like Arun. I can
see through youw.™

Then, furiously he shouted, “Dammn you! Leakk cout!™

He lurched sideways, but he was just too late. A
searching tongue of heat ranged across him, across Son
and the metal wall behind him, leaving a little molten
trail. It rose and fell methodically,, weaving a net of death
across that whole space.

Teck's space suit collapsed. Son witnessed again, this
time with a curious satisfaction, the disruptiom of an alien
organism.

Alien. Yes. And yet . . .

He turned to see Ransome crouched on one knee,
holding the shoulder of his suit with one hand and the
heat gun—not firing now—in the other.

His eyes were open, but they didn't see. Son knew
what had happened. Ransome had looked too long at the
Light, and the distances, the planes and angles and
curves of it had pulled his sight too far.

Son said, "He's dead. "

Ransome nodded. Il heard his mind die. This thing
down here—I can hear you, too. I couldn't, up there.™

A strange, subtle thrill crept along Som's
consciousness. Something in him reached out to that
mind, strong even now, strong as the pulse-beat of space.

*“You're not bad,"” said Ransome. "“You just don't

understand. 1 don't suppose you could, although you
were human omce.™

He dropped the gun, as though it didn't matter any
more. "[I"'mguimgtodik, you know. There's a hole in my
suit. Inafewmimutestiheziir will leak out. Butithere'sno
time here, is there? And you've forgotten, what air is, or
why I need iit.™"

The bronzed, grim face smiled, but it was not
humorous. *“So humanity dies, because one of its sons
has no conceptiom of timme. "

Son!”’ It was Aona calling, peering through the thinning
Veil.

Ransome lifted his head. "“Who's that?"

Son said. "lIt’s Aona. She's waiting for me.” His
surroundings were getting indistinct.

The Veil was passing.

"Aomna. Someone you love. Son—that's what she
called you, isn’t it? Son, what is this light? Where did it
come from?"

The strength of Ransome’s mind was bright and
terrible. It was like the fire of a dying star.

"lt's—Aona, you tell him."” Son’s thoughts were
strangely chaotic.

"lt’s a part of my universe,” she said slowly. There
was a quality of stillness in her thought, a subtle
forerunner of fear. “Semmstthimg happened. in one small
corner of space, to the electricall tension that holds the
fabric of the universe together. There was a release of
energy so unthinkably vast ....™"

Her burning crest drooped as she shivered. “Scraps of
our universe were hurled right through the walls of
vibration that separate us from other spacetime
continua. Only a very little bit of ours survived.

"The bit of our universe in yours, vibrating at a
different basic rate, makes a sort of bridge between us,
by altering atomic speeds. Son has chamged almost
completely. Only a few of his atoms now vibrate in phase
with your umiverse.™

Ransome nodded. "Amd that aliem vibratiom is
destroying us. Can't you take it back?"

Aona shook her glowing head. "We could not possibly
generate enough energy to draw it back.” Her silvery,
tilted eyes went to Son, and the terror in them stabbed
him.

"I hear you,” said Ransome softly. “Themn there is a
way."”

Aona whispered, “Yes."

All Son's being went out to her. And yet, some tiny
scrap of his mind clung to Ransome’s, as though to
somethiimg he must not lose.

"I don’t understand,'” he said slowly. "“Years, age,
time—they meam motthiimg..”

"No." Ransome's grim dark head strained back in his
helmet. His face was veined and glistening with sweat.

"Timk of it this way. You love Aona. She's
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beautiful—I can hear that in your mind. Suppose that
now, while you looked at her, she were to wither and
crumple and die . . .”

He broke off, as though fighting for strength. Not the
pulsing streagth of his mind, but the power of his body.
When his thought came again, it was weaker.

“Lowk at your own body, Son. Think of it, now,
growing weak and ugly and bent .....™

He staggered up suddenly, his eyes like the last embers
of a dying sun, fixed on mothingness.

"You're mankind’s only hope. Son. Son. Remember
the people who called you that. They were human,
Remember. Son—of twumamitty..”

Ransome's suit collapsed with a rush. Son shut his
eyes.

*“Son,"” he whispered. "Hiis thought said—"" He
couldn’t phrase it clearly, only that it meant coming from

| 8 |

A Mee plunged off, rushing
through the dissolving matter of
his universe.

something, being a part of it, as he, already, was part of
Aona.

And Aona whispered, “I feel it growing in vour mind,
Oh, Son .....™"

He could see the fllowers around her feet now, the
distant fires of some great sun. A strange tremor shook
his body. a shifting and changing. The Veil was thinner.

*“Somn, they're not your people any longer. You
couldn't even umdiersttamdl..”

"No. No, but 1 could {éeél'’’ He turned abruptly.
"There's something I have to do. Quiichkdky."

He plunged off, rushing through the dissolving matter
of his universe. Up, and into the ship he thought of as his,
though he had left it long ago. He hated it, down here
away from the sun.

Aona followed him, her feet like little, white stars in
the grass.

Things grew dimmer, more vague. Son had only to
wait, to put off thinking until it was too late. But
sometthing drove him on.

Presently, he stood in the cabin of his ship, looking
down at the still effigies. The people who had called him
Son.

He shivered with something more than the shock of
change. These still faces—Dickson's face, and Arum's,
and Ramsome’s.

These still shapes, that had touched him and called him
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Son and shed queer, shining drops from their
eyes.Sometthimg caught at him, wrung him so that he
cried out.

"I don't want to. Aona, I don't want to. But I must""

Her thought was a mere tremor across his mind. "1
think I knew, when he spoke to you. I try to think, if they
were my people, suffering and dyimg—"

*“l don't want to, Aona. But he said—Son of
humanity.”

Only to postpone, to wait until it was too late. The Veil
was so thin. Son beat his hands together, very softly.
Then, blindly, he rushed back toward the Light.

Something had got hold of him, was driving him. He
knew it was right. But he wanted to fight it, to hold it off
untill it couldn't hurt him,

And he was afraid.

He stopped in the ship above the Light where
Ransome lay dead. He raised his corded arms and cried,
"“No! I can't. 1 don't wndierstzzmd!™

He saw Aona watching him on her shining hilltop, not
moving or speaking. And slow, silver drops rolled from
her tilted eyes and down her cheeks.

Then he knew. Then he was calm and steady, and not
very much afraid. Because he understood why the bright
drops had rolled from the eyes of the strange men.

He smiled at Aona. He took a long, sweeping look at
the sun and the sky and the blowing grass, and the silver
shaft of her standing in the midst of it.

Then he went slowly down toward the Light.

He knew what would happen. Aona had told him.
Most of his substance was in her universe now. Part of it
was still in his own. But there were atoms in him just
changing. Atoms that were—Between.

Because of the atoms that matched its own, he could
penetrate the Light. The atoms in transition would set up
a vibration in the Light that had not been in Son, because
of the balancing pull of two umiverses.

The vibratory balance of the Light would be
destroyed, because Son's universe had no hold on it. It
would be pushed back through the wall of that universe,
but not back to its own.

Alittle green roundness that could be held in his hand,
that yet was not round at all and that stretched into
soaring distance. Color and line and form that melted and
flowed and were not.

Son went, without stopping, straight into the heart of
the Light.

For an instant, or an eternity, he was lost in chaos. He
knew nothing—whether he moved or was still, whether
he saw the black-green rushing darkness or whether it
was only the picture of his own fear.

He didn't fight. He caught only two things to him in his
mind—Ransome's strength and Aona, standing on her
shining hillitop.

An instant, or an eternity. And then there was
stillness, a cessation. Son opened his eyes and looked
about—at the space Between. ®
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was committed from the time the Ladyy lifted from Tycho.
Slowly, very slowly, the velocity built up. Nine
thousand. Ninety three hundred. Joe watched the tube
temperatures with pounding heart. They were riding the
red lines and rising fast. Bullis’ commumiicaition light was
flashing angrily, demandiing his atteation. Joe ignored it.

An hour passed. Two. Thee Ladyv groaned with an effort
that had never been built into her. Sweat streaked
Cannon's face as the velocity inched higher with
agonizing slowness. Ten thousand five hundred meters
per second—anmd the tube temperatures well into the red
danger zones. If the tubes melted, the Quessw: and the
Lathfy were finished. Joe didn't want to let himselif think of
what it would be like to plunge into the Sun. The very
thought brought icy sweat to his face. Bullis’ light still
flashed. I'll havee 1o talk 1o him, thought Joe. Mayy as well
gl Tk ovedr Wi,

“Capttaim Bullis, this is Cammom—"

The Captain’s voice sounded stramgely febrile and
unsteady, but cold with hell's own fury.

“Alll mght, Cannon,™ the intercom said weakly,
“You'we gotten your way and killed us all. If the
acceleration doesn't finish us, Sol will. We're committed
to your perihelion orbit. Start . . . talking . . ."

*I"m not going to start telling you how sorry 1 am, if
that's what you mean,” Cannonm said shakily, “Maybe
I'm wrong and maybe not, but here goes. Get this. I'm
pushing the bazooka for all she’s got. If 1 can get twelve
thousand meters per second out of her, we're in
business. The Quearv: is good for twenty in space and
that'll be enough to get us through outside to Roche's
Limit. . . . Joe found himself talking fast and not
wanting to think about what a smalll mistake in
calculation would mean. "“Wihemn I get to twelve, we'lll cut
the Lagyy free, andl="

“Amd I'll take you aboard, is that it?*" Bullis spoke as
though the words were icy droplets on his tongue.

“[. . .well.. . ."Joe swallowed hard. *“Yes, Captain.
That’s about itt.”

“Your figures check—aon paper,’ Bullis said faintly.
“Since there's nothing else to be done, we'lll have to try
it.” He paused. "But Cammon—"

“What is it?"

*“If . . .I"m alive whem . . . you step aboard this . . .
ship—I'm going to . . . beat the living hell out of you.

Joe grinned in spite of himself. "“It’s a date." he said.

Outside the ships, the black night of space keened
silently. It seemed to be waiting, Joe Cannon thought, for
one mistake. One error. however small, so that it could
claim the human lives within the shells of the Quessn and
the Ladyy for its persomall prizes.

As the hours passed, the abused power plant of the
Gay Ladjy moaned. The speed stood steady at eleven
thousand meters per second, flat out, and it refused to
rise further. Cannon, space-suited now, and ready for the
jump into the Quess, lay in the harness, staring at the

instrumemts before him in frustration. It had never
occurred to him that the Lattyy would fail. Eleven
thousand. Not enough. Not enough by one thousand. Joe
choked back the bitter taste of failure that crowded into
his throat.

No! There had to be a way! Cannon glared at the
unresponsive dials. One thousand meters. He looked
away, around the cluttered interior of the straining
bazooka. She wouldn't hold together much longer.
Already, her seams were parting here and there under the
strain and the air pressure in the cabin was dropping—

Aiir prasssre'e! Without daring to let himselif hope he
sprang into action. The atmosphere cylinders were
stacked near the valve. He snatched the smmalll repair
torch and slammed the faceplate on his helmet.

Within seconds, he was outside on the hull, clinging to
the metal with magnetic shoes and welding fast a cylinder
to the plates. All around him the black night of Outside
loomed vast and incredibly lonely. The Sun blazed
hungrily far below. dimming by comparison the
flickering light of the Lady's's tubes.

Ten times Cannon returmed to the interior of the ship,
each time for a cylinder that was welded securely just
above the flaming drive-tubes surroundimg the Liafly.

When at last it was done, Joe inched around the
circumference of the Lagyy, setting improvised nozzles of
alloy tubing so that their open ends rode just above the
atomic fire of the drives.

He wished fervently for some sort of remote control
system, but there was none. This trick had to be turned
by hand. Joe Cannon’s hand.

He swallowed hard and opened the valve on the first
cylinder. A jet of liquid oxygen shotfrom the improvised
nozzle and into the roaring blast of the tubes. The
universe seemed to vanish in a white gout of fire. The
Ladyy trembled to the violence of oxy-~atomic fission. Joe
fell backward, clinging to the hull plates. He could feel
the ship's slight increase in speed. He was on the right
track! Quiekly he meoved from eylinder to cylinder,
spilling liguid oxygen into the exhaust of the tubes. The
kadyy trembled her protest, and the sterh Rull plates,
uhable to withstand the heat of the reinfereed flame,
began te melt.

Joe staggered back into the contrall room. The velocity
was increasing. Eleven thousamd five hundred. He
stuffed the stolem gra®imiliphine into the outer pockets of
his suit and made ready to move quickly. The needle
climbed higher. Eleven thousand eight hundred.

The contrall room was suddemly insufferably hot. The
progressive melting of the stern plates was becoming
faster, superheatiimg the whole ship.

Them suddemly, with the sound of a lava blister
bursting, the tortured metal gave way. A jagged hole
appeared for one insane instant, outlining the nebuleus
streak of the Milky Way. Then the eontents of thie Lkagy,
Joe Canhen among them, went spilling eut inte space,
her atmespheie freezing inte glebules of iee that jeined

the eleud of debris eireling Rer and the @wsen like a Fing
of moonlets. 58



The blowout did it. With her last life, the Ladyy pushed
the Quearn up to twelve thousand. Fighting his way
through the spinning debris, Joe Cannon knew it. The
orbit would work. The proper velocity had been attained.
He was laughing with hystericall glee as he banged on the
airlock of the Markiann (JQueen.

The Lady fell away as the Quesrrs's tubes fllared imto
life. Joe saw her drop back from his perch near the
Quearys s valve. This was the first trip, he thought
grandiosely, on a route that one day men would call
Cannon'’s Orbit!

There would be ships designed for it. A new Company,
perhaps, offering quick trips to Mars and Europa by
skirting Roche’s Limit—welll Sunward of Mercury.
There would be a fancy name for it, t00. Something
simple, but appropriate—Transmercurian!

Joe clung te the Queenss outer plates banging with his
armored fists on the valve. There was ne respense. jee
felt Ris enthusiasm flag: Was it pessible, he asked
Rimself, that Bullis weuld lsave Rim 8ut Rere te dig like a
deg just Beeause he Rad taken a few neeessary liberties?

He banged harder. The night of space seemed to leer
hungrily at him, and he felt very smalll and lonely. Still the
lock remained adamant.

After what seemed a long, long time, a crack of light
split the starlit gloom. The valve was swinging
open—very slowly. Joe clambered into the Queam: filled
with unease and misgivings. He had thought the
problems were over, but suddenly it came to him that he
had overlooked something important—someithing wery
importanit—in his rash desire to prove the orbit. . . .

Bullis was waiting for him—alone. He stood in the
glare of the flurotubes, a crumibling wraith. His face was
grey and emaciated and he rocked back and forth
unsteadiily on his feet. Cannon knew that look. It was
acceleratiom sickness. Bullis had taken too much for too
long without the proper protectiom of graviniliphine.

Cannon felt the blood drain out of him, leaving him
stunned and cold. In his haste and eagerness, he had
almost killed Bullis. And Bullis hadn't
complained—feeling that once they were commmitted to
Cannon's orbit, life-saving graviniliphine was forever
out of reach!

Bullis took a step forward, half-falling. Cannomn didn't
know whether or not the man was trying to hit him. He
felt sick, wishing Bullis cauit/ hit him—hit him hard
enough to beat some sense into his head.

Bullis sprawled out at Cannon’s feet, his mouth
working spasmodically. "Crem—help my . . . crew
... he gresped.

Then Cannon was on his knees, stripping off the
wrapjping that held the graviniliphine ampules, breaking
out a sterile needle, and thrusting the stuff into Bullis'
emaciated arm.
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Cannon stayed on his knees, too, for the rest of the
trip. Bullis, weak and lachrymose from the drug, helped
him dose the rest of the Quean'ss people, but Cannon
never forgot how near he'd come to killing those
spacemen. An oversight, they told him jokingly, but
Cannon eould feel their thoughts. A elown. That's what
they were thinking. Re was sure ef it. It had been a near
thing. Se for the rest of the trip, Cannon stayed on his
iéﬂé%%zﬁgufatively,, of eourse. Agtually, e was in the

Fig.

It was after the Queasm was safely down and the
medical supplies on their way to Europa that Captain
Bullis let Cannon out and took him into his cabin.

"Camnon, my boy,” Bullis said, “That was a great
piece of astrogation you did. I must admit it. Rash and
ill-advised, perhaps, but mathemaiticzilly perfect.™

Cannon's spirits began to rise.

*Of course,” Bullis continued, *“You almost wrecked
my ship, you did wreck yours and you almost killed my
men." He paused, still weak, Cannon thought, from his
bout with acceleration sickness. “Howmewer, 1 do
appreciate the fact that we got the job done. That's the
importamnt thing, isn't itt?"

Cannon beamed. "Yes, siir."

“You should be rewarded,"” Bullis told him.

Cannon shrugged modestly. “Reallly, Captiziin—"

I iimsikgt.”

“Welll, then—"" Joe, rashly, put out his hand.

Bullis swung. His fist connected with the point of
Cannon's jaw and sent him sprawling. Cannom got to his
feet. Bullis knocked him down again.

He stood over him, but Cannon stayed where he was.
Wisely. Bullis wasn't as weak as he had thought,

"It worked this once, Cannon,™ Bullis said. “By the
grace of the gods of space. But next time—ifthere ever is
a next time for you—think. Think, ddammiit’

Cannon thought. He spent a long time thinking. About
the orbit and what it would take to make it safe and
practicable. Bullis helped, too. Not with fiists, though he
probably felt like it many times. He rode herd on Cannon
unmercifully. It was the beginning of a painful friendship
for Joe.

Painful, but rewarding.

Transmercuriian runs regular perihelion flights now.
Cargo, mail and sometimes passengers—iif they can
stand the mammoth dosages of graviniliphine the
acceleratiom makes mecessary.

Cannon and Bullis are partners in the line and doing
well, but there's one thing they never talk about. Other
men can discuss the beginning of their friendship
rationally. Cannon always feels like ducking when Bullis
mentions theirs. That first handshake was a thiiill Cannon
won't ever forget. His jaw still aches when he thinks of
it. [



Doom Ship frem page 35

Lefty swore frantically. He played the ray with
reckless abandon, maneuvering himself insidée the ship.

Now . ... he gripped the gun-butt.

Stiff with fear, he waited. Senses spun. He
concentrated, taxing his mind and his muscles.

Slowly objects took shape around him. The soft sheen
of burnished metal streaked his vision now. And
through it the portholes of the liner Tripalii, floating,
detached dots of light. Lefty waited, straining and
thinking. He fiigered the roeket gun. He tightened dry
lips. The hull took shape around him.

Who were these silent, flickering invaders? Where
were they? He itched and craved to see them, to tear
and maim them. He waited grimly.

It seemed a long time. The hull took shape too slowly.
It seemed to hang in his vision, shimmering, and
wouldn’t grow solid.

Maybe Pladgett had guessed. He was shrewd and
cynical. But how could he? How could anyone?

The heat was going out of Lefty's suit. He could feel
it escaping.

Them he saw, as though in a dream, the Tripali&s jets
flare out. They burst in a glory of flame.

“Gmreat Jupiter!” he choked. *“She’s under way—"

And he watched, with strange detached curiosity, as
the Tripaelli began forging ahead. It gathered speed and
pulled rapidly away, trailing a livid wake. Soon it was a
speck in black velvet space, and then even that winking
out.

Lefty felt afraid.

He could see nothing. He seemed alone in the
universe. All around him stretched utter, deserted
blackness.

He felt the cold of space seeping in.

w,lo were these silent,

flickerihg invaders?
Where were they?

Voices. He heard thein, coming scratchily from all sides,
chattering in his earphones, welling from empty space.

“After them, imbeciles!™

Plaintively, *“But it's impossible, master. Impossible
to budge—unless the object moves away. We're
wedged between diimensions!™

Lefty's pulse Iammered.

“Driivel! What object inhabits empty space?”
Scratchy growls in his earphone disks. “Hawent we
shuttled back and forth at will?"

“We don’t know. We onily—"

He could see themn more plainly now. Cruel-faced
men with gray skin of weatheted slate, contorted in the

nebulous fog.

“Pack of imbeciles! Break through!"

Lefty's legs quivered. A wad of dust obstructed his
throat.

Silence. Complete.

He concentrated, painfully, until ice drops of sweat
moistened his brow. That babble—aof dimensions.
Marauders from another space . . . wedged between
dimensions. Because of an object.

"“There, master! Floating in space! A man!" A
rusty-hinge gasp. "Blocked us in mid-transition.
See—he’s almost visible moww.™”

A gaping, saw-toothed visage waved eerily before
Lefty's eyes.

"How in the name of — Back idiiots"™

"We cannot budge, master. Two objects cannot
occupy the same space at—"

Lefty started, bruising his skulll on the plastic helmet
dome. A man . . . that was himself! He, Lefty, was
holding off the devils. Holding them trapped between
dimensions!

By heaven, Pladgett had/ been a fool! They had all
been fools. There wese pirates.

Atomic radiation performed strange surgeries. It did
unpredictable things. There was the famous space pilot
who became sensitive to radio frequencies after a blast
of it. Lefty could see things that no one else could see.

*Amother minute, fools—we'd have paralyzed
them."

Teeth clicking in a frozen laugh, Lefty gloated. He
lifted his gun to fire a mockimg bolt through the nebulous
ship.

Then, afar off, a pinpoint of light appeared.
Approaching. Growing and assumimng shape.

The Tiupoli!

Shivering, Lefty watched the ship swing in a tremendous
arc, and begin scouring the area.

“More power, idiiots!"

Lefty thought. They cam't? mevee. Natt whilke I Hare.

The Tripuelii sniffed space like a Martian hound.

. . . If I'ffaree this rockett, Torsw will sew it andl rusth o
piak e up. Them . . .

" Impassible, Master.™

"Agzin! Blazes! We'lll not only ransack the cargo,
we'lll blast them to atoms'"

The Tripelii suddemly stopped. It swung around,
flamed red and streaked towardt him on a line. Torso
had spotted him.

The Tripalii hove to, popped open an airlock and
tossed out a liffieboat.

Lefty waved frantic arms.

But the little boat came on, tubes flaring daintily.

With a choke of desperation. Lefty raised the rocket
and triggered. A bolt sizzled across the lifiehoat's prow.

The boat slowed, hesitated, and came on. A man
hunched under the plastic bubble—Pladgett!
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Lefty groaned. He took murderous aim.

Hot bolts sliced grooves in the plastic canopy.

The boat stopped dead. Lefty's earphones crackled
and sputtered.

*It’s all right. Lefty," Pladgett’s voice soothed. "It's
me, Pladigettt™”

Gloating babble rose around Lefty. They’d detected
Pladgett. Could see him.

*“The red ship!” he screamed, distracted.

"“Sure,"” said Pladgett nervously. ““Sure. You're
holding off the red ship.” He swiveled his head
searchimgly from side to side. “But you've dene
enough now. Plenty. Come albomund.™

Lefty's limbs felt brittle as glass. Should he permit
Pladgett to rescue him? Then quickly train the Tripdli's
guns on these menacing devils and hope to stop them?

There was warmth aboard the Tripoli.

“Imbeiiles! Hold up! A rescue is pending.” Harsh
laughter.

But the devils would get through. They'd get through
fast. And this time they might destroy the Trigui. Lefty
moaned against the marrow-gringing cold and made his
decision.

He slowly, sadiy leveled the rocket, dead on the
liffelboat's canopy.

“Dem’t slide an inch nearer, Pladgeit:

The lifeboat hung in space, a seant fifteen yards
away.

“Commander Pladgett!™ the earphones belllowed.
“Come aboard™

Pladgett's face showed anxiously through the clear
plastic canopy. All the arrogance was gone from it. "1
don’t know, Captain,” he muttered. “I think . . .
there’'s something out there. ™

“You'we had your ten minutes!" the captain roared.
"“You've shown us you can navigate. Come aboard at
once!™

Lefty waited. “Beat it, Commander,” he growled
calmly. "Captain’s ordiers.™

“You pack a hard wallop, Lefty,” Pladgett said. He
swung the boat slowly. "“I know you can hold them off.
So long, Lefty.™

Cries of rage welled from the red ship.

"“So long,” Lefty said.

He watched the smalll boat, until it was gulped up by
the TripadlEs air lock. Then the great ship, jets howling,
swung ponderously, boiled space to white heat and
swirled away on a hot orange wake.

Lefty tried to lift an arm in salute. But it was frozen
and would not flex.

Never mind. He didn't have to move. He had only to
stay here, now, and the red ship would stay with him.

He no longer felt the cold of space.

Lefty settled himself. “Maybe now,™ he said, smiling
at the pain-free numbness of his flesh and the awed
silence about him, "I can have a long, peaeeful slegp.” @

Half Past Fear fiorm page 25

Mrs. Childs walked shakily to the front door, opened
it. The young man tipped his hat. She noticed the same
strangeness about his clothes.

*“I'd like to see Vincemt Deem, plesse.™

Mrs. Childs clutched the door frame.

“Wiho is it?"" Deem sihouted.

The young man had a gun in his hand. He pushed past
Mrs. Childs into the living room.

“Steady, Deem," he said.

The big man seemed to lose his strength. The gun
sagged. The roses lay on the floor by his feet. '‘Who are
you?™ he asked.

"I came through the machine. I've been here since
yesterday, hunting you. I've checked everywhere.
Finally, the market down the street gave me your
address. 1've come to take you back to stand triall"

"“Youw can’t make me go," Deem said calmly. I kmow
you can’t. I'm here mow."

The young man shook his head. "Il checked the
records here in the city. You were in an insane asylum
untill three years after the Great War. Then you tried to
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escape. You were killed. That means you went hack.™

*“No,"” Deem shouted, “no, I'm here now. . .."

“You'we got to go back. Your death is already
recorded.™

Deem took a lunging step toward Mrs. Childs. The
young man shouted. David grabbed Deem and struggled
with him for a minute. Sari began to cry. Deem's gun
went off,

And he fell on top of the roses and lay bleeding on
them.

David took his wife in his arms.

The young man sent Sari wpstairs.

*I don’t understamd it,”" David mumbled. *“The death
was recondisadl.”

*Time is strange,” the young man said clumsily.
“Trased in time. Paradoxes. .....™"

“Youlll be all right,” David said to his wife, his arm
around her.

*Twice dead, and the roses,"” she kept repeating,
“twice dead, and the roses. . ..." )



Lost Content fiemm page 14

get away. Good ok

There was 8 MUFmMYF 6f voices: Men and wemen filed
out ef the Feom. smiles on their faces: Brightor was
preud of them: He put his arm around yqna apd read
approval in the ©1d Man-s eyes: He stood Shiently, §azing
inte the fire. thinking

He faced them all with a

resolved determination in his
lonely eyes—eyes that were
lonely for the life he had never
lived, the world he had never
known.

While the world was still hushed with sleep, Brighton led
them out. Sevemteen shadows filed through a ghost world
they were leaving forever, loaded dowmn with all that they
could carry. They were careful to make no sound.
Furtively, almost holding their breaths, they slipped
through the world like sleep-walkers in a sleeping land.

Brightom set a fast pace through the twisted tunnels.
No one complained. The dark fliguress picked their way
steadily through the rocks, their flaming torches
throwing crawling shadows on the wet walls of the world.
Voices murmured, and echoes crept back and forth,
chasing themselves through the dead tunnels.

Brightom led them on. his eyes restless in the umcertain
light. The sounds of clambering feet almost concealed
the cold, distant drip of water—but he could still hear it.
It trickled relentlessly in his brain. He was tired, and he
knew that the others would have to stop and rest. He
stopped them in a smalll alcove and watched with burning
eyes as they collapsed in exhaustion on the hard rocks.
He forced himself to stay awake, his hand on Lynna’s
shoulder as she slept.

Unasked, Wilson sat up with him, shivering. Brighton
looked at the prone figure of the Old Man. He was
pathetic in his weakness, and yet, even in sleep, his
strength was evident. He had said nothing since their
flight, but had kept up wordlessly. Brighton wondered
about him—the one man who had understood him best.
How long could he Jast? What kept him going? Would he
ever see the world of his dreams?

*“How much further?" Wilson asked.

*"We should make it in a few hours now,"” Brighton
said.

*“Do you think we can really get througi?"

*I don’t know. We have a diameoe.

“Wihat if we break through and find that the world is
still deadly, the way it was when the gods fled from itt»"

**Well, if it is we won’t have much time to worry about
it,” Brighton smiled. “We1ll have to wait and see; that's

all.™

Wilson yawned and gazed blankly at the darkness
around them. Brighton watched him with tired eyes. He
was a good man, Wilson. He deserved something better
than death. Brightom felt sick inside. Could he bring them
through, all of them? Or was he leading them only to
suicide? The blind leading the blind! He shook his head
and pressed his fingers to his throbbing temples. It was
hard to keep awake—he noticed that Wilsoh was dozing
fiew. He was alene.

Brighton stuck it out for fiive hours and then he got the
others up. They yawned and trembled in the chill of the
caves. They looked at the darkness around them and
listened to the cold drip of the water. They didn"t know
that Brighton had not had any rest. They swallowed
some food concentrates and drank some water.

They went on.

When they stumbled into the blocked tunnel that
marked the end of the world that they had known,
Brighton wasted no time. He was numb with exhaustion
and his eyes were streaked with red, but he drove his
unwilling brain to think clearly. He divided the men and
women into shifts and instructed them in clearing away
the choking rocks. He got the work started and left word
that he was to be called at the flirst sigh of anything
unusual. Then he found a welcome hollow in the walll of
tl;ne world and surrendered himself to imstantaneous
sleep.

Brighton's sleep was a strange fantasy of white
emptiness across which black splotches of sound
marched from the world around him. He was aware of,
but did not hear, the disembodied mutter of voices, the
clatter of rocks, the clank of tools.

The hours whispered by, until the white blamkness
became alive with black spots that whirled and expanded
and grew into oceans of black through which poured
currents of phantom sound. Sometihimg. . . .

*Brighton!"

"“Wake up, Brighton. Wake up, wake up, wake—"

He moaned and rolled over on the damp rocks.

“WBriighton—the people, the Council! They're
coming!"”

Sleep vanished as if it had never been; consciousness
hit Brightom like a splash of cold water. He leaped to his
feet, senses acutely alert.

It was true. Someone was coming. He could hear the
sounds of voices and scuffling feet. He turned to James,
who had awakened him.

“Quiickly now! How many of them are there?™

“Albout a hundred, I think.” James’ voice was
frightened, nervous. “That’s what Hayes said; he saw
them fifist™”

Brighton nodded, surprised at his own calm.

*“Come on,” he said, working his way back to the
others. They stood among heaps of excavated rock,
waiting for him. There was no panic, but they looked
uncertain. He took over, reassuring them with his
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confidence.

*“Take it easy,"” he toid them. “We can handle
anything they can throw at ws.”

Cam we? a voice within him whispered.

*“Two of you hide in the rocks on each side. The rest of
you line up. Grab anything that you can use as a weapon.
Don’t do anything until 1 give the word.™

Itss fivee to one againsst us if they fight

*Now just hang on—don't womry.™

Whiatt if we losez: What! if we /lose?

They waited.

The light of their torches preceded the men from the
Council. The sound of their voices became an ominous,
muted rumble. Wentworth came into view, with the
others behind him. Brighton couldn’t count them all.

“We'we got the Decree of Council,” Wentweorth said
smugly. "We're not going to let you defy the gods and
destroy the worlid!™

The others roared their approval.

"“You'wve got five minutes to get out of here," Brighton
told him flatly. There was no hint of his inner anxiety in
his voice.

Wentworth laughed—fat, pompous, dead-white,
“You're not bluffing us. Brighton! We're five to one
against you. Maybe you don't like this world, but we
do—amnd we intend to go living with it. You're not going
to kill us with your wild idieas!™

The others pressed forward behind him, shouting.

*“We're not bluffimg,” Brighton said coldly.
Something wihin him laughed at this patent lie. “ilf you
come any closer not one of you will live ten secomdis.”

Wentworth hesitated and Brighton knew that he had to
follow through with something—anytthimg. It was now or
never. He tried to relax his tense muscles and motioned
the others to stay where they were. He advanced toward
Wentworth alone, his closed hand, palm wpward,
outstretched.

“We"re not bluffimg,” Brighton repeated, walking
slowly forward. “Before you murder yoursellf and
everyone with you 1 think you'd better have a look at
what I have in my hand. Not all the old weapons were
lost. We've found some of them, and we're ready to use
them.™

Wentworth watched him uncertainly. Would it work?
Brighton knew that the centuries of dull lethargy had not
been without effect; these people had no stomach for a
real fight. Wentwokth couldn’t be suiee that there was
nothing in his hand—and Wentworth was anything but
eager to risk Wentworth’s life.

Brighton stopped when he was still several paces from
Wentworth. His hand remained outstretched, but at too
high an angle to enable Wentworth to see anything
clearly. He was cool now; he had himself under control.
He isolated the corner of his mind that was a black pit of
fear. He refused to think about what would happen if he
failed.

“Hawe a look, Wentworth,” he said softly. "“"Hawve a
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look and then see how much fighting you want to do.™

In spite of himself, Wentworth edged closer. “You
haven't got anything in your hand,” he said without
conviction.

“You'd better have a look, Wentwaorth. In two
minutes my men will use their weapons. Have you ever
seen a man burned to a black cimdier?”

There was silence except for the nervous breathimg of
the men. Wentworth was afraid to move closer and
Brighton stood where he was, waiting.

*“Ome minute, Wentworth," Brighton said.

One minute there was the
interminable rock ahead of them
and the next—light.

The men behind Wentworth murmured uncertainly.
Wentworth moved closer hesitantly, straining to see
what was in Brighton's hand. Brighton waited until
exactly the right moment. Then, with desperate speed,
he took one quick step forward, caught Wentworth's fat
shoulder with his outstretched hand, and spun him
around. Wentwaorth shrieked and Brighton whipped his
right arm into an iron lock around his neck. His left hand
unsheathed his knife and pressed the sharp blade imto
Wentworth's flabby neck until the blood came. The thing
was all over in seconds.

“Alll right," Brighton whispered coldly. "“Tall them to
get out of here—fast, or you're a dead mam."

Wentworth’s pale body trembled with fear. “Go
back,” he screamed. “Go back, go back!™

His men whispered among themselves and began to
press forward, fingering their weapons. Brighton cut into
Wentworth with the knife.

“No,"” Wentworth yelled. “Don’t come any closer.
He'lll kill me—and you'lll be responsible, all of you. You
know the penalty for killing a Coumciil Guard! The gods
will avenge me! Go back—go tell the Councill what
happened. Go back, go back—"

The men stopped in confusion. They looked at
Wentworth, the sweat pouring from his white face. They
looked at Brighton, his eyes meeting theirs with steady
strength. They looked at the men lined up against the
end of the blocked passage, ready and waiting. Slowly,
muttering, they turned and began to retrace their steps
through the dark tunmell of twisted rock. The light from
their torches vanished and the sound of their voices was
lost in the distance.

Brighton put his knife away and turned the shaking,
terrified Wentworth around.

*“The hero,” he whispered. "“The hero!"” He hit him
once and left his fat body lying in a heap on the rocks. He
didn’t know whether he was alive or dead, and he didn't



much care.
“Come on,” he said to the others. "Let’s get back to
work."

Time dragged on and the hours blended together into one
blurred vision of sweat and metal and rock. They hacked
and tore the rocks out of the tunnel and piled them in the
wide passage through which they had come,
accompllishing the double purpose of clearing the tunnel
and establishing a protective wall behind them. They dug
and chipped and hauled until it seemed that they had
fever done anything else.

They had no way of knowing what sort of progress
they were making—the rocks ahead might extend for
miles or inches. They didn’t know. It might never end.
No one, not even Brighton, knew for certain where they
were going. The world around them might well be all
there was.

The end was a shock. One minute there was the
interminable rock ahead of them and the next—light. A
tiny square of light, no larger than a man’s fist and more
brilliant than fire. It hurt their eyes. They fell back,
staring at it.

Brighton couldn't think. In a daze, he crawled into the
tunmel and tore at the choking mass of rocks with a
strength he never knew he possessed. The iimtense,
incredible beam of light stabbed through his white skin. It
widened perceptilbly as he strained at the rocks. Others
joined him and they fought the roeks in a frenzy of
unreasoming Joy.

They were suddenly—out. They were out, and
Brighton staggered down a rocky hill, trying to adjust his
stunned eyes. He couldn’t see, but an wmaccustomed
warmth swept over him and he was conscious of a ball of
fire floating over his head. The soft air was sweet and
moving gently. He fell face dowaward in some spongy
stuff that was like moss but wasn't. The heat beat on his
back. He stared at the strange floor of this new wodd and
touched it with his hands. It was green.

His vision cleared a little and he made out a cool
shadow beneath a dark shaft with green branches. He
crawled into it and called to the others. He didn't know
what he said, but they came. He was beyond thought.
His eyes were adjusting. He could see.

It was impossible—wonderfully, deliriously
impossible. After a liffietime of darkness and encircling
rocks, he saw color and broad, rolling fields. A vivid blue
with drifting patches of white arched over his head.
Green plains surrounded him and he could see towering
?oumains in the distance. The sweet alr earessed his
ace.

He found Lynna’s hand and pressed it wordlessly.
They had found it. They had found what had been the
home of the gods. It lay all around them. and the gods had
come home again.

“Look,"” Wilson said finally. “The ball of fire—it's
fallimg.™

It was true. The sun was settling gently in the west,

throwing long, cool shadows across the green world.
Outlined on the horizon, they could see the jumbled ruins
of what might once have been a city.

The Old Man was silent, tears in his eyes, content just
to look at last on the world he had dreamed of for so long.
Brighton watched the hot sun settle across the green
fields and knew what it meant to be happy.

It will be back,'’ he said, nodding at the distant ball of
flame. "It must go around the world."

They were silent as the soft shadows crept across the
land and they lighted their torches. It was not yet dark,
but they could sense the coming of the night.

*“I say let's goback and close that tunnel," Hayes said
finally. “We gave them their chance and they didn't take
it. This is our world now—we fought for it and we found
it. They haven't earned a share in itt™"

“They wouldn't fit in,”” James agreed. “We should
start over now. We've got a chance really to do
something—and they’re not going to ruin iit!"

There was a general murmur of agreement.

The Old Man shook his head. "Tihere is room enough
for all,” he said quietly.

Brighton sat in the cool breeze and wondered. It was
true that the others had had a chance and had not taken it.
Indeed, they had actively opposed them and would have
killed them all if they had been able. They had
eondemned him to death, and Lynna with him. They
were riddled with superstition, dull, weak. They could
contribute little and might do great harm.

Still—he didn't know. They were his people. he had
lived his life among them. They could not be all bad. And
there were the children—pitifully few with their llost,
hopeless eyes.

"“No," he said finally. “We won't block the tunnel
again. If we’re going to start over again, that would be a
bad beginning. We won't seek them out—they would kill
us if we did. But if they come to us in peace we won't
harlm them. It is not for us to say whe is to die and whe is
to live.™

He whispered to Lynna and left her where she was,
Alone, he walked through the green grass and the soft
breezes of a summer evening, torch in hand. He esuld
not know the strange cyeles and destinies that were lost
in the waiting vastnesses of time. He was ignerant ef the
full significance of this tiny mement. lost and forgetten in
the shadows of histery. But he did sense, as for the first
time he saw the splender of tRe stars, that Re and what he
had dene had an impertanee far beyend Ris wildest
imaginings:

He walked through the starlit fields of what a few
hundred yards before had been Atlantis, breathing the
sweet night air. He wondered about the future, and absut
himself and his people. Could they suceeed where gods
had faltered? He shook his head. Probably, almest
undoubtedly, they would fail.

But they would try, for that was what it meant to be a
man. é



Oblivion Quest from page 52

And inside the house Barkelll sat at his desk and
propped his aching head with chemical-stained hands.
Three men watched inscrutably, plain ordinary men, yet
creatures who held the destiny of a world in their grasp.

"It won't work," Barkell said tiredly, stupidly. "'I've
gone over my formula a thousand times. There is a
factor missing, and 1 can’t find itt.”

The first watcher grunted softly.

“Youwll find it,” he said. “Good Lord, Barkell, you
have to. If you fail us now, then we’ll be wiped out.”

The second man nodded. “Twottall war is but months
away,” he said through thin lips. *“We must have your
weapon.™

Barkelll shook his head. *I’m quitting,” he said. "I'm
whipped.” His hand smashed at the blueprints on the
desk. “It’s pure theory, nothing more."

The third man stirred. “We"ve put fifteem million in
that theory, Barkell. We'll put more if need be. But you1ll
turn out that wespam.””

"I can't,” Barkell cried from a haggard face. “I've
tried, but I can’t do it. Something’s missing, and I can’t
find it.™

The second man said: "Barkell, I'm warmimg—"

Outside, Bill leaped lithely to the window sill. For a
moment sheer horror at the sight of the identical
monsters within held him rigid. Then his subconscious
mind recognized Barkell, and he raised his gun.

The shot blasted echoes in the room, and the bullet
caught Bill squarely through the chest. He was going
forward, and the bullet twisted him aside. His dis-gun
hummed, and the back wall of the building dissolved and
vanished without sound. One instant it was there, and the
next, gone.

The fiirst man sucked in a deep breath, still watching
the body. He didn’t know the rear wall was gone, none
knew it, yet.

“Hell,” he said. "I’m sorry. I saw the gun and I
thought it was an assassinatiion attempt.” Hegazed at the
body below. “['mm sorry about your momkey. ™

Barkalll had discovered the rear wall was gone now,
and despite the blind unreality of the moment, he came
about the desk and bent over the body. Two foot tall it
was, maybe less, and there was a belt about its waist, and
the miniature squat gun lay close to the black hand.

Gingerly he picked up the gun, inadvertently touching
the firing stud. The desk and its papers and the chair and
the rear of the floor vanished almost without sound.

*“Oh, my Lord!" he whispered, and he examined the
dis-gun with the sense that he was catching glimpses of a
dream half-remembered.

“What is it?"" the second man said.

“Its my weapon—but changed, altmred’"
Perspiration broke on Barkell's head. "lit—it works""

“But you said—"

“Look," he cried, "that coil is energized by the—"

Barkelll had found his weapon, and now the future of
the world was assured. °
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