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A NOTE FROM THE PUBLISHER
Welcome to our second volume of Lester del Rey’s science fiction stories! I purchased the del Rey literary estate for Wildside Press last year, and we have been working hard to get all of his classic work back into print. (Special thanks to Steven Silver for help with scanning and proofing.)
You can now find many of Lester’s very best stories (and quite a few of his novels) available in ebook stores throughout the world, and more are on their way. I am pleased to report that Del Rey Books is planning a major reissue program in paperback a couple of years from now, so we are on the cusp of a great Lester del Rey revival.
Especially notable in this volume is “Nerves,” the novella from Astounding Science Fiction that would later be expanded into the classic novel of the same name. And “Evensong” was included in one of the most important anthologies ever published, Harlan Ellison’s Dangerous Visions. Classics both.
Enjoy!
—John Betancourt
Publisher, Wildside Press LLC
www.wildsidepress.com
ABOUT THE SERIES
Over the last few years, our MEGAPACK™ ebook series has grown to be our most popular endeavor. (Maybe it helps that we sometimes offer them as premiums to our mailing list!) One question we keep getting asked is, “Who’s the editor?”
The MEGAPACK™ ebook series (except where specifically credited) are a group effort. Everyone at Wildside works on them. This includes John Betancourt (me), Carla Coupe, Steve Coupe, Shawn Garrett, Helen McGee, Bonner Menking, Colin Azariah-Kribbs, A.E. Warren, and many of Wildside’s authors…who often suggest stories to include (and not just their own!)
RECOMMEND A FAVORITE STORY?
Do you know a great classic science fiction story, or have a favorite author whom you believe is perfect for the MEGAPACK™ ebook series? We’d love your suggestions! You can post them on our message board at http://movies.ning.com/forum (there is an area for Wildside Press comments).
Note: we only consider stories that have already been professionally published. This is not a market for new works.
TYPOS
Unfortunately, as hard as we try, a few typos do slip through. We update our ebooks periodically, so make sure you have the current version (or download a fresh copy if it’s been sitting in your ebook reader for months.) It may have already been updated.
If you spot a new typo, please let us know. We’ll fix it for everyone. You can email the publisher at wildsidepress@yahoo.com or use the message boards above.
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WIND BETWEEN THE WORLDS
I
It was hot in the dome of the Bennington matter transmitter building. The metal shielding walls seemed to catch the rays of the sun and bring them to a focus there. Even the fan that was plugged in nearby didn’t seem to help much. Vic Peters shook his head, knocking the mop of yellow hair out of his eyes. He twisted his lanky, angular figure about, so the fan could reach fresh territory, and cursed under his breath.
Heat he could take. As a roving troubleshooter for Teleport Interstellar, he’d worked from Rangoon to Nairobi—but always with men. Pat Trevor was the first of the few women superintendents he’d met. And while he had no illusions of masculine supremacy, he’d have felt a lot better in shorts or nothing right now.
Besides, a figure like Pat’s couldn’t be forgotten, even though denim coveralls were hardly supposed to be flattering. Cloth stretched tight across a woman’s hips had never helped a man concentrate on his work.
She looked down at him, grinning easily. Her arm came up to toss her hair back, leaving a smudge on her forehead to match one on her nose. She wasn’t exactly pretty; her face had too much honest intelligence for that. But the smile seemed to illumine her gray eyes, and even the metal shavings in her brown hair couldn’t hide the red highlights.
“One more bolt, Vic,” she told him. “Pheooh! I’m melting… So what happened to your wife?”
He shrugged. “Married a lawyer right after the divorce. Last I knew, they were doing fine. Why not? It wasn’t her fault. Between hopping all over the world and spending my spare time trying to get on the moon rocket they were building, I wasn’t much of a husband. Funny, they gave up the idea of going to the moon the same day she got the divorce.”
Unconsciously, his lips twisted. He’d grown up before DuQuesne discovered the matter transmitter, when reaching the other planets of the Solar System had been the dream of most boys. Somehow, that no longer seemed important to people, now the world was linked through Teleport Interstellar with races all across the galaxy.
Man had always been a topsy-turvy race. He’d discovered gunpowder before chemistry, and battled his way up to the atom bomb in a scant few thousand years of civilization, before he had a worldwide government. Most races, apparently, developed space travel thousands of years before the matter transmitter and long after they’d achieved a genuine science of sociology.
DuQuesne had started it by investigating some obscure extensions of Dirac’s esoteric mathematics. To check up on his work, he’d built a machine, only to find that it produced results beyond his expectations; matter in it simply seemed to disappear, releasing energy that was much less than it should have been, but still enough to destroy the machine.
DuQuesne and two students had analyzed the results, checked the math again, and come up with an answer they didn’t believe. But when they built two such machines, carefully made as nearly identical as possible, their wild idea had proved true; when the machines were turned on, anything in them simply changed places—even though the machines were miles apart.
One of the students gave the secret away, and DuQuesne was forced to give a public demonstration. Before the eyes of a number of world-famous scientists and half a hundred reporters, a full ton of coal changed places with a ton of bricks in no visible time. Then, while the reporters were dutifully taking down DuQuesne’s explanation of electron waves that covered the universe and identity shifts, something new was added. Before their eyes, in the machine beside them, a round ball appeared, suspended in midair. It had turned around twice, disappeared for a few seconds, and popped back, darting down to shut off the machines.
For a week, the papers had been filled with the attempts to move the sphere from the machine, crack it open, or at least distract it long enough to cut the machines on again. By the end of that time, it was obvious that more than Earth science was involved. Poor DuQuesne was going crazy with a combination of frustration and crackpot publicity.
Vic’s mind had been filled with Martians then, and he’d managed to be on the outskirts of the crowd that was present when the sphere came to life, rose up, cut on the machine, and disappeared again. He’d been staring at where it had been when the Envoy had appeared. After that, he’d barely had time to notice that the Envoy seemed to be a normal human before the police had begun chasing the crowd away.
The weeks that followed had been filled with the garbled hints that were enough to drive all science fiction fans delirious, though most of the world seemed to regard it as akin to the old flying saucer scare. The Envoy saw the President and the Cabinet. The Envoy met with the United Nations. The Envoy was admittedly a robot! India walked out; India came back. Congress protested secret treaties. General Autos held a secret meeting with United Analine. The Envoy would address the world in English, French, German, Spanish, Russian, and Chinese.
There were hundreds of books on that period now, and most schoolboys knew the speech by heart. The Galactic Council had detected the matter transmittal radiation. By Galactic Law, Earth had thus earned the rights to provisional status in the Council through discovery of the basic principle. The Council would now send Betzian engineers to build transports to six planets scattered over the galaxy, chosen as roughly comparable to Earth’s culture. The transmitters used for such purposes would be owned by the Galactic Council, as a nonprofit business, to be manned by Earth people who would be trained at a school set up under DuQuesne.
In return, nothing was demanded. And no further knowledge would be forthcoming. Primitive though we were by the standards of most worlds, we had earned our place on the Council—but we could swim up the rest of the way by ourselves.
Surprisingly, the first reaction had been one of wild enthusiasm. It wasn’t until later that the troubles began. Vic had barely made his way into the first engineering class out of a hundred thousand applicants. Now, twelve years after graduation…
Pat’s voice cut in on his thoughts. “All tightened up here, Vic. Wipe the scowl off and let’s go down to check.”
She collected her tools, wrapped her legs around a smooth pole, and went sliding down. He yanked the fan and followed her. Below, the crew was on standby. Pat lifted an eyebrow at the grizzled, cadaverous head operator. “Okay, Amos. Plathgol standing by?”
Amos pulled his six-foot-two up from his slump and indicated the yellow standby light. Inside the twin poles of the huge transmitter that was tuned to one on Plathgol a big, twelve-foot diameter plastic cylinder held a single rabbit. Matter transmitting was always a two-way affair, requiring that the same volume be exchanged. And between the worlds, where different atmospheres and pressures were involved, all sending was done in the big capsules. One-way handling was possible, of course—the advanced worlds could do it safely—but it involved the danger of something materializing to occupy the same space as something else—even air molecules; when space cracked open under that strain, the results were catastrophic.
Amos whistled into the transport-wave interworld phone in the code that was universal between worlds where many races could not vocalize, got an answering whistle, and pressed a lever. The rabbit was gone, and the new capsule was faintly pink, with something resembling a giant worm inside.
Amos chuckled in satisfaction. “Tsiuna. Good eating. I got friends on Plathgol that like rabbit. Want some of this, Pat?”
Vic felt his stomach jerk at the colors that crawled over the tsiuna. The hot antiseptic spray was running over the capsule, to be followed by supersonics and ultraviolets to complete sterilization. Amos waited a moment and pulled out the creature.
Pat hefted it. “Big one. Bring it over to my place and I’ll fry it for you and Vic. How’s the Dirac meter read, Vic?”
“On the button.” The 7 percent power loss was gone now, after a week of hard work locating it. “Guess you were right—the reflector was off angle. Should have tried it first, but it never happened before. How’d you figure it out?”
She indicated the interworld phone. “I started out in anthropology, Vic. Got interested in other races, and then found I couldn’t talk to the teleport engineers without being one, so I got sidetracked to this job. But I still talk a lot on anything Galactic policy won’t forbid. When everything else failed, I complained to one Ecthinbal operator that the Betz II boys installed us wrong. When I got sympathy instead of indignation, I figured it could happen. Simple, wasn’t it?”
He snorted and waited while she gave orders to start business. Then, as the loading cars began to hum, she fell behind him, moving out toward the office. “I suppose you’ll be leaving tonight, Vic? I’ll miss you—you’re the only troubleshooter I’ve met who did more than make passes.”
“When I make passes at your kind of girl, it won’t be a one-night stand,” he told her. “And in my business, it’s no life for a wife.”
But he stopped to look at the building, admiring it for the last time. It was the standard Betz II design, but designed to handle the farm crops around, and bigger than any earlier models on Earth. The Betz II engineers knew their stuff, even if they did look like big slugs with tentacles and with no sense of sight. The transmitters were in the circular center, surrounded by a shield wall, a wide hall all around, another shield, a circular hall again, and finally the big outside shield. The two opposite entranceways spiraled through the three shields, each rotated thirty degrees clockwise from the entrance portal through the next shield. Those shields were of inerted matter that could be damaged by nothing less violent than a hydrogen bomb directly on them—they refused to soften at less than ten million degrees Kelvin. How the Betzians managed to form them in the first place, nobody knew.
Beyond the transmitter building, however, the usual offices and local transmitters across Earth had not yet been built; that would be strictly of Earth construction, and would have to wait for an off season. They were using the nearest building, an abandoned store a quarter mile away, as a temporary office. Pat threw the door open and then stopped suddenly.
“Ptheela!”
A Plathgolian native sat on a chair with a bundle of personal belongings around her, her three arms making little marks on something that looked like a used pancake. The Plathgolians had been meat-eating plants once. They still smelled high to Earth noses, and their constantly shedding skin resembled shaggy bark, while their heads were vaguely flowerlike.
Ptheela wriggled one of her three arms. “The hotel found it had to decorate my room,” she whistled in Galactic Code. Many of the other races could not vocalize, but the whistling Code could be used by all, either naturally or with simple artificial devices. “No other room—and all the hotels say they’re full up. Plathgolians stink, I guess. So I’ll go home when the transmitter is fixed.”
“With your trade studies half done? Don’t be silly, Ptheela. I’ve got a room for you in my apartment. How are the studies, anyhow?”
For answer, the plant woman passed over a newspaper, folded to one item. “What trade? Your House of Representatives just passed a tariff on all traffic through Teleport!”
Pat scanned the news, scowling. “Damn them. A tariff! They can’t tax interstellar traffic. The Galactic Council won’t stand for it; we’re still only on approval. The Senate will never okay it!”
Ptheela whistled doubtfully, and Vic nodded. “They will. I’ve been expecting this. A lot of people are sick of Teleport.”
“But we’re geared to Teleport now. The old factories are torn down, the new ones are useless to us without interstellar supplies. We can’t get by without the catalysts from Ecthinbal, the cancer-preventative from Plathgol. And who’ll buy all our sugar? We’re producing fifty times what we need, just because most planets don’t have plants that separate the levo from the dextro forms. All Hades will pop!”
Ptheela wiggled her arms again. “You came too early. Your culture is unbalanced. All physics, no sociology—all eat well, little think well.”
All emotion, little reason, Vic added to himself. It had been the same when the industrial revolution came along. Old crafts were uprooted and some people were hurt. There were more jobs, but they weren’t the same familiar ones. Now Plathgol was willing to deliver a perfect Earth automobile, semi-assembled and just advanced enough to bypass Earth patent laws, for half a ton of sugar. The Earth auto industry was gone. And the motorists were mad because Plathgol wasn’t permitted to supply the improved, ever-powered models they made for themselves.
Banks had crashed, industries had folded, men had been out of work. The government had cushioned the shock, and Teleport had been accepted while it was still bringing new wonders. Now there was a higher standard of living than ever, but not for the groups who had controlled the monopolies. And too many remembered the wrenching and changing they’d had forced on them.
Also, it hadn’t proved easy to accept the idea of races superior to Man. What was the use of making discoveries when others already knew the answers? A feeling of inferiority had turned to resentment, and misunderstandings between races had bred contempt here. Ptheela was kicked out of her hotel room—and a group had tried to poison the “hideous” Betz II engineers last year.
In an off-election year, politics could drop to the lowest level.
“Maybe we can get jobs on Plathgol,” he suggested bitterly.
Ptheela whistled doubtfully. “Pat could, if she had three husbands—engineers must meet minimum standards. You could be a husband, maybe.”
Vic kept forgetting that Plathgol was backward enough to have taboos and odd customs, even though Galactically higher than Earth, having had nearly a million years of history behind her to develop peace and amity.
The televisor connecting them with the transmitter building buzzed, and Amos’ dour face came on. “Screwball delivery with top priority, Pat. Professor named Douglas wants to ship a capsule of lunar vacuum for a capsule of Ecthinbal deep-space vacuum. Common sense says we don’t make much shipping vacuums by the pound!”
“Public service, no charge,” Vic suggested, and Pat nodded. Douglas was a top man at Caltech and his goodwill testimony might be useful sometime. “Leave it on, Amos—I want to watch this. Douglas has some idea that space fluctuates, somehow, and he can figure out where Ecthinbal is from a sample. Then he can figure how fast an exchange force works, whether it’s instantaneous or not. We’ve got the biggest Earth transmitters, so he uses us.”
As he watched, a big capsule was put in place by loading machines and the light changed from yellow to red. A slightly greenish capsule replaced the other. Amos signaled the disinfection crew and hot spray hit it, to be followed by the ultrasonics. Something crackled suddenly, and Amos made a wild lunge across the screen.
The big capsule popped, crashing inward and scattering glass shards in a thousand directions. Pressure glass! It should have carried a standard code warning for cold sterilization and no supersonics. Vic started toward the transmitter building.
Pat’s cry brought him back. There were sudden shrieks coming from the televisor. Men in the building were clinging frantically to anything they could hold, but men and bundles ready for loading were being picked up violently and sucked toward the transmitter. As Vic watched, a man hit the edge of the field and seemed to be sliced into nothingness, his screams cut off, half formed. Death was inevitable to anything caught in the edge of the field.
A big shard of glass had hit the control wiring, forcing together and shorting two bus bars, holding them lordlier together by its weight. It was wedged in firmly and the transmitter was locked into continuous transmit. And air, with a pressure of fifteen pounds per square inch, was running in and being shipped to Ecthinbal, where the pressure was barely an ounce per square inch! With that difference, pressure on a single square foot of surface could lift over a ton. The poor devils in the transmitter building didn’t have a chance.
He snapped off the televisor as Pat turned away, gagging. “When was the accumulator charged?”
“It wasn’t an accumulator in that installation,” she told him weakly. “The whole plant uses an electron-pulse atomotor—good for twenty years of continuous operation.”
Vic swore and made for the door, with Pat and Ptheela after him. The transmitter opening took up about two hundred square feet—which meant somewhere between fifty and five hundred thousand cubic feet of air a second were being lost. Maybe worse.
Ptheela nodded as she kept pace with him. “I think the tariff won’t matter much now,” she whistled.
II
Vic’s action in charging out had been pure instinct to get where the trouble lay. His legs churned over the ground, while a wind at his back made the going easier.
Then his brain clicked over, and he dug his heels into the ground, trying to stop. Pat crashed into him, but Ptheela’s arms lashed out, keeping him from falling. As he turned to face them, the wind struck at his face, whipping up grit and dust from the dry ground. Getting to the transmitter building would be easy—but with the wind already rising, they’d never be able to fight their way back.
It had already reached this far, losing its force with the distance, but still carrying a wallop. It was beginning to form a pattern, marked by the clouds of dust and debris it was picking up. The arrangement of the shields and entrances in the building formed a perfect suction device to set the air circling around it counterclockwise, twisting into a tornado that funneled down to the portals. Men and women near the building were struggling frantically away from the center of the fury. As he watched, a woman was picked up bodily, whirled around, and gulped down one of the yawning entrances. The wind covered her cries.
Vic motioned Pat and Ptheela and began moving back, fast. Killing himself would do no good. He found one of the little hauling tractors and pulled them onto it with him, heading back until they were out of the worst of the rising wind. Then he swung to face Ptheela.
“All right, now what? Galactic rules be damned, this is an emergency, and I need help!”
The shaggy Plathgolian made an awkward gesture with all three arms, and a slit opened in her chest. “Unprecedented.” The word came out in English surprisingly, and Pat’s look mirrored his; they weren’t supposed to be able to talk. “You’re right. If I speak, I shall be banished by our council from Plathgol for breaking security. But we can communicate more fully this way, so ask. I may know more—we’ve had the Teleport longer—but remember that your strange race has a higher ingenuity quotient.”
“Thanks.” Vic knew what the five husbands back on her home planet meant to her; they were not only a mark of status, but a chance to have stronger and more capable offspring. But he’d worry about that after he could stop worrying about his own world. “What happens next?”
She dropped back to the faster, if less precise, Galactic Code for that. As he knew, the accidental turning on of the transmitter had keyed in the one on Ecthinbal automatically to receive, but not to transmit; the air was moving between Earth and Ecthinbal in one-way traffic. The receiving circuit, which would have keyed in the Ecthinbal transmit circuit had not been shorted. Continuous transmittal had never been used, to her knowledge; there was no certainty about what would happen. Once started, no outside force could stop a transmitter; the send and stop controls were synchronous, both tapped from a single crystal, and only that proper complex wave form could cut it off. It now existed as a space-strain, and the Plathgolians believed that this would spread, since the outer edges transmitted before matter could reach the center, setting up an unbalanced resonance that would make the field grow larger and larger. Eventually, it might spread far beyond the whole building. And, of course, since the metal used by the Betz II engineers could not be cut or damaged, there was no way of tunneling in.
“What about Ecthinbal?” Pat asked.
Ptheela spread her arms. “The same, in reverse. The air rashes in, builds up pressure to break the capsule, and then rushes out—in a balanced stream, fortunately, so there’s no danger of crowding two units of matter in one unit of space.”
“Then I guess we’d better call the Galactic Envoy,” Vic decided. “All he’s ever done is to sit in an office and look smug. Now—”
“He won’t come to help. He is simply an observeer. Galactic Law says you must solve your own problem or die.”
“Yeah.” Vic looked at the cloud of dust being whirled into the transmitter building. “And all I need is something that weighs a couple dozen tons per cubic foot—with a good crane attached.”
Pat looked up suddenly. “Impossible. But how about one of the small atom-powered army tanks—the streamlined ones? Flavin could probably get you one.”
Vic stamped on the pedal, swinging the little tractor around sharply toward the office. The wind was stronger already, but still endurable. He clicked the televisor on, noticing that the dust seemed to disappear just beyond the normal field of the transmitter. It must be starting to spread out.
“How about it?” he asked Ptheela. “If it spreads, won’t it start etching into the transmitter and the station?”
“No. Betz II construction. Everything they built in has some way of grounding out the effect. We don’t know how it works, but the field won’t touch anything put in by the Betzians.”
“What about the hunk of glass that’s causing the trouble?”
For a moment she looked as if she were trying to appear hopeful. Then the flowerlike head seemed to wilt. “It’s inside the casing-protected from the field.”
Pat had been working on the private wire to Chicago, used for emergencies. She was obviously having trouble getting put through to Flavin. The man was a sore spot in Teleport Interstellar. He was one of the few political appointees; nominally, he was a go-between for the government and the Teleport group, but actually he was simply a sop to bureaucratic conventions. Finally Pat had him on the screen.
He was jovial enough, as usual, with a red spot on each cheek which indicated too many luncheon drinks. A bottle stood on the desk in front of him. But his voice was clear enough. “Hi, Pat. What’s up?”
Pat disregarded the frown Vic threw her and began outlining the situation. The panic in her voice didn’t require much feigning, Vic guessed. Flavin blustered at first, then pressed the hold button for long minutes. Finally, his face reappeared.
“Peters, you’ll have full authority, of course. And I’ll get a few tanks for you, somehow; I have to work indirectly.” Then he shrugged and went rueful. “I always knew this sinecure would end. I’ve got some red slips here that make it look as if you had a national disaster there.”
His hand reached for the bottle, just as his eyes met Vic’s accusing look. He shook his head, grinned ruefully again, and put the bottle away in a drawer, untouched. “I’m not a fool entirely, Peters. I can do a little more than drink and chase girls. Probably be no use to you, but the only reason I drink is boredom, and I’m not bored now. I’ll be out shortly.”
In his own field, Flavin was apparently good. The tank arrived by intercity teleport just before he did. They were heavy, squat affairs, super-armored to stand up under a fairly close atomic bomb hit, but small enough to plunge through the portals of the transmitter building. Flavin came up as Vic and Pat were studying them. His suit was designed to hide most of his waistline, but the fat of his jowls shook as he hurried up, and there was sweat on his forehead, trickling down from under his toupee.
“Two, eh? Figured that’s what I’d get if I yelled for a dozen. Think you can get in—and what’ll you do then?”
Vic shrugged. He’d been wondering the same thing. Still, if they could somehow ram the huge shard of glass and crack it where it was wedged into the wiring inside the shielding, it might release the shorted wires. That should effect an automatic cutoff. “That’s why I’m with the driver. I can extemporize if we get in.”
“Right,” Pat agreed quickly. She caught a hitch in her coveralls and headed for the other tank. “And that’s why I’m going with the other.”
“Pat!” Vic swung toward her. But it wasn’t a time for stupid chivalry. The man or woman who could do the job should do it. He gave her a hand into the compact little tank. “Luck, then. We’ll need it.”
He climbed into his own vehicle, crowding past the driver and wriggling into the tiny observer’s seat. The driver glanced back, then reached for the controls. The motor hummed quietly under them, making itself felt by the vibration of the metal around them. They began moving forward, advancing in low gear. The driver didn’t like it, as he stared through his telescreen, and Vic liked it even less from the direct view through the gun slit. Beside them, the other tank got into motion, roughly paralleling them.
At first it wasn’t too bad. They headed toward the north portal, traveling cautiously, and the tank seemed snug and secure. Beside him, Vic saw a tree suddenly come up by its roots and head toward the transmitter. It struck the front of the tank, but the machine went on, barely passing the shock through to the two men.
Then the going got rough. The driver swore at the controls, finding the machine hard to handle. It wanted to drift, and he set up a fixed correction, only to revise it a moment later. The tank began to list and pitch. The force of the wind increased by the square inversely as they cut the distance. At fifty feet, the driver’s wrists were white from the tiny motions needed to overcome each tilt of the wind.
Vic swallowed, wondering at the nerve of the man driving, until he saw blood running from a bitten lip. His own stomach was pitching wildly. “Try another ten feet?” the driver asked.
“Have to.”
“Not bad guts for a civilian, fellow. Okay, here we go.”
They crawled by inches now. Every tiny bump threatened to let the force of the wind hit under them and pitch them over. They had to work by feeling, praying against the freak chance that might overcome all their caution. Vic wiped his forehead and wiped it again before he noticed that the palm of his hand was as damp as his brow.
He wondered about Pat, and looked for her. There was no sight of the other machine. Thank God, she’d turned back. But there was bitterness in his relief; he’d figured Pat was one human he could count on completely. Then he looked at the driver’s wider view from the screen, and sick shock hit him.
The other tank had turned turtle and was rolling over and over, straight toward the portal! As he looked, a freak accident bounced it up, and it landed on its treads. The driver must have been conscious; only consummate skill accounted for the juggling that kept it upright then. But its forward momentum was still too strong, and it lurched straight toward the portal.
Vic jerked his mouth against the driver’s ear, pointing frantically. “Hit it!”
The driver tensed, but nodded. The shriek of the insane wind was too strong for even the sound of the motor, but the tank leaped forward, pushing Vic down in his webbed and padded seat. The chances they were taking now with complete disregard seemed surely fatal, but the driver moved more smoothly with a definite goal. The man let the wind help him pick up speed, jockeying sidewise toward the other tank. They almost turned turtle as they swung, bucking and rocking frantically, but the treads hit the ground firmly again. They were drifting across the wind now, straight toward the nose of the other tank.
Vic was strained forward, and the shock of sudden contact knocked his head against the gun slit. He hardly felt it as he stared out. The two tanks struggled, forcing against each other, while the portal gaped almost straight ahead. “Hit the west edge and we have a chance,” Vic yelled in the driver’s ear. The man nodded weakly, and his foot pressed down harder on the throttle. Against each other, the two tanks showed little tendency to turn over, but they seemed to be lifted off the ground half the time.
Inch by slow inch, they were making it. Pat’s tank was well beyond the portal, but Vic’s driver was sweating it out, barely on the edge. He bumped an inch forward, reversed with no care for gears, and hitched forward and back again. They seemed to make little progress, but finally Vic could see the edge move past, and they were out of the direct jet that was being sucked into the portal.
A new screen had lighted beside the driver, and Pat’s face was on it, along with the other driver. The scouring of the wind made speech impossible over the speakers, but the man motioned. Vic shook his head, and indicated a spiral counterclockwise and outward, to avoid bucking against the wind, with the two tanks supporting each other.
They passed the south portal somehow, though there were moments when it seemed they must be swung in, and managed to gain ten feet outward on the turn. The next time around, they had doubled that, and it began to be smoother going. The battered tanks lumbered up to their starting point eventually—and a little beyond, since the rising wind had forced everyone farther back.
Vic crawled from the seat, surprised to find his legs stiff and weak; the ground seemed to reel under him. It was some comfort to see that the driver was in no better shape. The man leaned against the tank, letting the raw wind dry the perspiration on his uniform. “Brother! Miracles! You’re okay, mister, but I wouldn’t go in there again with the angel Michael.”
Vic looked at the wind maelstrom. Nobody else would go in there, either. Getting within ten feet of the portal was begging for death, even in the tank—and it would get worse. Then he spotted Pat opening the tank hatch and moved over to help her out. She was bruised and more shaky than he, but the webbing over the seat had saved her from broken bones. He lifted her out in his arms, surprised at how light she was. His mind flickered over the picture of her tank twisting over, and his arms tightened around her. She seemed to snuggle into them, seeking comfort.
Her eyes came up, just as he looked at her. She lifted her face, and he met her lips in a firm, brief contact. “You scared hell out of me, Pat.”
“Me, too.” She was regaining some color, and motioned him to put her down. “I guess you know how I feel about what you did in there.”
Flavin cut off any answer Vic could have made, waddling up with his handkerchief out, mopping his face. He stared at them, gulped, and shook his head. “Lazarus twins,” he growled. “Better get in the car—there’s a drink in the right door pocket.”
Vic lifted an eyebrow and Pat nodded. They could use it. They found the car and chauffeur waiting farther back. He poured her a small jigger and took one for himself before putting the bottle back. But the moment’s relaxation over cigarettes was better than the drink.
Flavin was talking to the tank drivers, and a small roll changed hands, bringing grins to their faces. For a political opportunist, he seemed a lot more of a man than Vic had expected. Now he came back and climbed in beside them. “I’ve had the office moved back to Bennington—the intercity teleport manager offered us space.” The locally owned world branches of intercity teleport were independent of Teleport Interstellar, but usually granted courtesy exchanges with the latter. “They’ll be evacuating the city next, if I know the Governor. Just got a cease-and-desist order—came while you were trying to commit suicide. We’re to stop transmitting at once!”
He grunted at Vic’s grimace and motioned the chauffeur on, just as a call reached them. Vic shook his head at the driver and looked out to see Ptheela ploughing along against the wind, calling to them. The plant woman’s skin was peeling worse than ever.
Flavin followed Vic’s eyes. “You aiming to have that ride with us? The way Plathies stink? Damned plants, you can’t trust ’em. Probably mixed up in this trouble. I heard…”
“Plathgol rates higher in civilization than we do,” Pat stated flatly.
“Yeah. A million years stealing culture we had to scratch up for ourselves in a thousand. So the Galactic Council tells us we’ve got to rub our noses to a superior race. Superior plants! Nuts!”
Vic opened the door and reached for Pat’s hand. Flavin frowned, fidgeted, then reached out to pull them back. “Okay, okay. I told you that you were in charge here. If you want to ride around smelling Plathies—well, you’re running things. But don’t blame me if people start throwing mud.” He had the grace to redden faintly as Ptheela came up finally, and changed the subject hastily. “Why can’t we just snap a big hunk of metal over the entrances, to seal them up?”
“Too late,” Ptheela answered, sliding down beside Pat, her English drawing a surprised start from Flavin. “I was inspecting those two tanks, and they’re field-etched where they touched. That means the field is already outside the building, though it will spread more slowly without the metal to resonate it. Anyhow, how could you get metal plates up?”
“How long will the air last?” Pat asked.
Vic shrugged. “If it keeps increasing, a month at breathing level, maybe. Fortunately the field doesn’t spread downward much, with the Betzian design, so it won’t start working on the earth itself. Flavin, how about getting the experts here? I need help.”
“Already sent for them,” Flavin stated. They were heading toward the main part of Bennington now, ten miles from the station. His face was gray, and he no longer seemed to notice the somewhat pervasive odor of Ptheela. They drew up to a converted warehouse finally, and he got out, starting up the steps just as the excited cries of a newsboy reached his ears. He flipped a coin and spread the extra before them.
Word had spread quickly. It was all over the front page, with alarming statements from the scientists first interviewed and soothing statements from later ones. No Teleport Interstellar man had spoken, but an interview with one of the local teleport engineers had given the basic facts, along with some surprisingly keen guesses as to what would happen next.
But above everything was the black headline:
BOMB TRANSMITTER SAYS PAN-ASIA!
The ultimatum issued by Pan-Asia was filled with high-sounding phrases and noble justification, but its basic message was clear enough. Unless the loss of air—air that belonged to everyone—was stopped and all future transmitting of all types halted, together with all dealings with “alien antiterrestrials,” Pan-Asia would be forced to bomb the transmitters, together with all other resistance.
“Maybe…” Flavin began doubtfully, but Vic cut him off. His faith in mankind’s right to its accidental niche in the Galactic Council wasn’t increasing much.
“No dice. The field is a space-strain that is permanent, unless canceled by just the right wave form. The canceling crystal is in the transmitter. Destroy that, and the field never can be stopped. It’ll keep growing until the whole Earth is gone. Flavin, you’d better get those experts here fast!”
III
Vic sat in the car the next morning, watching the black cloud that swirled around the station, reaching well beyond the old office. His eyes were red, his face was gray with fatigue, and his lanky body was slumped onto the seat. Pat looked almost as tired, though she had gotten some sleep. Now she took the empty coffee cup and thermos from him. She ran a hand through his hair, straightening it, then pulled his head down to her shoulder and began rubbing the back of his neck gently.
Ptheela purred approvingly from the other side, and Pat snorted. “Get your mind off romance, Ptheela! Vic’s practically out on his feet. If he weren’t so darned stubborn, this should make him go to sleep.”
“Romance!” Ptheela chewed the idea and spat it out. “I’ve read the stories. All spring budding and no seed. A female should have pride from strong husbands and proven seeding.”
Vic let them argue. At the moment, Pat’s attention was soothing, but only superficially. His head went on fighting for some usable angle and finding none. The men who were supposed to be experts knew no more than he did. He’d swiped all the knowledge he could from Ptheela, without an answer. Plathgol was more advanced than Earth, but far below the Betz II engineers, who were mere servants of the top creatures of the Council.
No wonder man had resented the traffic with other worlds. For centuries he had been the center of his universe. Now, like the Tasmanians, he found himself only an isolated island of savages in a universe that was united in a culture far beyond his understanding. He’d never even conquered his own planets; all he’d done was to build better ways of killing himself.
Now he was reacting typically enough, in urgent need of someone even lower, to put him on middle ground, at least. He was substituting hatred for his lost confidence in himself. Why learn more about matter transmitting when other races knew the answers and were too selfish to share them?
Vic grumbled to himself, remembering the experts. He’d wasted hours with them, to find that they were useless for anything but argument. The names that had been towers of strength had proved no more than handles for men as baffled as he was. With even the limited knowledge he’d pried from Ptheela, he was far ahead of them—and still farther behind the needs of the problem.
The gun Flavin had insisted he wear was uncomfortable, and he pulled himself up, staring at the crew of men who were working as close to the center of wind as they could get. He hadn’t been able to convince them that tunneling was hopeless. All they needed was a one-millimeter hole through the flooring, up which blasting powder could be forced to knock aside the glass shard. They refused to accept the fact that the Betz II shielding could resist the best diamond drills under full power for centuries. He shrugged. At least it helped the general morale to see something being done; he’d given in finally and let them have their way.
“We might as well go back,” he decided. He’d hoped that the morning air and sight of the station might clear his head, but the weight of responsibility had ruined that. It was ridiculous, but he was still in charge of things.
Flavin reached back and cut on the little television set. With no real understanding, he was trying to learn tolerance of Ptheela, but he felt more comfortable in front, beside the chauffeur.
Pat caught her breath, and Vic looked at the screen, where a newscast was showing a crowd in Denver tearing down one of the Earth-designed intercity teleports. Men were striking back at the menace blindly. A man stood up from his seat in Congress to demand an end to alien intercourse; Vic remembered the fortune in interstellar trading of levo-rotary crystals that had bought the man his seat—and the transmitter-brought drugs that had saved him from death by cancer. He’d spouted gratitude, once!
There were riots in California, the crackpot Knights of Terra were recruiting madly, and murder was on the increase. Rain had fallen in Nevada, and there were severe weather disturbances throughout the country, caused by the unprecedented and disastrously severe low over Bennington. People were complaining of the air, already claiming that they could feel it growing thinner, though that was sheer hysterical nonsense. The Galactic Envoy was missing.
The editorial of the Bennington Times came on last, pointing a finger at Vic for changing the circuits, but blaming it on the aliens who hoarded their knowledge so callously. There was just enough truth to be dangerous. Bennington was close enough to the transmitter to explain the undertone of lynch law that permeated the editorial.
“I’ll put a stop to that,” Flavin told Vic angrily. “I’ve got enough muscle to make them pull a complete retraction. Bui it won’t undo all of it.”
Vic felt the automatic, and it seemed less of a nuisance now. “I notice no news on Pan-Asia’s ultimatum.”
“Yeah. I hear the story was killed by Presidential emergency orders, and Pan-Asia has agreed to a three-day stay—no more. My information isn’t the best, but I gather we’ll bomb it with our own bombs if it isn’t cleared up by then.”
Vic climbed out at the local station office, with the others trailing. In the waiting room, a vaguely catlike male from Sardax waited, clutching a few broken ornaments and a thin sheaf of Galactic credits. One of his four arms was obviously broken and yellow blood oozed from a score of wounds.
But he only shrugged at Vic’s whistled questions, and his answer in Code was unperturbed. “No matter. In a few moments, I ship to Chicago and then home. My attackers smelled strongly of hate, but I escaped. Waste no time on me, please.”
Then his whistle stopped at a signal from the routing office, and he hurried off, with a final sentence. “My attackers will live, I am told.”
Remembering the talons on the male’s hands, Vic grinned wryly. The Sardaxians were a peaceful race, but they were pragmatic enough to see no advantage in being killed. The mob had jumped on the wrong alien this time. But the others races…
He threw the door to his little office open, and the four went in. It wasn’t until he started toward his desk that he noticed his visitor.
The Galactic Envoy might have been the robot he claimed to be, but there was no sign of it. He was dressed casually in expensive tweeds, lounging gracefully in a chair, with a touch of a smile on his face. Now he got up, holding out a hand to Vic.
“I heard you were running things, Peters. Haven’t seen you since I helped pick you for the first-year class, but I keep informed. Thought I’d drop by to tell you the Council has given official approval to your full authority over the Earth branch of Teleport Interstellar, and I’ve filed the information with the U.N. and your President.”
Vic shook his head. Nice of them to throw it all on his shoulders. “Why me?”
“Why not? You’ve learned all the theory Earth has, you’ve had more practical experience with more stations than anyone else, and you’ve picked Ptheela’s brains dry by now. Oh, yes, we know about that; it’s permissible in an emergency for her to decide to help. You’re the obvious man.”
“I’d rather see one of your high and mighty Galactic experts take over!”
The Envoy shook his head gently. “No doubt. But we’ve found that the race causing the trouble usually is the race best fitted to solve it. The same ingenuity that maneuvered this sabotage—it was sabotage, by the way—will help you solve it, perhaps. The Council may not care much for your grab-first rule in economics and politics, but it never doubted that you represent one of the most ingenious races we have met. You see, there really are no inferior races.”
“Sabotage?” Pat shook her head, apparently trying to grasp it. “Who’d be that stupid?”
The Envoy smiled faintly. “The Knights of Terra are flowing with money, and they are having a very successful recruiting drive. Of course, those responsible had no idea of what risks they were taking for your planet. I’ve turned the details over, of course.”
There was no mistaking his meaning. The Knights of Terra had been a mere rabble of crackpots, without any financial power. But most of the industries forced from competition by the transmitters had been the largest ones, since they tended to lack flexibility. Some of their leaders had taken it in good grace, but many had fought tooth and nail, and were still fighting. There were enough men who had lost jobs, patent royalties, or other valuables due to the transmitters. Even though the standard of living had risen and employment was at a peak now, the period of transition had left bitter hatreds, and recruits for the hate groups should be easy enough to find for a well-heeled propaganda drive.
“Earth for Earth, and down with the transmitters,” Vic summed it up. The Envoy nodded.
“They’re stupid, of course. They forget that the transmitters can’t be removed without Council workers,” he said. “And when the Council revokes approval, it destroys all equipment and most books, while seeing that three generations are brought up without knowledge. You’d revert to semi-savagery and have to make a fresh start-up. Well, I’ll see you, Vic. Good luck.”
He left, still smiling. Flavin had been eyeing him with repressed dislike that came out now. “A helluva lot of nerve for guys who claim they don’t interfere!”
“It happened to us twice,” Ptheela observed. “We were better for it, eventually. The Council’s rules are from half a billion years of experience, with tremendous knowledge. We must submit.”
“Not without a fight!”
Vic cut in. “Without a fight. We wouldn’t have a chance. We’re babes in arms to them. Anyhow, who cares? All the Congressional babble in Hades won’t save us if we lose our atmosphere. But the so-called leaders can’t see it.”
The old idea—something would turn up. Maybe they couldn’t turn off the transmitter from outside, and had no way of getting past the wind to the inside. But something would turn up!
He’d heard rumors of the Army taking over, and almost wished they would. As it stood, he had full responsibility—and nothing more. Flavin and the Council had turned things over to him, but the local cop on the beat had more power. It would be a relief to have someone around to shout even stupid orders and get some of the weight off his shoulders.
Sabotage! It couldn’t even be an accident; the cockeyed race to which he belonged had to try to commit suicide and then expect him to save it. He shook his head, vaguely conscious of someone banging on the door, and reached for the knob. “Amos!”
The sour face never changed expression as the corpselike figure of the man slouched in. But Amos was dead! He’d been in the transmitter. They all realized it at once and swung toward the man.
Amos shook off their remarks. “Nothing surprising, just common sense. When I saw the capsule start cracking, I jumped for one headed for Plathgol, set the delay, and tripped the switch. Saw some glass shooting at me, but I was in Plathgol next. Went out and got me a mess of tsiuna—they cook fair to middling, seeing they never tried it before they met us. Then I showed ’em my pass, came back through Chicago, took the local here, and went home; I figured the old woman would be worried. Nobody told me about the extent of the mess till I saw the papers. Common sense to report in to you, then. So here I am.”
“How much did you see of the explosion?” Pat asked.
“Not much. Just saw it was cracking—trick glass, no temperature tolerance. Looked like Earth color.”
It didn’t matter. It added to Vic’s disgust to believe it was sabotage, but didn’t change the picture otherwise. The Council wouldn’t change its decision. They treated a race as a unit, making no exception for the behavior of a few individuals, whether good or bad.
Another knock on the door cut off the vicious cycle of hopelessness. “Old home week, evidently. Come in!”
The uniformed man who entered was the rare example of a fat man in the pink of physical condition, with no sign of softness. He shoved his bulk through the doorway as if he expected the two stars on his shoulders to light the way and awe all beholders. “Who is Victor Peters?”
Vic wiggled a finger at himself, and the general came over. He drew out an envelope and dropped it on the desk, showing clearly that acting as a messenger was far beneath his dignity. “An official communication from the President of the United States!” he said mechanically, and turned to make his exit back to the intercity transmitters.
It was a plain envelope, without benefit of wax or seals. Vic ripped it open, looked at the signature and the simple letterhead, and checked the signature again. He read it aloud to the others:
“‘To Mr.’—dammit, officially I’ve got a doctor’s degree!—‘to Mr. Victor Peters, nominally’—oof!—‘in charge of the Bennington branch of Teleport Interstellar’—I guess they didn’t tell him it’s nominally in charge of all Earth branches. Umm…‘You are hereby instructed to remove all personnel from a radius of five miles minimum of your Teleport branch not later than noon, August 21, unless matters shall be satisfactorily culminated prior to that time. Signed, Homer Wilkes, President of the United States of America.’ ”
“Bombs!” Pat shuddered, while Vic let the message fall to the floor, kicking it toward the wastebasket. “That’s what it has to mean. The fools—the damned fools! Couldn’t they tell him what would happen? Couldn’t they make him see that it’ll only make turning the transmitter off impossible—forever?”
Flavin shrugged, unconsciously dropping onto the couch beside Ptheela. “Maybe he had no choice—either he does it or some other power does it.”
Then he came to his feet, staring at Vic. “My God, that’s tomorrow noon!”
IV
ic looked at the clock later and was surprised to sec that it was already well into the afternoon. The others had left him, Ptheela last when she found there was no more knowledge she could contribute. He had one of the electronic calculators plugged in beside him and a table of the so-called Dirac functions propped up on it; since the press had discovered that Dirac had predicted some of the characteristics that made teleportation possible, they’d named everything for him.
The wastebasket was filled, and the result was further futility. He shoved the last sheet into it, and sat there, pondering, There had to be a solution! Man’s whole philosophy was built on that idea.
But it was a philosophy that included sabotage and suicide. What did it matter any…
Vic jerked his head up, shaking it savagely, forcing the fatigue back by sheer will. There was a solution. All he had to do was find it—before the stupidity of war politics in a world connected to a Galaxy-wide union could prevent it.
He pulled the calculator back, just as Flavin came into the room. The man was losing weight, or else fatigue was creating that illusion. He dropped into a chair as Vic looked up.
“The men evacuated from around the station?” Vic asked.
Flavin nodded. “Yeah. Some of the bright boys finally convinced them that they were just wasting time, anyhow. Besides, the thing is still spreading and getting too close for them. Vic, the news gets worse all the time. Can you take it?”
“Now what? Don’t tell me they’ve changed it to tomorrow morning?”
“Tomorrow hell! In two hours they’re sending over straight blockbusters, radar controlled all the way. No atomics—yet—but they’re jumping the gun, anyhow. Some nut convinced Wilkes that an ordinary eight-ton job might just shake things enough to fracture the glass that’s holding the short. And Pan-Asia is going completely wild. I’ve been talking to Wilkes. The Generalissimo over there probably only wanted to make a big fuss, but the people are scared silly, and they’re preparing for quick war.”
Vic nodded reluctantly and reached for the Benzedrine he’d hoped to save for the last possible moment, when it might carry him all the way through. What difference did it make? Even if he had an idea, he’d be unable to use it because a bunch of hopheads were busy picking themselves the station as a site for target practice.
“And yet…” He considered it more carefully, trying to figure percentages. There wasn’t a chance in a million, but they had to take even that one chance. It was better than nothing.
“It might just work—if they hit the right spot. I know where the glass is, and the layout of the station. But I’ll need authority to direct the bomb. Flavin, can you get me President Wilkes?”
Flavin shrugged and reached for the televisor. He managed to get quite a ways up by some form of code, but then it began to be a game of nerves and brass. Along his own lines, he apparently knew his business. In less than five minutes, Vic was talking to the President. For a further few minutes, the screen remained blank. Then another face came on, this time in military uniform, asking quick questions, while Vic pointed out the proper target.
Finally the officer nodded. “Good enough, Peters. We’ll try it. If you care to watch, you can join the observers—Mr. Flavin already knows where they will be. How are the chances?”
“Not good. Worth trying.”
The screen darkened again and Flavin got up. The thing was a wild gamble, but it was better to jar the building than to melt its almost impregnable walls. Even Betz II metal couldn’t take a series of hydrogen bombs without melting, though nothing else could hurt it. And with that fury, the whole station would go.
They picked up Pat and moved out to Flavin’s car. Vic knew better than to try to bring Ptheela along. As an alien, she was definitely taboo around military affairs. The storm had reached the city now, and dense clouds were pouring down thick gouts of rain, leaving the day as black as night. The car slogged through it, until Flavin opened the door and motioned them out into a temporary metal shelter.
Things were already started. Remote scanners were watching the guided missiles come down, and mechanical eyes were operating in the bombs, working on infrared that cut through the rain and darkness. It seemed to move slowly on the screen at first, but picked up apparent speed as it drew near the transmitter building. The shielding grew close, and Pat drew back with an involuntary jerk as it hit and the screen went blank. Dead center.
But the remote scanners showed no change. The abrupt break in the airmotion where the transmitter field began, outside the shielding, still showed. Another bomb came down, and others, each spaced so as to hit in time for others to be turned back if it worked. Even through the impossible tornado of rotating fury, it was super-precision bombing.
But the field went on working, far beyond the shielding, pulling an impossible number of cubic feet of air from Earth every second. They stopped watching the screen shown by the bomb-eyes at last, and even the Army gave up.
“Funny,” one observer commented. “No sound, no flash when it hits. I’ve been watching the remote scanners every time instead of the eye, and nothing happens. The bomb just disappears.”
Pat shook herself. “The field—they can’t hit it. They go right through the field, before they can hit. Vic, it won’t matter if we do atom-bomb the station. It can’t be reached.”
But he was already ahead of her. “Fine. Ecthinbal will love that. The Ecthindar wake up to find exploding atomic bombs coming at them through the transmitter. They’ve already been dosed with our chemical bombs. Now guess what they’ll have to do.”
“Simple.” It was the observer who got that. “Start feeding atom bombs into their transmitters to us. We get keyed in to receive automatically, right? And we receive enough to turn the whole planet radioactive.”
Then he shouted hoarsely, pointing through a window. From the direction of the station, a dazzle of light had lanced out sharply, and was now fading down. Vic snapped back to the remote scanner and scowled. The field was still working, and there was no sign of damage to the transmitter. If the Ecthindar had somehow snapped a bomb into the station, it must have been retransmitted before full damage.
The Army man stared sickly at the station, but Vic was already moving toward the door. Pat grabbed his arm, and Flavin was with them by the time they reached the waiting car. “The Bennington office,” Vic told the driver. “And fast! Somebody has to see the Ecthindar in a hurry, if it’ll do any good.”
“I’m going too, Vic,” Pat announced. But he shook his head. Her lips firmed. “I’m going. Nobody knows much about Ecthinbal or the Ecthindar. You call in Code messages, get routine Code back. We can’t go there without fancy pressure suits, because we can’t breathe their air. And they never leave. But I told you I was interested in races, and I have been trying to chitchat with them. I know some things—and you’ll need me.”
He shook his head again. “They’ll probably welcome us with open arms—firearms! It’s enough for one of us to get killed. If I fail, Amos can try—or Flavin. If he fails—well, suit yourself. It won’t matter whether they kill me there or send through bombs to kill me here. But if one of us can get a chance to explain, it may make some difference. I dunno. But it may.”
Her eyes were hurt, but she gave in, going with him silently as he stepped into the local Bennington unit and stepped out in Chicago, heading toward the Chicago Interstellar branch. She waited patiently while the controlmen scouted out a pressure suit for him. Then she began helping him fasten it and checking his oxygen equipment. “Come on back, Vic,” she said finally.
He chucked a fist under her chin lightly and kissed her quickly, keeping it casual with a sureness he couldn’t feel. “You’re a good kid, Pat. I’ll sure try.”
He pulled the helmet down and clicked it shut before stepping into the capsule and letting the seal shut. He could see her swing to the interstellar phone, her lips pursed in whistled code. The sound was muffled, but the lights changed abruptly, and her hand hit the switch.
There was no noticeable time involved. He was simply on Ecthinbal, looking at a faintly greenish atmosphere, observable only because of the sudden change, and fifty pounds seemed to have been added to his weight. The transmitter was the usual Betz II design, and everything else was familiar except for the creature standing beside the capsule.
The Ecthindar might have been a creation out of green glass, coated with a soft fur, and blown by a bottle-maker who enjoyed novelty. There were two thin, long legs, multijointed, and something that faintly resembled the pelvis of a skeleton. Above that, two other thin rods ran up, with a double bulb where lungs might have been, and shoulders like the collar pads of a football player, joined together and topped by four hard knobs, each with a single eye and orifice. Double arms ran from each shoulder, almost to the ground.
He expected to hear a tinkle when the creature moved, and was surprised when he did hear it, until he realized the sound was carried through the metal floor, not through the thin air.
The creature swung open the capsule door after some incomprehensible process that probably served to sterilize it. Its Galactic Code whistle came from a device on its feet and through Vic’s shoes from the floor. The air was too thin to transmit sound normally. “We greet you, Earthman. Our mansions are poor, but yours. Our lives are at your disposal.” Then the formal speech ended in a sharp whistle. “Literally, it would seem. We die.”
It didn’t fit with Vic’s expectations, but he tried to take his cue from it. “That’s why I’m here. Do you have some kind of a ruler? Umm, good. How do I get to see this ruler?” He had few hopes of getting to see the ruler, but it never did any harm to try.
The Ecthindar seemed unsurprised. “Of course, I shall take you at once. For what other purpose is a ruler but to serve those who wish to see it. But—I trespass on your kindness in the delay—but may I question whether a strange light came forth from your defective transmitter?”
Vic snapped a look at it and nodded slowly. “It did.”
Now the ax would fall. He braced himself for it, but the creature ceremoniously repeated his nod.
“I was one who believed it might. It is most comforting to know my science was true. When the bombs came through from you, we held them in an instant shield, since we had expected some such effort on your part to correct your transmitter. But in our error, we believed them radioactive. We tried a new negative aspect of space to counteract them. Of course, it failed, since they were only chemical. But I had postulated that some might have escaped from receiver to transmitter, being negative. You are kind. You confirm my belief. And now, if you will honor my shoulder with the touch of your hand, so that my portable unit will transport us both…”
Vic reached out and the scene shifted at once. There was no apparent transmitter, and the trick beat anything he had heard from other planets. Perhaps it was totally unrelated to the teleport machine. But he had no time to ask.
A door in the little room where they were now opened, and another creature came in, this time single from pelvis to shoulders, but otherwise the same. “The ruler has been requested,” it whistled. “That which the ruler is shall be yours, and that which the ruler has is nothing. May the ruler serve?”
It was either the most cockeyed bit of naiveté or the fanciest run-around Vic had found, but totally unlike anything he’d been prepared for. He gulped and began whistling out the general situation on Earth.
The Ecthindar interrupted politely. “That we know. And the converse is true—we too are dying. We are a planet of thin air, and that little is chlorine. Now from a matter transmitter comes a great rush of oxygen, which we consider poison. Our homes around are burned in it, our plant life is dying of it, and we are forced to remain inside and seal ourselves off. Like you, we can do nothing—the wind from your world is beyond our strength.”
“But your science…”
“Is beyond yours, true. As is our average intelligence. We run from an arbitrary lowest of one to a highest of two relatively, however, while you run from perhaps a low of an eighth to a high of nearly three, as we figure. We lack both your very lows and your genius level—some of you are more intelligent than any of us, though very few. But you are all adaptable, and we are too leisurely a race for that virtue.”
Vic shook his head, but perhaps it made good sense. “But the bombs…”
A series of graceful gestures took place between the two creatures, and the Ruler turned back to Vic.
“The ruler had not known, of course. It was not important. We lost a few thousand people whom we love. But we understood. There is no anger, though it pleases us to see that your courtesy extends across space to us in commiseration. May your dead pass well.”
That was at least one good break in the situation. Vic felt some of his worry slide aside to make room for the rest. “Then I don’t suppose…Well, then, have you any ideas on how we can take care of this mess…”
There was a shocked moment, with abrupt movements from the two creatures. Then something came up in the Ruler’s hands, vibrating sharply. Vic jumped back—and froze in mid-stride, to fall awkwardly onto the floor. A chunk of ice seemed to form in his backbone and creep along his spine, until it touched his brain. Death or paralysis? It was all the same—he had air for only an hour more. The two creatures were fluttering at each other and moving toward him when he blacked out.
V
His first feeling was the familiar, deadening pull of fatigue as his senses began to come back. Then he saw that he was in a tiny room—and that Pat lay stretched out beside him!
He threw himself up to a sitting position, surprised to find that there were no aftereffects to whatever the Ruler had used. The darned fool, coming through after him! And now they had her, too.
Surprisingly, her eyes snapped open, and she sat up beside him. “Darn it, I almost fell asleep waiting for you to revive. It’s a good thing I brought extra oxygen flasks. Your hour is about up. How’d you insult them?”
He puzzled over it while she changed his oxygen flask and he did the same for her. “I didn’t. I just asked whether there wasn’t some way we could take care of this trouble.”
“Which meant to them that you suspected they weren’t giving all the help they could—after their formal offer when you came over. I convinced them it was just that you were still learning Code, whatever you said. They’re nice, Vic. I never really believed other races were better than we are, but I do now and it doesn’t bother me at all.”
“It’d bother Flavin. He’d have to prove they were sissies or something. How do we get out?”
She pushed the door open, and they stepped back into the room of the Ruler, who was waiting for him. It made no reference to the misunderstanding, but inspected him, whistled approval of his condition, and plunged straight to business.
“We have found part of a solution, Earthman. We die—but it will be two weeks before our end. First, we shall set up a transmitter in permanent transmit, equipped with a precipitator to remove our chlorine, and key it to another of your transmitters—whichever one you wish. Ecthinbal is heavy but small, and a balance will be struck between the air going from you and the air returning. The winds between stations may disturb your weather, but not seriously, we hope. That which the Ruler is, is yours. A lovely passing.”
It touched their shoulders, and they were back briefly in the transmitter, to be almost instantly back in the Chicago branch. Vic was still shaking his head.
“It won’t work—the Ruler didn’t allow for the way our gravity falls off and our air thins out a few miles higher up. We’d end up with maybe four pounds pressure, which isn’t enough. So we both die—two worlds on my shoulders instead of one. Hell, we couldn’t take that offer from them, anyhow. Pat, how’d you convince them to let me go?”
She had shucked out of the pressure suit and stood combing her hair. “Common sense, as Amos says. I figured engineers consider each other engineers first and aliens second, so I went to the head engineer instead of the Ruler. He fixed it up somehow. I guess I must have sounded pretty desperate, at that, knowing your air would give out after an hour.”
They went through the local intercity to Bennington, and on into Vic’s office, where Flavin met them with open relief and a load of questions. Vic let Pat answer, while he mulled over her words. Somewhere, there was an idea—let the rulers alone and go to the engineers. Some obvious solution that the administrators would try to understand, run into their preconceptions, and be unable to use? He shoved it around in his floating memory, but it refused to trigger an idea.
Pat was finishing the account of the Ecthindar offer, but Flavin was not impressed. Ptheela came in, and it had to be repeated for her, with much more enthusiastic response.
“So what?” Flavin asked. “They have to die, anyhow. Sure, it’s a shame, but we have our own problems. Hey—wait. Maybe there’s something to it. It’d take some guts and a little risk, but it might work.”
Flavin considered it while Vic waited, willing to listen to any scheme. The man took a cigar out and lit it carefully, his first since the accident; he’d felt smoking used up the air. “Look, if they work their transmitter, we end up with a quarter of what we need. But suppose we had four sources. We connect with several oxygen-atmosphere worlds. Okay, we load our transmitters with delayed-action atom bombs and send one sample capsule to each world. After that, they either open a transmitter to us with air, or we really let them have it. They can live—a little poorer, maybe, but still live. And we’re fixed for good. Congress and the President would jump at it.”
“That all?” Vic asked.
Flavin nodded, just as Vic’s fist caught him in the mouth, spilling him onto the floor. The man lay there, feeling his jaw and staring up at Vic. Then the anger was gone, and Vic reached down to help him up.
“You’re half a decent guy and half a louse,” he told Flavin. “You had that coming, but I should have used it on some of the real lice around. Besides, maybe you have part of an idea.”
“‘Sall right, no teeth lost—just the first cigar I’ve enjoyed in days.” Flavin rubbed his jaw gingerly, then grinned ruefully. “I should have known how you feel. But I believe in Earth first. What’s this big idea of yours?”
“Getting our air through other planets. Our air. It’s a routing job. If we can set up a chain so the air going out of one transmitter in a station is balanced by air coming in another in the same station, there’d be a terrific draft; but most of it would be confined in the station, and there wouldn’t be the outside whirlwind to keep us from getting near. Instead of a mad rush of air in or out of the building, there’d be only eddy currents outside of the inner chamber. We’d keep our air, and maybe have time to figure out some way of getting at that hunk of glass.”
“Vic! You honey!” Pat’s shoulders straightened. But Flavin shook his head.
“Won’t work. Suppose Wilkes was asked to permit us to route through like that for another planet—he’d have to turn it down. Too much risk, and he has to consider our safely first.”
“That’s where Pat gave me the tip. Engineers get used to thinking of each other as engineers instead of competing races—they have to work together. They have the same problems and develop the same working habits. If I were running a station and the idea was put to me, I’d hate to turn it down, and I might not think of the political end. I’ve always wanted to see what happened in continuous transmittal; I’ll be tickled pink to get at the instrument rolls in the station. And a lot of other engineers will feel the same.”
“We’re already keyed to Plathgol on a second transmitter in there,” Pat added. “They could send to us, though the other four transmitters were out of duty. And the Ecthindar indicated they had full operation when it happened, so they’re keyed to five other planets that could trigger them to transmit. But they don’t connect to Plathgol, as I remember the charts.”
“Bomb dropping starts in about four hours,” Flavin commented. “Atomic, this time. After that, what?”
“No chance. They’ll go straight through, and the Ecthindar can neutralize them—but one is pretty sure to start blasting here and carry through in full action. Then there’ll be no other transmitter in their station. Just a big field on permanent receive.”
“Then we’d better find a route from Ecthinbal to Plathgol—and get a lot of permissions—pronto!” Flavin decided. “And we need all the charts we can find.”
The engineers at the Chicago branch were busy shooting dice when the four came through the intercity transmitter. Ptheela had asked to accompany the three humans, and her offer was welcome. More precisely, two engineers were playing. There was no one else in the place, and no sign of activity. Word of the proposed bombing had leaked out and the engineers had figured that answering bombs would come blasting back through all Earth teleports. They knew what Earth governments would have done and didn’t know of the Ecthindar philosophy. The engineers had passed the word to other employees, and only these two were left, finishing a feud of long standing in the time left.
“Know anything about routing?” Vic asked. He’d already looked in the big barnlike building just outside the main shell, now empty of its normal crew. When they indicated no knowledge, he chased them out on his Teleport Interstellar authority and took over. He had no need of more engineers, and they were cynical enough about the eventual chances there to leave gladly. Vic had never had any use for Chicago’s manager and the brash young crew he’d built up; word shouldn’t have gone beyond the top level. If it leaked out to the general public, there’d be panic for miles around.
But Chicago’s routing setup was the best in the country, and he needed it. Now how did he go about getting a staff trained to use it?
“Know how to find things here?” Flavin asked Pat. He accepted her nod, and looked surprised at Ptheela’s equally quick assent. Then he grinned at Vic and began shucking off his coat. “Okay, you see before you one of the best traffic managers that ever helped pull a two-bit railroad out of the red, before I got better offers in politics. I’m good. You get me the dope, Vic can haggle on the transmitter phones, and I’ll route it.”
He was good. His mind could look at the complicated interlocking block of transmitter groups and jump to the next step without apparent thought—and he had to have information only once before engraving it on his mind. It was a tough nut, since the stations housed six transmitters, keyed to six planets each—but in highly varied combinations; each world had its own group of tie-ins with planets. Routing was the most complicated job in the work.
Plathgol was handled by Ptheela, who was still in good standing until her council was informed of her breaking the Law by talking to Vic. There was no trouble there. But trouble soon developed. The Ecthinbal station had been keyed to only two other planets when the accident happened, it turned out. Vromatchk was completely cold on the idea and flatly refused. Ee, the other, seemed difficult.
It surprised Vic, because it didn’t fit with Pat’s theories of engineers at all. He scowled at the phone, then whistled again. “All right, no matter. Your zeal is commendable. Now put an engineer on!”
The answering whistle carried a fumbling uncertainty of obvious surprise. “I—how’d you know? I gave all the right answers.”
“Sure. Right off the Engineer Rule Sheet posted over the transmitter. No real engineer worries that much about them—he has more things to think of. Put the engineer on.”
The answer was obstinate. “My father’s asleep. He’s tired. Call later.”
The connection went dead at once. Vic called Ecthinbal while clambering into the big pressure suit. He threw the delay switch and climbed into the right capsule. A moment later, an Ecthindar was moving the capsule on a delicate-looking machine to another transmitter. Something that looked like a small tyrannosaurus with about twenty tentacles instead of forelegs was staring at him a second later, and he knew he was on Ee.
“Take me to the engineer!” he ordered. “At once.”
The great ridges of horny substance over the eyes came down in a surprisingly human scowl. But the stubbornness was less certain in person. The creature turned and led Vic out to a huge shack outside. In answer to a whooping cry, a head the size of a medium-large car came out of the door, to be followed by a titanic body. The full-grown adult was covered with a thick coat of ropy hair.
“Where from?” the Ee engineer whistled. “Wait—I saw a picture. Earth? Come in. I hear you have quite a problem down there.”
Vic nodded. It came as a shock to him that the creature could probably handle the whole station by itself, as it obviously did, and quite efficiently, with that size and set of tentacles. He stated the problem quickly.
The Looech, as it called itself, scratched its stomach with a row of tentacles and pondered. “I’d like to help you. Oh, the empress would have fits, but I could call it an accident. We engineers aren’t really responsible to governments, after all, are we? But it’s the busy season. I’m already behind, since my other engineer got in a duel. That’s why the pup was tending while I slept. You say the field spreads out on continuous transmit?”
“It does, but it wouldn’t much, if there isn’t too long a period of operation.”
“Strange. I’ve thought of continuous transmittal, of course, but I didn’t suspect that. Why, I wonder?”
Vic started to give Ptheela’s explanation of unbalanced resonance between the vacuum of the center and the edges in contact with matter, but dropped it quickly. “I’ll probably know better when I can read the results from the instruments.”
The Looech grumbled to itself. “I suppose you wouldn’t send me the readings—we’re about on a Galactic level, so it wouldn’t strain the law too much.”
Vic shook his head. “If I can’t complete the chain, there won’t be any readings. I imagine you could install remote cutoffs fairly easily.”
“No trouble, though nobody ever seemed to think of them. I suppose it could be covered under our emergency powers, if we stretch them a little. Oh, blast you. Now I won’t sleep for worrying about why it spreads. When will you begin?”
Vic grinned tightly as they arranged the approximate time and let the Looech carry him back to the capsule. He flashed through Ecthinbal and climbed out of the Chicago transmitter to find Pat looking worriedly at the capsule, summoned by the untended call announcer.
“You’re right, Pat,” he told her. “Engineers run pretty much to form. Tell Flavin we’ve got Ee.”
But there were a lot of steps to be taken still. He ran into a stumbling block at Noral, and had to wait for a change of shifts, before a sympathetic engineer cut the red tape to clear him. And negative decisions here and there kept Flavin jumping to find new routes.
They almost made it, to find a decision had been reversed on them by some authority who had gotten word of the deal. That meant that other authorities would probably be called in, with more reverses, in time. Once operating, the engineer could laugh at authority, since the remote cutoff could be easily hidden. But time was running out. There were only twenty-seven minutes left before the bombs would be finally ordered dropped, and it would take fifteen to countermand their being dropped.
“Give me that,” Flavin ordered, grabbing the phone. “There are times when it takes executives instead of engineers. We’re broken at Seloo. Okay, we don’t know where Seloo ships.” His Galactic Code was halting, but fairly effective. The mechanical chirps from the Seloo operator leaped to sudden haste. A short pause was followed by an argument Vic was too tired to catch until the final sentence of assent. Then Pat took over, to report shortly to Flavin. “Enad to Brjd to Teeni clear.”
“Never heard of Brjd,” Vic commented.
Flavin managed a ghost of a swagger. “Figured our lists were only partial and we could stir up another link. Here’s the final list. I’ll get in touch with President Wilkes—now that we’ve got it, he’ll hold off until we see how it works.”
It was a maze, but the list was complete; from Earth to Ecthinbal, Ee, Petzby, Noral, Szpendrknopalavotschel, Seloo, Brjd, Teeni, and finally through Plathgol to Earth. Vic whistled the given signal and the acknowledgments came through. It was in operation. And Flavin’s nod indicated Wilkes had confirmed it and held off the bombs.
Nothing was certain, still; it might or might not do the trick. But the tension dropped somewhat. Flavin was completely beaten. He hadn’t had decent exercise for years, and running from communications to routing had been almost continual. He flopped over on a shipping table. Ptheela bent over him and began massaging him with deft strokes of her arms. He grumbled, but gave in, then sighed gratefully.
“Where’d you learn that?”
She managed an Earth giggle. “Instinct. My ancestors were plants that caught animals for food. We had all manner of ways to entice them—not just odor and looks. I can feel exactly how your body feels in the back of my head. Umm, delicious!”
He struggled at that picture, his face changing color. Her arms moved slowly, and he relaxed. Finally he reached for a cigar. “I’ll have nightmares, I’ll bet—but it’s worth it. Oh-oh, some of the rulers are catching on, and don’t like it!”
The minimum staff left in Bennington was reporting by normal televisor contact, but while things seemed to be improving, they couldn’t get near enough to be sure. The tornado around the city was abating, they thought, but Earth’s weather patterns were slow to change, once thoroughly upset. The field was apparently collapsing as the air was fed inside it, but very slowly.
Ptheela needed no sleep, but Flavin was already snoring. Pat shook her head as Vic started to pull himself up on a table. She led him outside to the back of one of the sheds, where a blanket lay on a cot, apparently used by one of the supervisors. She pushed him toward it. As he started to struggle at the idea of using the only soft bed, she dropped onto it herself and pulled him down.
“Don’t be silly, Vic. It’s big enough for both, and it’s better than those tables.”
It felt like pure heaven, narrow through it was. But his body was too tired to respond properly. The tension remained, reminding him that nothing was sure yet. Beside him, Pat stirred restlessly. He rolled over, pulling himself closer to her, off the hard edge of the cot, his arm over and around her.
For a moment, he thought she was protesting, but she merely turned over to face him, settling his arm back. In the half-light, her eyes met his, wide and serious. Her lips trembled briefly under his, then clung firmly. Her body slid against him, drawing tighter, and his own responded, reaching for the comfort and end of tension hers could bring.
It was automatic, almost unconscious, and yet somehow warm and personal, with an edge of tenderness all the cloudiness of it could not dull. Then she lay relaxed in his arms while his own muscles released themselves to the soft comfort of the cot. She smiled faintly, pushing his hair back.
“I’m glad it’s you, Vic,” she said softly. Then her eyes closed as he started to answer, and his own words disappeared into a soft fog of sleep.
The harsh rasp of a buzzer woke him, while a light blinked on and off near his head. He shook some of the sleep confusion out of his thoughts and made out an intercom box. Flavin’s voice came over it sharply as he nipped the switch.
“Vic—where the hell are you? Never mind. Wilkes just woke me with his call. Vic, it’s helped—but not enough. The field is about even with the building now. But it’s stopped shrinking, and we’re still losing air. There’s too much loss at Ecthinbal, and at Ee—the engineer there didn’t get the portals capped right, and Ecthinbal can’t do anything. We’re getting about two thirds of our air back. And Wilkes can’t hold the pressure for bombing much longer! Get in here!”
VI
“Where’s Ptheela?” Vic asked as he came into the communication and transmitter room. She needed no sleep and should have been taking care of things.
“Gone—back to Plathgol, I guess. Said something about an appeal. She was flicking out by the time I really woke up. Rats deserting the sinking ship, seems to me—though I had her figured different. It just shows you can’t trust a plant.”
Vic swept his attention to the communicator panel. The phones were still busy. They were still patient—even the doubtful ones were now accepting things; but it couldn’t last forever. Even without the risk, the transmitter banks were needed for regular use. Many did not have inexhaustible power sources, either.
A new note cut in over the whistling now, and he turned to the Plathgol phone, wondering what Ptheela wanted. The words were English. But the voice was different.
“Plathgol calling. This is Thlegaa, Wife of Twelve Husbands, Supreme Plathgol Teleport Engineer, Ruler of the Council of United Plathgol, and Hereditary Goddess, if you want the whole routine. Ptheela just gave me the bad news. Why didn’t you call on us before—or isn’t our air good enough for you?”
“Hell, do you all speak English?” Vic asked, too surprised to care whether he censored his thoughts. “Your air always smelled good to me. Are you serious?”
The chuckle this time wasn’t a mere imitation. Thlegaa had her intonation down exactly. “Sonny, up here we speak whatever our cultural neighbors do. You should hear my French nasals and Hebrew rough-breathings. Now that you know we can speak, there’s no point in keeping the law against free communication. And I’m absolutely on the level. We’re pulling the stops off the transmitter housing. We run a trifle higher pressure than you, so we’ll probably make up your whole loss. But I’m not an absolute ruler, so it might be a good idea to speed things up. You can thank me later. Oh—since she broke the law before it was repealed, Ptheela’s been exiled. So when you get your Bennington plant working, she’ll probably be your first load from us. She’s packing now.”
Flavin’s face held too much relief. Vic hated to disillusion him as the man babbled happily about knowing deep down all along that the Plathgolians were swell people. But he knew the job was a long ways from solved. With Plathgol supplying extra air, the field would collapse back to the inside of the single transmitter housing, and there should be an even balance of ingoing and outcoming air, which would end the rush of air into the station and make the circular halls passable, except for eddy currents. But getting into the inner chamber, where the air formed a gale between the two transmitters, was another matter.
Flavin’s chauffeur was asleep at the wheel of the car as they came out of the Bennington local office, but instinct seemed to rouse him, and the car cut off wildly for the Interstellar station. Vic had noticed that the cloud around it was gone, and a mass of people were grouped nearby. The wind that had been sucked in and around it to prevent even a tank getting through was gone now, though the atmosphere would probably show signs of it in freak weather reports for weeks after.
Pat had obviously figured out the trouble remaining, and didn’t look too surprised at the gloomy faces of the transmitter crew who were grouped near the north entrance. But she began swearing under her breath, as methodically and levelly as a man. Vic was ripping his shirt off as they drew up.
“This time you stay out,” he told her. “It’s strictly a matter of muscle power against wind resistance—and a man has a woman beat there.”
“Why do you think I was cursing?” she asked. “Take it easy, though.”
The men opened a way for him. He stripped to his briefs and let them smear him with oil to cut down air resistance a final fraction. Eddy currents caught at him before he went in, but not too strongly. Getting past the first shielding wasn’t too bad. He found the second entrance port through the middle shield and snapped a chain around his waist.
Then the full picture of what must have happened on Plathgol hit him. Chains wouldn’t have helped when they pulled off the coverings from the entrances—the sudden rush of air must have crushed their lungs and broken their bones—or whatever supported them—no matter what was done. Imagine volunteering for sure death to help another world! He had to make good on his part.
He got to the inner portal, but the eddies there were too strong to go farther. Even sticking his head beyond the edge almost sucked him into the blast between the two transmitters. Then he was crawling out again.
Amos met him, shaking a gloomy head. “Never make it, Vic. Common sense. I’ve been partway in there three times with no luck. And the way that draft blows, it’d knock even a tractor plumb out of the way before it could reach that glass.”
Vic nodded. The tanks would take too long, anyhow, though it would be a good idea to have them called. He yelled to Flavin, who came over at a run, while Vic was making sure that the little regular office building still stood.
“Order the tanks, if we need them,” he suggested. “And get them to ship in a rifle, some hard-nosed bullets, an all-angle vise big enough to clamp on a three-inch edge, and two of those midget telesets for use between house and field—quick.”
Amos stared at him, puzzled, but Flavin’s car was already roaring toward Bennington, with a couple of cops leading the way with open sirens. He was back with everything in twenty minutes.
Vic motioned to Amos questioningly and received an answering nod. The man was old, but he must be tough to have made three tries inside. Pat was setting the midget pickup in front of the still-operating televisor between the transmitter chamber and the little office. Vic picked up the receiver and handed the rest of the equipment to Amos.
It was sheer torture fighting back to the inner entrance port, but they made it, and Amos helped to brace him with the chain while Vic clamped the vise to the edge of the portal and locked the rifle into it, somehow fighting it into place. In the rather ill-defined picture on the tiny set’s screen, he could see the shard of glass, out of line from either entrance, between two covering uprights. He could just see the rifle barrel, also. The picture lost detail in being transmitted to the little office and picked up from the screen for retransmittal back to him, but it would have to do.
The rifle was loaded to capacity with fourteen cartridges. He lined it up as best he could and tightened the vise, before pulling the trigger. The bullet ricocheted from the inner shield and headed toward the glass—but it missed by a good three feet.
He was close on the fifth try—not over four inches off. But clinging to the edge while he reset the vise each time before he pulled the trigger was getting harder, and the wind velocity inside was tossing the bullets off course.
He left the setting and fired four more shots in succession before he had to stop to rest. They were all close, but scattered. That could keep up all day, seemingly.
“Better let me try, Vic,” Amos shouted over the roar of the wind inside. “Been playing pool, making bank shots, more than thirty years. And I had a rifle in my hands long before that.”
He pulled himself into place, made a trifling adjustment on the vise setting, and squeezed the trigger. Then he leaned against the rifle stock slightly, took a deep breath, let it out, and fired again. There was no sound over the roar of the wind—and then there was a sound, as if the gale in there had stopped to cough.
A blast of air struck them, picking them up and tossing them against the wall. Vic had forgotten the lag before the incoming air could be cut! And it could be as fatal as the inrush alone.
But it was dying as he struck. His flesh was bruised from the shock, but it wasn’t serious. Plathgol had managed to make their remote control cut out almost to the microsecond of the time when the flow to them had stopped, or the first pressure released—and transmitter waves were supposed to be instantaneous.
He tasted the feeling of triumph as he crawled painfully back. With this transmitter off and the others remotely controlled, the whole business was over. Ecthinbal had keyed out automatically when Earth stopped sending. And from now on, every transmitter would have a full set of remote controls, so the trouble could never happen again.
He staggered out, unhooking the chain, while workmen went rushing in. Pat came through the crowd with a towel and a pair of pants, to begin wiping the oil off him while he tried to dress. Her grin was a bit shaky, and he knew it must have looked bad when the final counterblast whipped out.
Amos was busy cleaning himself off, and Vic grinned at him. “Good shooting, Amos. I guess it’s all solved.”
The old man nodded. “Sure. Took a little common sense, that’s all.”
From the crowd, the Galactic Envoy shoved through, holding out his hands to them and smiling. “Co-operative sense, you mean, and that’s not as common as it should be on any world. And, Amos, you’ll be glad to know you’re not under suspicion any longer. I have been able to furnish your government with a list of the real saboteurs, and they’re all in custody. As I told you, I’m only an observer—but a very good observer of all that goes on!”
“Figured I’d be on the list. Common sense when I was closest to the accident and got away,” Amos said. He shrugged. “You going to let the guys who did it get regular Earth trials?”
“Certainly,” the Envoy answered. “It looks better. Nice work, Pat, Vic, Amos—you, too, Flavin. I wasn’t sure you had it in you. You solved it—by finding you could co-operate with other worlds, which is the most mature way you could have solved it. So I consider that Plathgol and Earth have passed the final test, and are now full members, under Ecthinbal’s tutelage. We’re a little easier at lending a hand and passing information to proven planets. Congratulations! But you’ll hear all about it in the news when I make the full announcement. See you around—I’m sure of that.”
He was gone, barely in time for Ptheela to come trooping up with six thin, wispy versions of herself in tow. She chuckled. “They promoted me before they banished me, Pat. Meet my six strong husbands. Now I’ll have the strongest seed on all Earth. Oh, I almost forgot. A present for you and Vic.”
Then she also was gone, leading her husbands toward Flavin’s car while Vic stared down at a particularly ugly tsiuna in Pat’s hands. He grinned a bit ruefully.
“All right. I’ll learn to eat the stuff,” he told her. “I suppose I’ll have to get used to it. Pat, will you marry me?”
She dropped the tsiuna into Amos’ hands us she came to him, her lips reaching up for his. It wasn’t until a month later that he found tsiuna tasted slightly better than chicken.



EARTHBOUND
It was hours after the last official ceremony before Clifton could escape the crowd of planetlubbers with their babblings, their eligible daughters, and their stupid self-admiration. They’d paid through the nose to get him here, and they meant to get their money’s worth. The exit led only to a little balcony, but it seemed to be deserted. He took a deep breath of the night air and his eyes moved unconsciously toward the stars.
Coming back to Earth had been a mistake, but he’d needed the money. Space Products Unlimited wanted a real deepspace hero to help celebrate its hundredth anniversary, and he’d just finished the Regulation of Rigel, so he’d been picked. Damn them and their silly speeches and awards—and damn Earth! What was one planet when there were a billion up there among the stars?
From the other side of a potted plant there was a soft, quavering sigh. Clifton swung his head, then relaxed as he saw the other man was not looking at him. The eyes behind the dark glasses were directed toward the sky.
“Aldebaran, Sirius, Deneb, Centaurus,” the voice whispered. It was a high-pitched voice with an odd accent, but there was the poetry of ancient yearning in it.
He was a small, shriveled old man. His shoulders were bent. A long beard and dark glasses covered most of his face, but could not entirely conceal the deep wrinkles, even in the moonlight.
Clifton felt a sudden touch of pity and moved closer, without quite knowing why. “Didn’t I see you on the platform?’’
“Your memory is very good, Captain. I was awarded publicly for fifty years of faithful service making space boots. Well, I was always a good cobbler, and perhaps my boots helped some men out there.” The old man’s hand swept toward the stars, then fell back to grip the railing tightly. “They gave me a gold watch, though time means nothing to me. And a cheap world cruise ticket, as if there were any spot on this world I could still want to see.” He laughed harshly. “Forgive me if I sound bitter. But, you see, I’ve never been off Earth!”
Clifton stared at him incredulously. “But everyone—”
“Everyone but me,” the old man said. “Oh, I tried. I was utterly weary of Earth and I looked at the stars and dreamed. But I failed the early rigid physicals. Then, when things were easier, I tried again. A strange plague grounded the ship. A strike delayed another. Then one exploded on the pad and only a few on board were saved. It was then I realized I was meant to wait here—here on Earth, and nowhere else. So I stayed, making space boots.”
Pity and impulse forced unexpected words to Clifton’s lips. “I’m taking off for Rigel again in four hours, and there’s a spare cabin on the Maryloo. You’re coming with me.”
The old hand that gripped his arm was oddly gentle. “Bless you, Captain. But it would never work. I’m under orders to remain here.”
“Nobody can order a man grounded forever. You’re coming with me if I have to drag you, Mr.—”
“Ahasuerus.” The old man hesitated, as if expecting the name to mean something. Then he sighed and lifted his dark glasses.
Clifton met the other’s gaze for less than a second. Then his own eyes dropped, though the memory of what he had seen was already fading. He vaulted over the balcony railing and began running away from Ahasuerus, toward his ship and the unconfined reaches of space.
Behind him, the Wandering Jew tarried and waited.



DARK MISSION
The rays of the sun lanced down over the tops of the trees and into the clearing, revealing a scene of chaos and havoc. Yesterday there had been a wooden frame house there, but now only pieces of it remained. One wall had been broken away, as by an explosion, and lay on the ground in fragments; the roof was crushed in, as if some giant had stepped on it and passed on.
But the cause of the damage was still there, lying on the ruins of the house. A tangled mass of buckled girders and metal plates lay mixed with a litter of laboratory equipment that had been neatly arranged in one room of the house, and parts of a strange engine lay at one side. Beyond was a tube that might have been a rocket. The great metal object that lay across the broken roof now only hinted at the sleek cylinder it had once been, but a trained observer might have guessed that it was the wreck of a rocketship. From the former laboratory, flames were licking up at the metal hull, and slowly spreading towards the rest of the house.
In the clearing, two figures lay outstretched, of similar size and build, but otherwise unlike. One was a dark man of middle age, completely naked, with a face cut and battered beyond all recognition. The odd angle of the head was unmistakable proof that his neck was broken. The other man might have been a brawny sea Viking of earlier days, both from his size and appearance, but his face revealed something finer and of a higher culture. He was fully clothed, and the slow movement of his chest showed that there was still life in him. Beside him, there was a broken beam from the roof, a few spots of blood on it. There was more blood on the man’s head, but the cut was minor, and he was only stunned.
Now he stirred uneasily and groped uncertainly to his feet, shaking his head and fingering the cut on his scalp. His eyes traveled slowly across the clearing and to the ruins that were burning merrily. The corpse claimed his next attention, and he turned it over to examine the neck. He knit his brows and shook his head savagely, trying to call back the memories that eluded him.
They would not come. He recognized what his eyes saw, but his mind produced no words to describe them, and the past was missing. His first memory was of wakening to find his head pounding with an ache that was almost unbearable. Without surprise, he studied the rocket and saw that it had come down on the house, out of control, but it evoked no pictures in his mind, and he gave up. He might have been in the rocket or the house at the time; he had no way of telling which. Probably the naked man had been asleep at the time in the house.
Something prickled gently in the back of his mind, growing stronger and urging him to do something. He must not waste time here, but must fulfill some vital mission. What mission? For a second, he almost had it, and then it was gone again, leaving only the compelling urge that must be obeyed. He shrugged and started away from the ruins toward the little trail that showed through the trees.
Then another impulse called him back to the corpse, and he obeyed it because he knew of nothing else to do. Acting without conscious volition, he tugged at the corpse, found it strangely heavy, and dragged it toward the house. The flames were everywhere now, but he found a place where the heat was not too great and pulled the corpse over a pile of combustibles.
With the secondary impulse satisfied, the first urge returned, and he set off down the trail moving slowly. The shoes hurt his feet, and his legs were leaden, but he kept on grimly, while a series of questions went around his head in circles. Who was he, where, and why?
Whoever had lived in the house, himself or the corpse, had obviously chosen the spot for privacy; the trail seemed to go on through the woods endlessly, and he saw no signs of houses along it. He clumped on mechanically, wondering if there was no end, until a row of crossed poles bearing wires caught his eye. Ahead, he made out a broad highway, with vehicles speeding along it in both directions, and hastened forward, hoping to meet someone.
Luck was with him. Pulled up at the side of the road was one of the vehicles, and a man was doing something at the front end of the car. Rough words carried back to him suggesting anger. He grinned suddenly and hastened toward the car, his eyes riveted on the man’s head. A tense feeling shot through his brain and left, just as he reached the machine.
“Need help?” The words slipped out unconsciously, and now other words came pouring into his head, along with ideas and knowledge, and that seemed wrong somehow. The driving impulse he felt was still unexplained.
The man had looked up at his words, and relief shot over the sweating face. “Help’s the one thing I need,” he replied gratefully. “I been fussing with this blasted contraption darned near an hour, and nobody’s even stopped to ask, so far. Know anything about it?”
“Ummm.” The stranger, as he was calling himself for want of a better name, tested the wires himself, vaguely troubled at the simplicity of the engine. He gave up and went around to the other side, lifting the hood and inspecting the design. Then sureness came to him as he reached for the tool kit. “Probably the…umm…timing pins,” he said.
It was. A few minutes later, the engine purred softly and the driver turned to the stranger. “Okay now, I guess. Good thing you came along; worst part of the road, and not a repair shop for miles. Where you going?”
“I—” The stranger caught himself. “The big city,” he said, for want of a better destination.
“Hop in, then. I’m going to Elizabeth, right on your way. Glad to have you along; gets so a man talks to himself on these long drives, unless he has something to do. Smoke?”
“Thank you, no. I never do.” He watched the other light up, feeling uncomfortable about it. The smell of the smoke, when it reached him, was nauseous, as were the odor of gasoline and the man’s own personal effluvium, but he pushed them out of his mind as much as possible. “Have you heard or read anything about a rocketship of some kind?”
“Sure. Oglethorpe’s, you mean? I been reading what the papers had to say about it.” The drummer took his eyes off the road for a second, and his beady little eyes gleamed. “I been wondering a long time why some of these big-shot financiers don’t back up the rockets, and finally Oglethorpe does. Boy, now maybe we’ll find out something about this Mars business.”
The stranger grinned mechanically. “What does his ship look like?”
“Picture of it in the Scoop, front page. Find it back of the seat, there. Yeah, that’s it. Wonder what the Martians look like?”
“Hard to guess,” the stranger answered. Even rough half-tones of the picture showed that it was not the ship that had crashed, but radically different. “No word of other rockets?”
“Nope, not that I know of, except the Army’s test things. You know, I kinda feel maybe the Martians might look like us. Sure.” He took the other’s skepticism for granted without looking around. “Wrote a story about that once, for one of these science-fiction magazines, but they sent it back. I figured out maybe a long time ago there was a civilization on Earth—Atlantis, maybe—and they went over and settled on Mars. Only Atlantis sunk on them and there they were, stranded. I figured maybe one day they came back, sort of lost out for a while, but popped up again and started civilization humming. Not bad, eh?”
“Clever,” the stranger admitted. “But it sounds vaguely familiar. Suppose we said instead there was a war between the mother world and Mars that wrecked both civilizations, instead of your Atlantis sinking. Wouldn’t that be more logical?”
“Maybe, I dunno. Might try it, though mostly they seem to want freaks—Darned fool, passing on a hill!” He leaned out to shake a pudgy fist, then came back to his rambling account. “Read one the other day with two races, one like octopuses, the other twenty feet tall and all blue.”
Memory pricked tantalizingly and came almost to the surface. Blue—Then it was gone again, leaving only a troubled feeling. The stranger frowned and settled down the seat, answering in monosyllables to the other’s monologue, and watching the patchwork of country and cities slip by.
“There’s Elizabeth. Any particular place you want me to drop you?”
The stranger stirred from the half-coma induced by the cutting ache in his head, and looked about. “Any place,” he answered. Then the surge in the back of his mind grabbed at him again, and he changed it. “Some doctor’s office.”
That made sense, of course. Perhaps the impulse had been only the logical desire to seek medical aid, all along. But it was still there, clamoring for expression, and he doubted the logic of anything connected with it. The call for aid could not explain the sense of disaster that accompanied it. As the car stopped before a house with a doctor’s shingle, his pulse was hammering with frenzied urgency.
“Here we are.” The drummer reached out toward the door handle, almost brushing one of the other’s hands. The stranger jerked it back savagely, avoiding contact by a narrow margin, and a cold chill ran up his back and quivered its way down again. If that hand had touched him—The half-opened door closed again, but left one fact impressed on him. Under no conditions must he suffer another to make direct contact with his body, lest something horrible should happen! Another crazy angle, unconnected with the others, but too strong for disobedience. He climbed out, muttering his thanks, and made his way up the walk toward the office of Dr. Lanahan, hours 12:00 to 4:00.
* * * *
The doctor was an old man, with the seamed and rugged good-nature of the general practitioner, and his office fitted him. There was a row of medical books along one wall, a glass-doored cabinet containing various medicaments, and a clutter of medical instruments. He listened to the stranger’s account quietly, smiling encouragement at times, and tapping the desk with his pencil.
“Amnesia, of course,” he agreed, finally. “Rather peculiar in some respects, but most cases of that are individual. When the brain is injured, its actions are usually unpredictable. Have you considered the possibility of hallucinations in connection with those impulses you mention?”
“Yes.” He had considered it from all angles, and rejected the solutions as too feeble. “If they were ordinary impulses, I’d agree with you. But they’re far deeper than that, and there’s a good reason for them, somewhere. I’m sure of that.”
“Hmm.” The doctor tapped his pencil again and considered. The stranger sat staring at the base of his neck, and the tense feeling in his head returned, as it had been when he first met the drummer. Something rolled around in his mind and quieted. “And you have nothing on you in the way of identification?”
“Uh!” The stranger grunted, feeling foolish, and reached into his pockets. “I hadn’t thought of that.” He brought out a package of cigarettes, a stained handkerchief, glasses, odds and ends, that meant nothing to him, and finally a wallet stuffed with bills. The doctor seized on that and ran through its contents quickly.
“Evidently you had money… Ummm, no identification card, except for the letters L. H. Ah, there we are; a calling card.” He passed it over, along with the wallet, and smiled in self-satisfaction. “Evidently you’re a fellow physician, Dr. Lurton Haines. Does that recall anything?”
“Nothing.” It was good to have a name, in a way, but that was his only response to the sight of the card. And why was he carrying glasses and cigarettes for which he had no earthly use?
The doctor was hunting through his pile of books and finally came up with a dirty red volume. “Who’s Who,” he explained. “Let’s see. Umm. Here we are. ‘Lurton R. Haines, M.D.’ Odd, I thought you were younger than that. Work along cancer research. No relatives mentioned. The address is evidently that of the house you remember first—‘Surrey Road, Danesville.’ Want to see it?”
He passed the volume over, and the stranger—or Haines—scanned it carefully, but got no more out of it than the other’s summary, except for the fact that he was forty-two years old. He put the book back on the desk, and reached for his wallet, laying a bill on the pad where the other could reach it.
“Thank you, Dr. Lanahan.” There was obviously nothing more the doctor could do for him, and the odor of the little room and the doctor was stifling him; apparently he was allergic to the smell of other men. “Never mind the cut on the head—it’s purely superficial.”
“But—”
Haines shrugged and mustered a smile, reached for the door, and made for the outside again. The urge was gone now, replaced by a vast sense of gloom, and he knew that his mission had ended in failure.
* * * *
They knew so little about healing, though they tried so hard. The entire field of medicine ran through Haines’ mind now, with all its startling successes and hopeless failures, and he knew that even his own problem was beyond their ability. And the knowledge, like the sudden return of speech, was a mystery; it had come rushing into his mind while he stared at the doctor, at the end of the sudden tenseness, and a numbing sense of failure had accompanied it. Strangely, it was not the knowledge of a specialist in cancer research, but such common methods as a general practitioner might use.
One solution suggested itself, but it was too fantastic for belief. The existence of telepaths was suspected, but not ones who could steal whole pages of knowledge from the mind of another, merely by looking at him. No, that was more illogical than the sudden wakening of isolated fields of memory by the sight of the two men.
He stopped at a corner, weary under the load of despondency he was carrying, and mulled it over dully. A newsboy approached hopefully. “Time a’ News out!” the boy sing-songed his wares. “Scoop ‘n’ Juhnal ! Read awl about the big train wreck! Paper, mister?”
Haines shrugged dully. “No paper!”
“Blonde found muidehed in bath-tub,” the boy insinuated. “Mahs rocket account!” The man must have an Achilles’ heel somewhere.
But the garbled jargon only half registered on Haines’ ears. He started across the street, rubbing his temples, before the second driving impulse caught at him and sent him back remorselessly to the paper boy. He found some small change in his pocket, dropped a nickel on the pile of papers, disregarding the boy’s hand, and picked up a copy of the Scoop. “Screwball,” the boy decided aloud, and dived for the nickel.
The picture was no longer on the front page of the tabloid, but Haines located the account with some effort. “Mars Rocket Take-Off Wednesday,” said the headline in conservative twenty-four-point type, and there was three-quarters of a column under it. “Man’s first flight to Mars will not be delayed, James Oglethorpe told reporters here today. Undismayed by the skepticism of the scientists, the financier is going ahead with his plans, and expects his men to take off for Mars Wednesday, June 8, as scheduled. Construction has been completed, and the rocket machine is now undergoing tests.”
Haines scanned down the page, noting the salient facts. The writer had kept his tongue in his cheek, but under the faintly mocking words there was the information he wanted. The rocket might work; man was at last on his way toward the conquests of the planets. There was no mention of another rocket; obviously, then, that one must have been built in secret in a futile effort to beat Oglethorpe’s model.
But that was unimportant. The important thing was that he must stop the flight! Above all else, man must not make that trip! There was no sanity to it, and yet somehow it was beyond mere sanity. It was his duty to prevent any such voyage, and that duty was not to be questioned.
He returned quickly to the newsboy, reached out to touch his shoulder, and felt his hand jerk back to avoid the touch. The boy seemed to sense it, though, for he mined quickly. “Paper?” he began brightly before recognizing the stranger. “Oh, it’s you. Watcha want?”
“Where can I find a train to New York?” Haines pulled a quarter from his pocket and tossed it on the pile of papers.
The boy’s eyes brightened again. “Four blocks down, tuihn right, and keep goin’ till you come to the station. Can’t miss it. Thanks, mister!”
* * * *
The discovery of the telephone book as a source of information was Haines’ single major triumph, and the fact that the first Oglethorpe he tried was a colored street cleaner failed to take the edge off it. Now he trudged uptown, counting the numbers that made no sense to him; apparently the only system was one of arithmetical progression, irrespective of streets.
His shoulders were drooping, and the lines of pain around his eyes had finally succeeded in drawing his brows together. A coughing spell hit him, torturing his lungs for long minutes, and then passed. That was a new development, as was the pressure around his heart. And everywhere was the irritating aroma of men, gasoline, and tobacco, a stale mixture that he could not escape. He thrust his hands deeper into his pockets to avoid chance contact with someone on the street, and crossed over toward the building that bore the number for which he was searching.
Another man was entering the elevator, and he followed mechanically, relieved that he would not have to plod up the stairs. “Oglethorpe?” he asked the operator uncertainly.
“Fourth floor, Room 405.” The boy slid the gate open, pointing, and Haines stepped out and into the chromium-trimmed reception room. There were half a dozen doors leading from it, but he spotted the one marked “James H. Oglethorpe, Private,” and slouched forward.
“Were you expected, sir?” The girl popped up in his face, one hand on the gate that barred his way. Her face was a study in frustration, which probably explained the sharpness of her tone. She delivered an Horatio-guarding-the-bridge formula. “Mr. Oglethorpe is busy now.”
“Lunch,” Haines answered curtly. He had already noticed that men talked more freely over food.
She flipped a little book in her hand and stared at it. “There is no record here of a luncheon engagement, Mr.—”
“Haines. Dr. Lurton Haines.” He grinned wryly, wriggling a twenty-dollar bill casually in one hand. Money was apparently the one disease to which nobody was immune. Her eyes dropped to it, and hesitation entered her voice as she consulted her book.
“Of course, Mr. Oglethorpe might have made it some time ago and forgotten to tell me—” She caught his slight nod, and followed the bill to the corner of the desk. “Just have a seat, and I’ll speak to Mr. Oglethorpe.”
She came out of the office a few minutes later, and winked quickly. “He’d forgotten,” she told Haines, “but it’s all right now. He’ll be right out, Dr. Haines. It’s lucky he’s having lunch late today.”
James Oglethorpe was a younger man than Haines had expected, though his interest in rocketry might have been some clue to that. He came out of his office, pushing a Homburg down on curly black hair, and raked the other with his eyes. “Dr. Haines?” he asked, thrusting out a large hand. “Seems we have a luncheon engagement.”
Haines rose quickly and bowed before the other had a chance to grasp his hand. Apparently Oglethorpe did not notice, for he went on smoothly. “Easy to forget these telephone engagements, sometimes. Aren’t you the cancer man? One of your friends was in a few months ago for a contribution to your work.”
They were in the elevator then, and Haines waited until it opened and they headed for the lunchroon in the building before answering. “I’m not looking for money this time, however. It’s the rocket you’re financing that interests me. I think it may work.”
“It will, though you’re one of the few who believes it.” Caution, doubt, and interest were mingled on Oglethorpe’s face. He ordered before turning back to Haines. “Want to go along? If you do, there’s still room for a physician in the crew.”
“No, nothing like that. Toast and milk only, please—” Haines had no idea of how to broach the subject, with nothing concrete to back up his statements. Looking at the set of the other’s jaw and the general bulldog attitude of the man, he gave up hope and only continued because he had to. He fell back on imagination, wondering how much of it was true.
“Another rocket made that trip, Mr. Oglethorpe, and returned. But the pilot was dying before he landed. I can show you the wreck of his machine, though there’s not much left after the fire—perhaps not enough to prove it was a rocketship. Somewhere out on Mars there’s something man should never find. It’s—”
“Ghosts?” suggested Oglethorpe, brusquely.
“Death! I’m asking you—”
Again Oglethorpe interrupted. “Don’t. There was a man in to see me yesterday who claimed he’d been there—offered to show me the wreck of his machine. A letter this morning explained that the Martians had visited the writer and threatened all manner of things. I’m not calling you a liar, Dr. Haines, but I’ve heard too many of those stories; whoever told you this one was either a crank or a horror-monger. I can show you a stack of letters that range from astrology to zombies, all explaining why I can’t go, and some offer photographs for proof.”
“Suppose I said I’d made the trip in that rocket?” The card in the wallet said he was Haines, and the wallet had been in the suit he was wearing, but there had also been the glasses and cigarettes for which he had no use.
Oglethorpe twisted his lips, either in disgust or amazement. “You’re an intelligent man, Dr. Haines; let’s assume I am, also. It may sound ridiculous to you, but the only reason I had for making the fortune I’m credited with was to build that ship, and it’s taken more work and time than the layman would believe. If a green ant, seven feet high, walked into my office and threatened Armageddon, I’d still go.”
Even the impossible impulse recognized the equally impossible. Oglethorpe was a man who did things first and worried about them when the mood hit him—and there was nothing moody about him. The conversation turned to everyday matters and Haines let it drift as it would, finally dragging out into silence.
* * * *
At least, he was wiser by one thing; he knew the location of the rocket ground and the set-up of guards around it—something even the newspapermen had failed to learn, since all pictures and information had come through Oglethorpe. There could no longer be any question of his ability to gain desired information by some hazy telepathic process. Either he was a mental freak, or the accident had done things to him that should have been surprising but weren’t.
Haines had taken a cab from the airport, giving instructions that caused the driver to lift his eyebrows; but money was still all-powerful. Now they were slipping through country even more desolate than the woods around Haines’ house, and the end of the road came into view, with a rutted muddy trail leading off, marked by the tires of the trucks Oglethorpe had used for his freighting. The cab stopped there.
“This the place?” the driver asked uncertainly.
“It is.” Haines added a bill to what had already been paid and dismissed him. Then he dragged his way out to the dirt road and followed it, stopping for rest frequently. His ears were humming loudly now, and each separate little vertebra of his back protested at his going on. But there was no turning back; he had tried that, at the airport, and found the urge strong enough to combat his weakening will.
“Only a little rest!” he muttered thickly, but the force in his head lifted his leaden feet and sent them marching toward the rocket camp. Above him the gray clouds passed over the moon, and he looked up at Mars shining in the sky. Words from the lower part of the drummer’s vocabulary came into his throat, but the effort of saying them was more than the red planet merited. He plowed on in silence.
Mars had moved over several degrees in the sky when he first sighted the camp, lying in a long, narrow valley. At one end were the shacks of the workmen, at the other a big structure that housed the rocket from chance prying eyes. Haines stopped to cough out part of his lungs, and his breath was husky and labored as he worked his way down.
The guards should be strung out along the edge of the valley. Oglethorpe was taking no chances with the cranks who had written him letters and denounced him as a godless fool leading his men to death. Rockets at best were fragile things, and only a few men would be needed to ruin the machine once it was discovered. Haines ran over the guards’ positions, and skirted through the underbrush, watching for periods when the moon was darkened. Once he almost tripped an alarm, but missed it in time.
Beyond, there was no shrubbery, but his suit was almost the shade of the ground in the moonlight, and by lying still between dark spells, he crawled forward toward the rocket shed, undetected. He noticed the distance of the houses and the outlying guards and nodded to himself; they should be safe from any explosion.
The coast looked clear. Then, in the shadow of the building, a tiny red spark gleamed and subsided slowly; a man was there, smoking a cigarette. By straining his eyes, Haines made out the long barrel of a rifle against the building. This guard must be an added precaution, unknown to Oglethorpe.
* * * *
A sudden rift in the thickening clouds came, and Haines slid himself flat against the ground, puzzling over the new complication. For a second he considered turning back, but realized that he could not—his path now was clearly defined, and he had no choice but to follow it. As the moon slid out of sight again, he came to his feet quietly and moved toward the figure waiting there.
“Hello!” His voice was soft, designed to reach the man at the building but not the guards behind in the outskirts. “Hello, there. Can I come forward? Special inspector from Oglethorpe.”
A beam of light lanced out from the shadow, blinding him, and he walked forward, at the best pace he could muster. The light might reveal him to the other guards, but he doubted it; their attention was directed outward, away from the buildings.
“Come ahead,” the answer came finally. “How’d you get past the others?” The voice was suspicious, but not unusually so. The rifle, Haines saw, was directed at his midsection, and he stopped a few feet away, where the other could watch him.
“Jimmy Durham knew I was coming,” he told the guard. According to the information he had stolen from Oslethorpe’s mind, Durham was in charge of the guards. “He told me he hadn’t had time to notify you, but I took a chance.”
“Hmmm. Guess it’s all right, since they let you through; but you can’t leave here until somebody identifies you. Keep your hands up.” The guard came forward cautiously to feel for concealed weapons. Haines held his hands up out of the other’s reach, where there was no danger of a direct skin to skin contact. “Okay, seems all right. What’s your business here?”
“General inspection. The boss got word there might be a little trouble brewing and sent me here to make sure ward was being kept, and to warn you. All locked up here?”
“None. A lock wouldn’t do much good on this shack; that’s why I’m here. Want I should signal Jimmy to come and identify you so you can go?”
“Don’t bother.” Conditions were apparently ideal, except for one thing. But he would not murder the guard! There must be some other way, without adding that to the work he was forced to do. “I’m in no hurry, now that I’ve seen everything. Have a smoke?”
“Just threw one away. ’Smatter, no matches? Here.”
Haines rubbed one against the friction surface of the box and lit the cigarette gingerly. The raw smoke stung against his burning throat, but he controlled the cough, and blew it out again; in the dark, the guard could not see his eyes watering, nor the grimaces he made. He was waging a bitter fight with himself against the impulse that had ordered the smoke to distract the guard’s attention, and he knew he was failing. “Thanks!”
One of the guard’s hands met his, reaching for the box. The next second the man’s throat was between the stranger’s hands, and he was staggering back, struggling to tear away and cry for help. Surprise confused his efforts for the split second necessary, and one of Haines’ hands came free and out, then chopped down sharply to strike the guard’s neck with the edge of the palm. A low grunt gurgled out, and the figure went limp.
Impulse had conquered again! The guard was dead, his neck broken by the sharp blow. Haines leaned against the building, catching his breath and fighting back the desire to lose his stomach’s contents. When some control came back, he picked up the guard’s flashlight, and turned into the building. In the darkness, the outlines of the great rocketship were barely visible.
* * * *
With fumbling fingers, Haines groped forward to the hull, then struck a match and shaded it in his hands until he could make out the port, standing open. Too much light might show through a window and attract attention.
Inside, he threw the low power of the flashlight on and moved forward, down the catwalk and toward the rear where the power machinery would be housed. It had been simple, after all, and only the quick work of destruction still remained.
He traced the control valves easily, running an eye over the uncovered walls and searching out the pipes that led from them. From the little apparatus he saw, this ship was obviously inferior to the one that had crashed, yet it had taken years to build and drained Oglethorpe’s money almost to the limit. Once destroyed, it might take men ten more years to replace it; two was the minimum, and in those two years—
The thought slipped from him, but some memories were coming back. He saw himself in a small metal room, fighting against the inexorable exhaustion of fuel, and losing. Then there had been a final burst from the rockets, and the ship had dropped sickeningly through the atmosphere. He had barely had time to get to the air locks before the crash. Miraculously, as the ship’s fall was cushioned by the house, he had been thrown free into the lower branches of a tree, to catch, and lose momentum before striking earth.
The man who had been in the house had fared worse; he had been thrown out with the wrecked wall, already dead. Roughly, the stranger remembered a hasty transfer of clothing from the corpse, and then the beam had dropped on him, shutting out his memory in blackness. So he was not Haines, after all, but someone from the rocket, and his story to Oglethorpe had been basically true.
Haines—he still thought of himself under that name—caught himself as his knees gave under him, and hauled himself up by the aid of a protruding bar. There was work to be done; after that, what happened to his own failing body was another matter. It seemed now that from his awakening he had expected to meet death before another day, and had been careless of the fact.
He ran his eyes around the rocket room again, until he came to a tool kit that lay invitingly open with a large wrench sticking up from it. That would serve to open the valves. The flashlight lay on the floor where he had dropped it, and he kicked it around with his foot to point at the wall, groping out for the wrench. His fingers were stiff as they clasped around the handle.
And, in the beam of light, he noticed his hand for the first time in hours. Dark-blue veins rose high on flesh that was marked with a faint pale-blue. He considered it dully, thrusting out his other hand and examining it; there, too, was the blue flush, and on his palms, as he turned them upward, the same color showed. Blue!
The last of his memory flashed back through his brain in a roaring wave, bringing a slow tide of pictures with it. With one part of his mind, he was working on the valves with the wrench, while the other considered the knowledge that had returned to him. He saw the streets of a delicate, fairy city, half deserted, and as he seemed to watch, a man staggered out of a doorway, clutching at his throat with blue hands, to fall writhing to the ground! The people passed on quickly, avoiding contact with the corpse, fearful even to touch each other.
Everywhere, death reached out to claim the people. The planet was riddled with it. It lay on the skin of an infected person, to be picked up by the touch of another, and passed on to still more. In the air, a few seconds sufficed to kill the germs, but new ones were being sent out from the pores of the skin, so that there were always a few active ones lurking there. On contact, the disease began an insidious conquest, until, after months without sign, it suddenly attacked the body housing it, turned it blue, and brought death in a few painful hours.
Some claimed that it was the result of an experiment that had gone beyond control, others that it had dropped as a spore from space. Whatever it was, there was no cure for it on Mars. Only the legends that spoke of a race of their people on the mother world of Earth offered any faint hope, and to that they had turned when there was no other chance.
He saw himself undergoing examinations that finally resulted in his being chosen to go in the rocket they were building feverishly. He had been picked because his powers of telepathy were unusual, even to the mental science of Mars; the few remaining weeks had been used in developing that power systematically, and implanting in his head the duties that he must perform so long as a vestige of life remained to him.
Haines watched the first of the liquid from the fuel pipes splash out, and dropped the wrench. Old Leán Dagh had doubted his ability to draw knowledge by telepathy from a race of a different culture, he reflected. Too bad the old man had died without knowing of the success his methods had met, even though the mission had been a failure, due to man’s feeble knowledge of the curative sciences. Now his one task was to prevent the race of this world from dying in the same manner.
He pulled himself to his feet again and went staggering down the catwalk, muttering disconnected sentences. The blue of his skin was darker now, and he had to force himself across the space from the ship to the door of the building, grimly commanding his failing muscles, to the guard’s body that still lay where he had left it.
Most of the strength left him was useless against the pull of this heavier planet and the torture movement had become. He tried to drag the corpse behind him, then fell on hands and knees and backed toward the ship, using one arm and his teeth on the collar to pull it after him. He was swimming in a world that was bordering on unconsciousness, now, and once darkness claimed him; he came out of it to find himself inside the rocket, still dragging his burden, the implanted impulses stronger than his will.
Bit by bit, he dragged his burden behind him down the catwalk, until the engine room was reached, and he could drop it on the floor, where the liquid fuel had made a thin film. The air was heavy with vapors, and chilled by the evaporation, but he was only partly conscious of that. Only a spark was needed now, and his last duty would be finished.
Inevitably, a few of the dead on Mars would be left unburned, where men might find the last of that unfortunate race, and the germs would still live within them. Earthmen must not face that. Until such a time as the last Martian had crumbled to dust and released the plague into the air to be destroyed, the race of Earth must remain within the confines of its own atmosphere, and safe.
There was only himself and the corpse he had touched left here to carry possible germs, and the ship to carry the men to other sources of infection; all that was easily remedied.
The stranger from Mars groped in his pocket for the guard’s matches, smiling faintly, darkness swept over him, he drew one of them from the box and scraped it across the friction surface. Flame danced from the point and outward—



EVENSONG
By the time he reached the surface of the little planet, even the dregs of his power were drained. Now he rested, drawing reluctant strength slowly from the yellow sun that shone on the greensward around him. His senses were dim with an ultimate fatigue, but the fear he had learned from the Usurpers drove them outward, seeking a further hint of sanctuary.
It was a peaceful world, he realized, and the fear thickened in him at the discovery. In his younger days, he had cherished a multitude of worlds where the game of life’s ebb and flow could be played to the hilt. It had been a lusty universe to roam then. But the Usurpers could brook no rivals to their own outreaching lust. The very peace and order here meant that this world had once been theirs.
He tested for them gingerly while the merest whisper of strength poured into him. None were here now. He could have sensed the pressure of their close presence at once, and there was no trace of that. The even grassland swept in rolling meadows and swales to the distant hills. There were marble structures in the distance, sparkling whitely in the late sunlight, but they were empty, their unknown purpose altered to no more than decoration now upon this abandoned planet. His attention swept back, across a stream to the other side of the wide valley.
There he found the garden. Within low walls, its miles of expanse were a tree-crowded and apparently untended preserve. He could sense the stirring of larger animal life among the branches and along the winding paths. The brawling vigor of all proper life was missing, but its abundance might be enough to mask bis own vestige of living force from more than careful search.
It was at least a better refuge than this open greensward and he longed toward it, but the danger of betraying motion held him still where he was. He had thought his previous escape to be assured, but he was learning that even he could err. Now he waited while he tested once more for evidence of Usurper trap.
He had mastered patience in the confinement the Usurpers had designed at the center of the galaxy. He had gathered his power furtively while he designed escape around their reluctance to make final disposition. Then he had burst outward in a drive that should have thrust him far beyond the limits of their hold on the universe. And he had found failure before he could span even the distance to the end of this spiral arm of one galactic fastness.
Their webs of detection were everywhere, seemingly. Their great power-robbing lines made a net too fine to pass. Stars and worlds were linked, until only a series of miracles had carried him this far. And now the waste of power for such miracles was no longer within his reach. Since their near failure in entrapping and sequestering him, they had learned too much.
Now he searched delicately, afraid to trip some alarm, but more afraid to miss its existence. From space, this world had offered the only hope in its seeming freedom from their webs. But only micro-seconds had been available to him for his testing then.
At last he drew his perceptions back. He could find no slightest evidence of their lures and detectors here. He had begun to suspect that even his best efforts might not be enough now, but he could do no more. Slowly at first, and then in a sudden rush, he hurled himself into the maze of the garden.
Nothing struck from the skies. Nothing leaped upwards from the planet core to halt him. There was no interruption in the rustling of the leaves and the chirping bird songs. The animal sounds went on unhindered. Nothing seemed aware of his presence in the garden. Once that would have been unthinkable in itself, but now he drew comfort from it. He must be only a shadow self now, unknown and unknowable in his passing.
Something came down the path where he rested, pattering along on hoofs that touched lightly on the spoilage of fallen leaves. Something else leaped quickly through the light underbrush beside the path.
He let his attention rest on them as they both emerged onto the near pathway at once. And cold horror curled thickly around him.
One was a rabbit, nibbling now at the leaves of clover and twitching long ears as its pink nose stretched out for more. The other was a young deer, still bearing the spots of its fawnhood. Either or both might have seemingly been found on any of a thousand worlds. But neither would have been precisely of the type before him.
This was the Meeting World—the planet where he had first found the ancestors of the Usurpers. Of all worlds in the pested galaxy, it had to be this world he sought for refuge!
They were savages back in the days of his full glory, confined to this single world, rutting and driving their way to the lawful self-destruction of all such savages. And yet there had been something odd about them, something that then drew his attention and even his vagrant pity.
Out of that pity, he had taught a few of them, and led them upwards. He had even nursed poetic fancies of making them his companions and his equals as the life span of their sun should near its ending. He had answered their cries for help and given them at least some of what they needed to set their steps toward power over even space and energy. And they had rewarded him by overweening pride that denied even a trace of gratitude. He had abandoned them finally to their own savage ends and gone on to other worlds, to play out the purposes of a wider range.
It was his second folly. They were too far along the path toward unlocking the laws behind the universe. Somehow, they even avoided their own destruction from themselves.. They took the worlds of their sun and drove outwards, until they could even vie with him for the worlds he had made particularly his own. And now they owned them all, and he had only a tiny spot here on their world—for a time at least.
The horror of the realization that this was the Meeting World abated a little as he remembered now how readily their spawning hordes possessed and abandoned worlds without seeming end. And again the tests he could make showed no evidence of them here. He began to relax again, feeling a sudden hope from what had been temporary despair. Surely they might also believe this was the one planet where he would never seek sanctuary.
Now he set his fears aside and began to force his thoughts toward the only pattern that could offer hope. He needed power, and power was available in any area untouched by the webs of the Usurpers. It had drained into space itself throughout the aeons, a waste of energy that could blast suns or build them in legions. It was power to escape, perhaps even to prepare himself eventually to meet them with at least a chance to force truce, if not victory. Given even a few hours free of their notice, he could draw and hold that power for his needs.
He was just reaching for it when the sky thundered and the sun seemed to darken for a moment! The fear in him gibbered to the surface and sent him huddling from sight of the sky before he could control it. But for a brief moment there was still a trace of hope in him. It could have been a phenomenon caused by his own need for power; he might have begun drawing too heavily, too eager for strength.
Then the earth shook, and he knew.
The Usurpers were not fooled. They knew he was here—had never lost him. And now they had followed in all their massive lack of subtlety. One of their scout ships had landed, and the scout would come seeking him.
He fought for control of himself, and found it long enough to drive his fear back down within himself. Now, with a care that disturbed not even a blade of grass or leaf on a twig, he began retreating, seeking the denser undergrowth at the center of the garden where all life was thickest. With that to screen him, he might at least draw a faint trickle of power, a strength to build a subtle brute aura around himself and let him hide among the beasts. Some Usurper scouts were young and immature. Such a one might be fooled into leaving. Then, before his report could be acted on by others, there might still be a chance…
He knew the thought was only a wish, not a plan, but he clung to it as he huddled in the thicket at the center of the garden. And then even the fantasy was stripped from him.
The sound of footsteps was firm and sure. Branches broke as the steps came forward, not deviating from a straight line. Inexorably, each firm stride brought the Usurper nearer to his huddling place. Now there was a faint glow in the air, and the animals were scampering away in terror.
He felt the eyes of the Usurper on him, and he forced himself away from that awareness. And, like fear, he found that he had learned prayer from the Usurpers; he prayed now desperately to a nothingness he knew, and there was no answer.
“Come forth! This earth is a holy place and you cannot remain upon it. Our judgment is done and a place is prepared for you. Come forth and let me take you there!” The voice was soft, but it carried a power that stilled even the rustling of the leaves.
He let the gaze of the Usurper reach him now, and the prayer in him was mute and directed outward—and hopeless, as he knew it must be.
“But—” Words were useless, but the bitterness inside him forced the words to come from him. “But why? I am God!”
For a moment, something akin to sadness and pity was in the eyes of the Usurper. Then it passed as the answer came. “I know. But I am Man. Come!”
He bowed at last, silently, and followed slowly as the yellow sun sank behind the walls of the garden.
And the evening and the morning were the eighth day.



THE STARS LOOK DOWN
I
Erin Morse came down the steps slowly without looking back, and his long fingers brushed through the gray hair that had been brown when he first entered the building. Four years is a long time to wait when a man has work to do and the stars look down every night, reminding him of his dreams. There were new lines in his face and little wrinkles had etched themselves around his dark eyes. But even four years had been too few to change his erect carriage or press down his wide shoulders. At sixty, he could still move with the lithe grace of a boy. The heavy gate opened as he neared it and he stepped out with a slow, even pace. He passed the big three-wheeled car parked there, then stopped and breathed deeply, letting his eyes roam over the green woods and plowed fields and take in the blue sweep of the horizon. Only the old can draw full sweetness from freedom, though the young may cry loudest for it. The first heady taste of it over, he turned his back on the prison and headed down the road.
There was a bugling from the car behind him, but he was barely conscious of it; it was only when it drove up beside him and stopped that he noticed. A heavily built man stuck out a face shaped like a bulldog’s and yelled.
“Hey, Erin! Don’t tell me you’re blind as well as crazy?” Morse swung his head and a momentary flash of surprise and annoyance crossed his face before he stepped over to the car. “You would be here, of course, Stewart.”
“Sure. I knew your men wouldn’t. Hop in and I’ll ride you over to Hampton.” At Erin’s hesitation, he gestured impatiently. “I’m not going to kidnap you, if that’s what you think. Federal laws still mean something to me, you know.”
“I wouldn’t know.” Erin climbed in and the motor behind purred softly, its sound indicating a full atomic generator instead of the usual steam plant. “I suppose the warden kept you well informed of my actions.”
The other chuckled. “He did; money has its uses when you know where to put it. I found out you weren’t letting your men visit or write to you, and that’s about all. Afraid I’d find out what was in the letters?”
“Precisely. And the boys could use the time better for work than useless visits to me. Thanks, I have tobacco.” But at Stewart’s impatient gesture, he put the “makings” back and accepted a cigarette. “It isn’t poisoned, I suppose?”
“Nor loaded.”
Erin let a half smile run over his lips and relaxed on the seat, watching the road flash by and letting his mind run over other times with Stewart. Probably the other was doing the same, since the silence was mutual. They had all too many common memories. Forty years of them, from the time they had first met at the institute as roommates, both filled with a hunger for knowledge that would let them cross space to other worlds.
Erin, from a family that traced itself back almost to Adam, and with a fortune equally old, had placed his faith in the newly commercialized atomic power. Gregory Stewart, who came from the wrong side of the tracks, where a full meal was a luxury, was more conservative; new and better explosives were his specialty. The fact that they were both aiming at the same goal made little difference in their arguments. Though they stuck together from stubbornness, black eyes flourished.
Then, to complicate matters further, Mara Devlin entered their lives to choose Erin after two years of indecision and to die while giving birth to his son. Erin took the boy and a few workers out to a small island off the coast and began soaking his fortune into workshops where he could train men in rocketry and gain some protection from Stewart’s thugs.
Gregory Stewart had prospered with his explosives during the war of 1958, and was piling up fortune on fortune. Little by little, the key industries of the country were coming under his control, along with the toughest gangs of gunmen. When he could, he bought an island lying off the coast, a few miles from Erin’s, stocked it with the best brains he could buy, and began his own research. The old feud settled down to a dull but constant series of defeats and partial victories that gained nothing for either.
Erin came to the crowning stroke of Stewart’s offensive, grimaced, and tossed the cigarette away. “I forgot to thank you for railroading me up on that five-year sentence, Greg,” he said quietly. “I suppose you were responsible for the failure of the blast that killed my son, as well.”
Stewart looked at him in surprise which seemed genuine. “The failure was none of my doing, Erin. Anyway, you had no business sending the boy up on the crazy experimental model; any fool should have known he couldn’t handle it. Maybe my legal staff framed things a little, but it was manslaughter. I could have wrung your neck when I heard Mara’s son was dead, instead of letting you off lightly with five years—less one for good behavior.”
“I didn’t send him up.” Erin’s soft voice contrasted oddly with Stewart’s bellow. “He slipped out one night on his own, against my orders. If the whole case hadn’t been fixed with your money, I could have proved that at the trial. As it was, I couldn’t get a decent hearing.”
“All right, then, I framed you. But you’ve hit back at me without trying to, though you probably don’t know it yet.” He brushed Erin’s protest aside quickly. “Never mind, you’ll see what I mean soon enough. I didn’t meet you to hash over past grievances.”
“I wondered why you came to see me out.”
They swung off the main highway into a smaller road where the speed limit was only sixty and went flashing past the other cars headed for Hampton. Stewart gunned the car savagely, unmindful of the curves. “We’re almost at the wharf,” he pointed out needlessly, “so I’ll make it short and sweet. I’m about finished with plans for a rocket that will work—a few more months should do the trick—and I don’t want competition now. In plain words, Erin, drop it or all rules are off between us.”
“Haven’t they been?” Erin asked.
“Only partly. Forget your crazy ion-blast idea, and I’ll reserve a berth for you on my ship; keep on bucking me and I’ll ruin you. Well?”
“No, Greg.”
Stewart grunted and shrugged. “I was afraid you’d be a fool. We’ve always wanted the same things, and you’ve either had them to begin with or gotten them from under my nose. But this time it’s not going to be that way. I’m declaring war. And for your information, my patents go through in a few days, so you’ll have to figure on getting along without that steering assembly you worked out.”
Erin gave no sign he had heard as the car came to a stop at the small wharf. “Thanks for picking me up,” he said with grave courtesy. Stewart answered with a curt nod and swung the car around on its front wheels. Erin turned to a boy whose boat was tied up nearby. “How much to ferry me out to Kroll Island?”
“Two bucks.” The boy looked up, and changed his smile quickly. “You one of them crazy guys who’s been playing with skyrockets? Five bucks, I meant.”
Erin grimaced slightly but held out the money.
II
There was nobody waiting to greet him on the island, nor had he expected anyone. He fed the right combination into the alarm system to keep it quiet and set off up the rough wooden walk toward the buildings that huddled together a few hundred yards from the dock. The warehouses, he noticed, needed a new coat of paint, and the dock would require repairs if the tramp freighter were to use it much longer.
There was a smell of smoke in the air, tangy and resinous at first, but growing stronger as he moved away from the ocean’s crisp counteracting odor. As he passed the big machine shop, a stronger whiff of it reached him, unpleasant now. There was a thin wisp of smoke going up behind it, the faint gray of an almost exhausted fire. The men must be getting careless, burning their rubbish so close to the buildings. He cut around the corner and stopped.
The south wall of the laboratory was a black, charred scar, dripping dankly from a hose that was playing on it. Where the office building had stood, gaunt steel girders rose from a pile of smoking ashes and half-burned boards, with two blistered filing cabinets poking up like ghosts at a wake.
The three men standing by added nothing to the cheerfulness of the scene. Erin shivered slightly before advancing toward them. It was a foreboding omen for his homecoming, and for a moment the primitive fears mastered him. The little pain that had been scratching at his heart came back again, stronger this time.
Doug Wratten turned off the hose and shook a small arm at the sandy-haired young husky beside him. “All right,” he yelled in a piping falsetto, “matter’s particular and energy’s discrete. But you chemists try and convince an atomic generator that it’s dealing with building-block atoms instead of wave-motion.”
Jimmy Shaw’s homely, pleasant face still studied the smoldering ashes. “Roll wave-motion into a ball and give it valence, redhead,” he suggested. “Do that and I’ll send Stewart a sample—it might make a better bomb than the egg he laid on us. How about it, Dad?”
“Maybe. Anyhow, you kids drop the argument until you’re through being mad at Stewart,” the foreman ordered. “You’ll carry your tempers over against each other.” Tom Shaw was even more grizzled and stooped than Erin remembered, and his lanky frame seemed to have grown thinner.
“All right,” he decided in his twangy, down-East voice. “I guess it’s over, so we…Hey, it’s Erin!”
He caught at Jimmy’s arm and pulled him around, heading toward Erin with a loose-jointed trot. Doug forgot his arguments and moved his underdone figure on the double after them, shouting at the top of his thin voice. Erin found his arm aching and his ears ringing from their questions.
He brioke free for a second and smiled. “All right, I got a year off, I sneaked in, I’m glad to be back, and you’ve done a good job, I gather. Where are Hank and Dutch?”
“Over in the machine shop, I guess. Haven’t seen them since the fire was under control.” Shaw jerked a long arm at the remains. “Had a little trouble, you see.”
“I saw. Stewart’s men?”
“Mm-hm. Came over in a plane and dropped an incendiary. Sort of ruined the office, but no real damage to the laboratory. If those filing cabinets are as good as they claimed, it didn’t hurt our records.”
Doug grinned beatifically. “Hurt their plane more. Tom here had one of our test models sent up for it, and the rocket striking against the propeller spoiled their plans.” He gestured out toward the ocean. “They’re drinking Neptune’s health in hell right now.”
“Bloodthirsty little physicist, isn’t he?” Jimmy asked the air. “Hey, Kung, the boss is back. Better go tell the others.”
The Chinese cook came hobbling up, jerking his bad leg over the ground and swearing at it as it slowed him down. “Kung, him see boss fella allee same time more quick long time,” he intoned in the weird mixture of pidgin, bêche-de-mer, and perverted English that was his private property. “Very good, him come back. Mebbeso make suppee chop-chop same time night.”
He gravely shook hands with himself before Erin, his smile saying more than the garbled English he insisted on using, then went hobbling off toward the machine shop. Shaw turned to the two young men.
“All right, you kids, get along. I’ve got business with Erin.” As they left, his face lengthened. “I’m glad you’re back, boss. Things haven’t been looking any too good. Stewart’s getting more active. Oh, the fire didn’t do us any permanent damage, but we’ve been having trouble getting our supplies freighted in—had to buy an old tramp freighter when Stewart took over the regular one—and it looks like war brewing all along the line.”
“I know it. Stewart brought me back and told me he was gunning for us.” Erin dropped back onto a rock, realizing suddenly that he was tired; and he’d have to see a doctor about his heart—sometime. “And he’s stolen our steering unit, or thinks he’s getting it patented, at least.”
“Hmmm. He can’t have it; it’s the only practical solution to the controls system there is. Erin, we’ll… Skip it, here come Dutch and Hank.”
But a sudden whistle from the rocket test tower cut in, indicating a test. The structural engineer and machinist swung sharply, and Doug and Jimmy popped out of the laboratory at a run. Shaw grabbed at Erin.
“Come on,” he urged. “This is the biggest test yet, I hope. Good thing you’re here to see it.” Even Kung was hobbling toward the tower.
Erin followed, puzzling over who could have set off the whistle; he knew of no one not accounted for, yet a man had to be in the tower. Evidently there was an addition to the force, of whom he knew nothing. They reached the guardrail around the tower, and the whistle tooted again, three times in warning.
“Where is the rocket?” Erin yelled over the whistle. There was nothing on the takeoff cradle.
“Left two days ago; this is the return. Jack’s been nursing it without sleep—wouldn’t let anyone else have it,” Shaw answered hurriedly. “Only took time off to send another up for the bomber.”
Following their eyes, Erin finally located a tiny point of light that grew as he watched. From the point in the sky where it was, a thin shrilling reached their ears. A few seconds later, he made out the stubby shape of a ten-foot model, its tubes belching out blue flame in a long, tight jet. With a speed that made it difficult to follow, it shot over their heads at a flat angle, heading over the ocean, while its speed dropped. A rolling turn pointed it back over their heads, lower this time, and the ion-blast could be seen as a tight, unwavering track behind it.
Then it reversed again and came over the tower, slowed almost to a stop, turned up to vertical with a long blast from its steering tubes, and settled slowly into the space between the guide rails. It slid down with a wheeze, sneezed faintly, and decided to stop peacefully. Erin felt a tingle run up his back at his first sight of a completely successful radio-controlled flight.
The others were yelling crazily. Dutch Bauer, the fat structural engineer, was dancing with Hank Vlček, his bald pate shining red with excitement. “It worked, it worked,” they were chanting.
Shaw grunted. “Luck,” he said sourly, but his face belied the words. “Jack had no business sending our first model with the new helix on such a flight. Wonder the darn fool didn’t lose it in space.”
Erin’s eyes were focused on the young man coming from the pit of the tower. There was something oddly familiar about those wide shoulder, and the mane of black hair that hugged his head. As the boy came nearer, the impression was heightened by the serious brown eyes, now red from lack of sleep, that were slightly too deep in the round face.
The boy scanned the group and moved directly toward Morse, a little hesitantly. “Well,” he asked, “how did you like the test— Mr. Morse, I think? Notice how the new helix holds the jets steady?”
Erin nodded slowly. So this was what Stewart had meant by his statement that he had been hit twice as hard. “You resemble your father, Jack Stewart!”
Jack shifted on his feet, then decided there was no disapproval on Erin’s face, and grinned. He held out a small package. “Then I’ll give you this, sir. It’s a reel of exposed film, shot from the rocket, and it should show the other side of the Moon!”
III
The secretary glided into the richly appointed room, sniffing at the pungent odor given off by the dirty old pipe in Stewart’s mouth.
“Mr. Russell’s here, sir,” she announced, wondering whether his scowl was indicative of indigestion or directed at some particular person.
“Send him in, then.” He bit at the stem of the pipe without looking at her, and she breathed a sigh of relief. It wasn’t indigestion, which was the only thing that made him roar at the office force; at other times he was fair and just with them, if not given to kindliness. Looking at Russell as she sent him in, she guessed the object of his anger.
“Well?” Stewart asked curtly as his right-hand man entered.
“Now look,” Russell began, “I admit I sent the plane over before you said, but was it my fault if they brought it down? How was I to know they had a torpedo they could control in the air?” 
“Not torpedo, you fool; it was a rocket. And that’s bad news, in itself, since it means they’re making progress. But we’ll skip that. I gave orders you were to wait until Morse refused my offer, and you didn’t. furthermore, I told you to send it over at night, when they’d be unprepared, and drop it on the tower and laboratory, not on the office. I’m not trying to burn people to death.”
“But the pilot didn’t want—”
“You mean you had your own little ideas.” He tossed the pipe into i ii.iy and began picking at his fingernails. “Next time I give you orders, Russell, I expect them to be followed. Understand? You’d better. Now get down to Washington and see what you can do about rushing our patent on the unified control; Erin Morse didn’t look surprised or bothered enough to suit me. He’s holding something, and I don’t want it to show up as an ace. Okay, beat it.”
Russell looked up in surprise, and made tracks toward the door. Either the old man was feeling unusually good, or he was worried. That had been easier than he expected.
Back on Kroll Island, Erin Morse settled back in his chair in the corner of the workshop that served as a temporary office. “Read this,” he said, handing over a dog-eared magazine with a harshly colored cover to Shaw. “It’s a copy of Interplanetary Tales, one of the two issues they printed. It’s not well known, but it’s still classed as literature. Page 108, where it’s marked in red.”
Shaw looked at him curiously, and reached for the magazine. He began reading in his overly precise manner, the exact opposite of his usual slow speech. “Jerry threw the stick over to the right, and the Betsy veered sharply, jarring his teeth. The controls were the newest type, arranged to be handled by one stick. Below the steering rod was a circular disk, and banked around it was a circle of pistons that varied the steering jet blasts according to the amount they were depressed. Moving the stick caused the disk to press against those pistons which would turn the ship in that direction, slowly with a little movement, sharply if it were depressed the limit.”
He looked at Erin. “But that’s a fair description of the system we use.”
“Exactly. Do you remember whether the submarine periscope was patented?”
“Why, Jules Verne…Hmmm. Anything described reasonably accurately in literature can’t be given a basic patent.” Shaw thought it over slowly. “I take it we mail this to the attorneys and get Stewart’s claim voided. So that’s why you didn’t try for a patent on it?”
“Naturally.”
Morse picked up the records that had been saved from the fire by insulated cabinets, and ran back over the last few years’ work. They showed the usual huge expenditures and small progress. Rockets aren’t built on a shoestring nor in the backyard during the idle hours of a boy scientist. “Total cost, five-foot experimental radio-controlled rocket, $13,843.51,” read one item. From another book he found that it had crashed into the sea on its first flight and been destroyed.
But there were advances. The third model had succeeded, though the flickering, erratic blast had made control difficult. A new lightweight converter had been tested successfully, throwing out power from the atoms with only a .002 percent heat loss. An ion-release had been discovered by General Electratomic Company that afforded a more than ample supply of ions, and Shaw had secured rights for its use. Toward the last there were outlays for some new helix to control the ion-blast on a tight line under constant force and a new alloy for the chamber. Those had always been the problems.
“Good work,” Erin Morse nodded. “This last model, I gather, is the one Jack used to reach the Moon.” Under it he penciled the word “success” in bright green. “The boys were quite excited over those pictures, even if they did show nothing spectacular. I’m glad he sent it.”
“So am I. They need encouragement.” Shaw kicked aside a broken bearing and moved his chair back against the wall. “I suppose you’re wondering why Jack’s working with us. I didn’t know how you’d take it.”
“I’m reserving my opinion for the facts.” It had been a shock, seeing the boy there, but he had covered up as best he could and waited until information was vouchsafed.
Shaw began awkwardly, not sure yet whether Erin approved or not. “Jack came here about a year ago and—well, he simply told us he was looking for work. Had a blowup with his father over your being sent up for the accident, it seems, back then. Anyway, they’d been quarreling before because Jack wanted to specialize in atomics, and the old man wanted him to carry on with explosives.
“So Jack left home, took his degree with money his mother had left him, and came here. He’s good, too, though I wouldn’t tell him so. That new helix control is his work, and he’s fixed up the ion-release so as to give optimum results. Since Doug and you studied atomics, they’ve made big progress, I reckon, and we needed someone with his training.”
“Any experimental work needs new blood,” Erin agreed. “So Greg succeeded in teaching his son that Mars was the last frontier, but not how to reach it.”
“Seems that way. Anyway, his father’s kicking up a worse fuss with us since he came. Somehow, there’s a leak, and I can’t locate the source—Jack has been watched, and he’s not doing it. But Stewart’s getting too much information on what we’re doing—like that control. He managed to cut off freighter service and choke our source of supplies until I bought up a tramp and hired a no-good captain.”
“He’ll hit harder when we get his patent application killed. By the way, are the plans for that air-renewer of Jimmy’s still around?”
Shaw nodded. “Sure, I guess so. He never found out what was wrong with it, though, so we’ve been planning on carrying oxygen flasks with us.” Based on the idea of photosynthesis, the air-renewer had been designed to break down the carbon dioxide waste product of breathing by turning it into sugar and free oxygen, as a plant does, and permit the same air being used over and over.
“All it needs is saturated air around the catalyst.” Erin had fished around in the papers from the burned office until he had the plans. Now he spread them before Shaw and indicated the changes. “A spray of water here, and remove the humidity afterward. Took me three years up there, working when I could, to figure out that fault, but it’s ready for the patent attorneys now. Dutch can draw up the plans in the morning.”
They stuck the papers and books away and passed out of the building into the night. “Stars look right good,” Shaw observed. “Mars seems to be waiting until we can get there.”
“That shouldn’t be long now, with the rocket blast finally under control. What’s that?” Erin pointed toward a sharp streak of light that rose suddenly over the horizon and arced up rapidly. As they watched, it straightened to vertical and went streaking up on greased wings until it faded into the heights beyond vision.
“Looks like Stewart’s made a successful model.” A faint, high whine reached their ears now. “If he has, we will have a fight on our hands.”
Erin nodded. “Start the boys on the big rocket in the morning; we can’t stop for more experimental work now.”
IV
The big electric hammer came down with a monotonous thud and clank, jarring against the eardrums in its endless hunger for new material to work on. Hank Vlček’s little bullet head looked like a hairy billiard ball stuck on an ape’s body as he bobbed up and down in front of it, feeding in sheets of cuproberyl alloy. But the power in the machinist’s arms seemed to match that of the motor.
Dutch Bauer looked up from a sheet of blueprints and nodded approvingly, then went back to the elaborate calculations required to complete the design he was working on. The two co-operated perfectly, Dutch creating structural patterns on paper, and Vlček turning them into solid metal.
On paper, the Santa Maria was shaping up handsomely, though the only beauty of the ship itself was to be that given by severe utility. Short and squat, with flaring blast tubes, she showed little resemblance to the classic cigar-hulls of a thousand speculative artists. The one great purpose was strength with a minimum of weight, and the locating of the center of gravity below the thrust points of the rockets. When completed, there would be no danger of her tipping her nose back to Earth on the takeoff.
Out on the ways that had been thrown up hastily, gaunt girders were shaping into position to form her skeleton, and some of the outer sheathing was in position. The stubby air fins that would support her in the air until speed was reached were lying beside her, ready to be attached, and a blower was already shooting in insulation where her double hull was completed. Space itself would be insulation against heat loss, but the rays of the unfiltered sunlight needed something to check them, or the men inside the ship would have been boiled long before Mars was reached. Hsi Kung was running the blower, babbling at it in singsong Peking dialect. At a time like this, they were all common laborers when there was work to be done.
Erin pulled on coveralls and reached for the induction welder, while Jimmy Shaw consulted his blueprints. “Wonder why Doug hasn’t shown up?” the boy asked. “He usually gets back from the mainland before morning, but it’s nine already. Hmm. Looks like Hank’s machined enough hull plates to keep us busy until supper.”
“It does, though where he finds time is a puzzle. He must work all night. We need other workers, if we’re to compete with Stewart’s force. Even counting Kung, eight men aren’t enough for this job.” Erin began climbing up the wooden framing that gave access to the hull, wondering whether his heart would bother him today. Sleep had been slow coming the night before, and he was tired. This work was too heavy for an old man, though he hadn’t thought of himself as old before. Certainly he didn’t look old.
“Wonder why Doug goes to town once a week?” he asked.
Jimmy chuckled. “Don’t you know? He’s found a girl friend there, believe it or not. Some woman has either taken pity on him, or he’s found his nerve at last.”
Doug wasn’t exactly the sort that would appeal to women. His short, scrawny figure was all angles, and his face, topped by its thin mop of reddish hair, was vaguely like that of an eagle. Then, too, he usually stuttered around women.
Erin smiled faintly. “It’s a shame, in a way, that Doug’s so shy around girls. I hope he has better luck with this one than that other.”
“So do I, though I wouldn’t tell him so. He’s been as cocky as a rooster since he found this Helen.” Jimmy settled into position with a grunt and began moving a sheet into place as it came up on the magnetic grapple Jack was working below him. “Okay, fire away.”
The welder was heavy, and the heat that poured up from the plates sapped at Morse’s strength. He was conscious of sudden relief at noon when a shout came up to him. He released the welder slowly, rubbing tired muscles, and looked down at the weaving form of Doug Wratten. One of the physicist’s thin arms was motioning him down erratically.
“Drunk!” Jimmy diagnosed in amazement. “Didn’t know he touched the stuff.”
There was no question of Doug’s state. His words were thick and muffled as Erin reached him. “Go ’head ’n’ fire me,” he muttered thickly. “Fire me, Erin. Kick m’ out ’thout a good word. I’m a low-down dirty dog, tha’s what.”
“For being drunk, Doug? That hardly justifies such extreme measures.”
“Huh-uh. Who’s drunk? It’s tha’ girl…I foun’ the leak we been worr’n’ about.”
Erin got an arm around him and began moving toward the bunk-house, meaning to pay no attention to his mumbled words. But the last ones struck home. The leak of information to Stewart’s camp had been troubling them all for the last two months. “Yes?” he encouraged.
“ ’S the girl. She’s a spy for Stewart.” His voice stuck in his throat and he rumbled unhappily. “Use’a be his sec’tary; planted her on me. Jus’ usin’ me, tha’s all. Saw a letter she was writin’ him when I was waitin’ for her to come down. Din’t wait anymore…Jus’ usin’ me; tol’ me she was in’rested in my work. Tol’ me she loved me. Foun’ out all I knew…Better fire me, Erin.”
“I think not, Doug. It might have happened to any of us. Why don’t you go to sleep?”
Wratten rolled over in the bed as he was released, gagging sickly, and moaning to himself. “I love…Helen…Damn Helen!” As Erin closed the door, his voice came out, pleading. “Don’t tell Jimmy; he’d laugh.”
Jimmy stood at the door as Erin came out. “Poor devil,” he said. “I heard enough to know what happened. Anything I can do for him?”
“Let him sleep it off. I’ll have a talk with him when he wakes up and see what I can do about bolstering his faith in himself.”
“Okay,” Jimmy agreed, “but it was a dirty, rotten trick of Stewart’s, using him like that. Say, Dad’s up at the shack swearing at something else Stewart’s done, and yelling for you. I just went up there.”
Erin grunted, and turned hastily toward the temporary office building they had erected. It was always something, except when it was more than one thing. First the fire, the trouble with the patent, now safely squelched, difficulty in obtaining tools, and one thing after another, all meant to wear down their morale. This was probably one of the master strokes that seemed to happen almost at regular intervals.
Sometimes he wondered whether either of them would ever succeed; forty years of rivalry had produced no results except enough to keep them trying. Now, when success for one of them seemed at hand, the feud was going on more bitterly than before, though it was mostly one-sided. And war was menacing the world again, as it would always threaten a world where there were no other escape valves for men’s emotions. They needed a new frontier, free of national barriers, where the headstrong could fight nature instead of their brothers.
He had hoped to provide that escape valve in leading men to another planet, just as Stewart hoped. But would either of them succeed? Erin was sure of Stewart’s ultimate failure—explosives couldn’t do the trick; though he had enough of a sense of humor to realize that Stewart was saying the same thing about him and his method. If only there could be peace until he finished!
Shaw was waiting impatiently, swearing coldly in a voice Erin hadn’t heard since the days when Tom was tricked out of a discovery by a company for which he’d worked as metallurgist, and he joined the men on the island. “The mail’s in,” he said, breaking off his flow of invectives. “Here’s a present from Captain Hitchkins—says he can’t get the cargo of beryllium alloy we ordered made up. And here’s the letter from the Beryl Company.”
Erin picked up the letter and read it slowly. It began with too profuse apologies, then cited legal outs: “—will realize that we are not breaking our contract by this action, since it contains a clause to the effect that our own needs shall come first. Mr. G. R. Stewart, who has controlling interest in our company, has requisitioned our entire supply, and we are advised by our legal department that this contingency is covered by the clause mentioned. Therefore we can no longer furnish the alloy you desire. We regret—”
He skimmed the passage of regret and polite lies, to center on a sentence at the end, which conveyed the real message, and revealed the source of the letter. “We doubt that you can secure beryllium alloy at any price, as we are advised that Mr. Stewart is using all that the market can supply. If such is not the case, we shall, of course, be glad to extend our best wishes in your enterprise.”
“How about that?” he asked Shaw, pointing to the last sentence. “Have you investigated?”
“Don’t need to. Hitchkins showed more brains than I gave him credit for. He scoured the market for us, on his own initiative, and beryllium just ain’t.” Shaw passed over the other letters that had come, reverting to his invectives. “Now what do we do?”
“Without beryllium, nothing. We’ll have to get it, someway.” But Erin wondered. Whatever else Stewart was, he was thorough, and his last stroke had been more than the expected major move.
V
The supper table had turned into a conference room, since news of that importance was impossible to keep. Even Doug Wratten had partially forgotten his own troubles, and was watching Erin. Kung stood unnoticed in the doorway, his moon face picturing the general gloom,
Dutch Bauer finished his explanation and concluded. “So, that is it. No beryllium, no Santa Maria. Even aluminum alloys are too heavy for good design. Aluminum—bah! Hopeless.” He shrugged and spread his pudgy hands to show just how hopeless it was.
Jimmy grunted and considered. “How about magnesium alloys—something like magnalium?” he asked, but without much hope. “It’s even lighter than beryllium—1.74 density instead of 1.8.”
“Won’t work.” Their eyes had turned to Shaw, who was the metallurgist, and his answer was flat. “Alloys aren’t high enough in melting point, aren’t hard enough, and don’t have the strength of the one we’ve been using. When the ship uses the air for braking, or when the sun shines on it in space, we’ll need something that won’t soften up at ordinary temperatures; and that means beryllium.”
“Then how about the foreign markets?” Jack wanted to know. “My fa…Mr. Stewart can’t control all of them.”
Erin shook his head. “No luck. They’re turning all they can get into bombing planes and air torpedoes. They’re not interested in idealism.”
“I liked that new helix, too.” Jack tapped his fingers on the table, then snapped them out flat. “Well, there goes a nice piece of applied atomics. We should have bought our own beryllium plant, I guess.”
“And have to close down because Stewart gained control of the new process for getting beryllium out of its ores.” Shaw grunted. “We’d have had to fall back on the old process of extracting it by dissolving out in alkalis.”
Erin looked up suddenly, staring at Shaw. “When I was first starting,” he said thoughtfully, “I considered buying one of the old plants. It’s still standing, all the machinery in place, but it’s been closed down by the competition of the new process. The owner’s hard up, and he can’t sell the place for love or money.”
Jimmy’s face dropped its scowl and came forth with a fresh grin; even the mention of a faint hope was enough to send up his enthusiasm. “So we buy it or get him to open up, start using it, and go ahead in spite of Stewart. How much does the old system cost, Dad?”
“About fifteen hundred dollars a ton, using a couple of tricks I could show them. Going to try it, Erin?”
Erin nodded silently, but the frown was still on his face as he got up and went out to the new office where he could use the visiphone. The plant had a maximum capacity of four tons a week, which was hardly adequate, and there were other objections, but trying would do no harm. The frown was heavier when he came back.
“Sanders will open up,” he reported, “but he’ll need money to fix the plant up. He agrees to turn the plant over to us, and furnish the alloy at the price Tom mentioned, but we’ll have to invest about sixty thousand in new equipment. Add that to the cost of the metal, and it runs to a rather steep figure.”
“But—”
“I know. I’m not kicking about the money, or wouldn’t be if I had it to spend.” Erin hadn’t meant to tell them of his own troubles, but there was no way to avoid it now. “Stewart left nothing to chance. The stocks and investments I had began to slip a month ago, and they kept slipping. My brokers advised me that they have liquidated everything, and I have about ten cents on a dollar left; today’s mail brought their letter along with the other news.”
Jack swore hotly. “Da—Stewart always could ruin a man on the market. Erin, I’ve got a decent legacy from my mother, and we’re practically running a co-operative here, anyhow. It’s all yours.”
Erin saw suddenly just what the loss of the boy had meant to Stewart, and the last of numbness from his own son’s death slipped away. His smile was as sweet as a woman’s, but he shook his head. “Did you read your mail today?”
“No, why?”
“Because Stewart would know his own son well enough to take precautions. See if I’m not right.”
They watched intently as the letters came out of Jack’s pocket and were sorted. He selected one bulky one and ripped it open hastily, drawing out the paper where all could see, skimming over it until it formed a complete picture. “ ‘It almost seems that someone is deliberately trying to ruin you,’” he read.
“ ‘Our best efforts have failed completely—’ Damn! There’s about enough left to pay for the new machinery needed, and that’s all.”
Doug came out of his trance. “I won’t be needing my savings for the future now,” he said grimly. “It’s not much, but I’d appreciate your using it, Erin. And I don’t think any of us will want the salary you’ve been paying us.”
The others nodded. All of them had been paid more than well, and had had no chance to spend much of their salary. Their contributions were made as a matter of course, and Erin totaled them.
“It may be enough,” he said. “Of course, we form a closed corporation, all profits—if there are any from this—being distributed. I’ll have the legal papers drawn up. Perhaps it will be enough, perhaps not, but we can put it to the test. Our big trouble is that we need new workers, men to help Hank particularly. Most of the machining will have to be done here on the island now.”
“Mebbeso you fella catehee plenty man.” Kung hobbled forward to the table, a dirty leather sack in his hands. “You fella catchee li’l planet, fin’ allee same time catchee time makee free.” His jargon went on, growing too thick for them to understand.
Tom Shaw held up a protesting hand. “Talk chink,” he ordered. “I spent five years there once, so I can get the lingo if you take your time.”
Kung threw him a surprised and grateful glance, and broke into a rambling discourse, motioning toward the sky, the bag in his hand, and counting on his fingers.
Shaw turned back to the others.
“He says he wants to join up, putting in the money he’s been saving for his funeral when they ship his body back to China. Wants to know if his race will be allowed on the other planets when we reach them?”
“Tell him the planets are big enough for all races, provided ships are built to carry them.”
“Very good, boss fella, savvee plenty.” Kung lapsed again into Peking dialect.
“He says he can get us workers then, who’ll obey with no questions asked, and won’t cost us more than enough to buy them cheap food. His tong will be glad to furnish them on his say-so. Since Japan conquered them and they digested the Japanese into their own nation again, it seems they need room to expand.
“Darn it, Erin, with even the Chinese cook behind you, we’re bound to beat Stewart.”
VI
Captain Hitchkins had left the unloading to the ruffian he called his mate and was examining the progress made on the island. His rough English face was a curious blend of awe and skepticism. “Naow was that ‘ere a ship, mitey,” he told Erin, “I’d s’y ’twas a maost seaworthy job, that I would, thaough she’s lackin’ a bit o’ keel. ’N’ I m’y allaow as she’s not bad, not bad atawl.”
Erin left him talking, paying as little attention to his speech as the captain would have to a landlubber’s comments on the tub of a freighter. Hitchkins was entirely satisfied with that arrangement. The Santa Maria could speak for herself.
The hull was completed, except for a section deliberately left open for the admission of the main atomic generator, and a gleaming coat of silver lacquer had been applied, to give the necessary luster for the deflection of the sun’s rays. In comparison to a seagoing ship, she was small, but here on the ways, seen by herself, she loomed up like some monster out of a fantasy book. Even with the motors installed and food for six years stocked, she still held a comfortable living space for the eight men who would go with her.
“I’ve heard as ’aow they’ve a new lawr passed, mikin’ aout against the like o’ such, thaough,” Hitchkins went on. “Naow w’y would they do that?”
“People are always afraid of new things, Captain. I’m not worried about it, though.” Erin turned over the bills of lading. “Have any trouble this trip?”
“Some o’ the men were minded the p’y was a bit laow. But they chinged their minds w’en they come to, that they did.” He chuckled. “I’ve a bit o’ a w’y wi’ the men, sir.”
They were back at the dock now, watching the donkey engines laboring under the load of alloy plates that was being transferred in the machine shop. The Chinese laborers were sweating and struggling with the trucks on which these were hauled, but they grinned at him and nodded. He had no complaint with the labor Kung had obtained. If the money held out, things looked hopeful.
Jack Stewart located him, and yelled. “There’s a Mr. Stewart at the office,” he said flatly. “He came while you were showing Captain Hitchkins the ship, and is waiting for you. Shall I tell him to go on waiting?”
“No, I’ll see him; might as well find out the worst.” Stewart had visiphoned that he was coming under a temporary truce, so Erin was not surprised. “Carry on, Captain.” He turned after Jack toward the shack, wishing the boy would treat his father a little less coldly. It wasn’t good for a man to feel that way about his father, and he wished Stewart no personal problems.
Jack swung off toward the ship as they sighted Stewart, and the older man’s eyes followed the retreating figure.
“He’s a good boy, Greg,” Erin said, not unkindly. “I didn’t plan this, you know.”
“Skip it. He’s no concern of mine, the stubborn ass.” Stewart held out a newspaper. “I thought you might be interested to know that the law has been passed against the use of atomic power in any spaceship. It just went through the state legislature and was signed by the governor.”
“Don’t you think it’s a bit high-handed? I thought that interstate and international commerce was out of the hands of the state legislature.”
Stewart tapped the paper. “But there’s no provision against their ruling on interplanetary commerce, Erin. A few scare stories in the Sunday supplements, and a few dinners to the right men did the trick. They were sure the Martians might find the secret and turn atomic power back on us.”
“So you had to come and bring me the news. I suppose you expect me to quit now and twiddle my thumbs.”
“That offer of a berth on my ship—which will work—still stands. Of course, if I have to get out an injunction to stop you, it will make matters a little more difficult, but the result will be the same.”
Erin smiled grimly. “That was the poorest move you’ve made, Greg,” he said. “Your lawmakers bungled. I read the law, and it forbids the use of atomic power in the ‘vacuum of space.’ And good scientists will tell you that a vacuum is absolute nothing in space—but between the planets, at least, there are a few molecules of matter to the cubic inch. Your law and injunction won’t work.”
“You’ve seen a lawyer, I suppose?”
“I have, and he assures me there’s nothing to stop me. Furthermore, until I reach space, the law doesn’t apply, and when I’m in space, no Earth-made laws can govern me.”
Stewart shrugged. “So you’ve put one over on me again. You always were persistent, Erin. The only man I haven’t been able to beat—yet. Maybe I’ll have to wait until your crazy ship fails, but I hope not.”
“I’ll walk down to the dock with you,” Erin offered. “Drop in any time you want to, provided you come alone.” He was feeling almost friendly now that success was in sight. Stewart fell in beside him, his eyes turned toward the group of laborers Jack was directing.
“I suppose—” he began, and stopped.
“He goes along, according to his own wishes.”
Stewart grunted. “You realize, Erin, that one false attempt might set the possibility of the public’s accepting rocket flight back fifty years. And the men in the ship would be—well, wouldn’t be.” He hesitated. “How much would you take to stop it?”
“You know better than that.” But Erin realized that the question was more an automatic reaction than anything else. When Stewart asked that, he could see no other solution, and money had been his chief weapon since he made his first fortune.
As the man left in the little boat that had brought him, Erin wondered, though. Was Stewart licked, for once and for all? Or was it only the combination of seeing his son turned against him, and finding his carefully laid scheme hadn’t made a decent fizzle? He shrugged and dismissed it. There seemed little more chance for trouble, but if it came, it would be the unexpected, and worry would do no good.
It was the unexpected, but they were not entirely unwarned. The first pale light of the false dawn showed when a commotion at the door awakened them. Doug got up grumpily and went groping toward the key. “Some darned Chinese in a fight, I suppose,” he began.
Then he let out a sound that scarcely fitted a human throat and jerked back in. The others could see only two small, rounded arms that came up around his neck, and a head of hair that might have been brown in a clearer light. The voice was almost hysterical. “Doug! Oh, I was afraid I wouldn’t get here in time.”
“Helen!” Doug’s words were frigid, but he trembled under the robe. “What are—don’t start anything…I saw the letter.” They could see her more clearly now, and Jimmy whistled. No wonder Doug had taken it so hard. She was almost crying, and her arms refused to let him go. “I knew you’d seen the first page—part of it. But yon didn’t read it all.”
“Well?” Only the faintest ghost of a doubt tinged his inflection.
“I wasn’t just acting the Saturday before; I meant it. That’s why I was writing the letter—to tell Mr. Stewart I was through with him.” She groped into her purse and came out with a wrinkled sheet. “Here, you can see for yourself. And then you were gone and I found this in the wastebasket where you threw it, so I didn’t quit. I thought you’d never speak to me. Believe me, Doug!”
His wizened little face wasn’t funny now, though two red spots showed up ridiculously on his white skin. His long, tapering fingers groped toward her, touched, and then drew back. She caught them quickly. “Well—” he said. Then: “What are you doing here, anyhow, Helen…Helenya?”
She jerked guiltily. “Stewart. His lieutenant—Russell—wanted the combination to your alarm system again—forgot it.”
“You gave it?”
“I had to. Then I came here to warn you. There are a bunch of them, every rat on his force, and they’re coming here. I was afraid you’d be—”
There was something almost wonderful about Doug then. All the silly cockiness and self-consciousness were gone. “All right,” he said quietly. “Go back to the cook shack and stay there; you’ll know where to find it. No, do as I say. We’ll talk it over later, Helen. I don’t want you around when it happens. Go on. Erin, Tom, you’ll know what to do. I’ll wake the Chinese and get them in order.” And he was gone at a run.
VII
They didn’t stop to dress fully, but went out into the chill air as they were. Doug had the Chinese lined up and was handing out the few spare weapons grimly, explaining while he worked. A tall North Country yellow man asked a few questions in a careful Harvard accent, then turned back and began barking orders in staccato Mandarin. Whether they would be any good in a fight was a question, but the self-appointed leader seemed to know his business. They were no cowards, at least.
Tom Shaw passed Jimmy a dried plug of tobacco. “Better take it,” he advised. “When you’re fighting the first time, it takes something strong in your mouth to keep your stomach down, son. And shoot for their bellies—it’s easier and just as sure.”
There was no time to throw up embankments at the wharf, so they drew back to the higher ground, away from the buildings, which would have sheltered them, but covered any flanking movement by the gunmen. Jack stared incredulously at the gun in his hand, and wiped the sweat from his hands. “Better lend me some of that tobacco,” he said wryly. “My stomach’s already begun fighting. You using that heavy thing?”
“Sure.” The gun was a sixty-pound machine rifle, equipped with homemade grips and shoulder and chest pads, set for single fire. It looked capable of crushing Shaw’s lanky figure at the first recoil, but he carried it confidently. “It’s been done before; grew up with a gun in my hand in the Green Mountains.”
Erin rubbed a spot over his heart surreptitiously and waited. Stewart would be defeated only when he died, it seemed, and maybe not then.
Then they made out the figures in the tricky light of the dawn, long shadows that slunk silently over the dock and advanced up the hill toward the bunkhouse. Some movement must have betrayed the watchers, for one of the advancing figures let out a yell and pointed. “Come on, mugs,” a hoarse voice yelled. “Here’s our meat, begging to be caught. A bonus to the first man that gets one.”
Whing! Shaw twitched and swore. “Only a crease,” he whispered, “and an accident. They can’t shoot.” He raised the heavy gun, coming upright, and aimed casually. It spoke sharply, once, twice, then in a slow tattoo. The light made the shooting almost impossible, but two of the men yelled, and one dropped.
“Make it before sunup,” he warned, as the thugs drew back nervously. “The light’ll hit our eyes then and give them the advantage.” Then the men below evidently decided it was only one man they had to fear and came boiling up, yelling to encourage themselves; experience had never taught them to expect resistance. Shaw dropped back onto his stomach, beside the others, shooting with even precision, while Erin and Jimmy followed suit. The rest were equipped only with automatics, which did little good.
“Huh!” Jack rubbed a shoulder where blood trickled out, his eyes still on the advance.
Erin felt the gun in his hand buck backward and realized suddenly that he was firing on the rushing men.
Jimmy’s voice was surprised. “I hit a man—I think he’s dead.” He shivered and stuck his face back to the sights, trying to repeat it.
Shaw spat out a brown stream. “Three,” he said quietly. “Out of practice, I guess.”
The few Chinese with handarms attempted a cross fire as the men came abreast, but their marksmanship was hopeless. Then all were swept together, waves breaking against each other, and individual details were lost. Guns were no good at close range, and Erin dropped the rifle, grabbing quickly for the hatchet in his belt as a heavy-set man singled him out.
He saw the gun butt coming at him in the man’s hand, ducked instinctively, and felt it hit somewhere. But the movement with the hatchet seemed to complete itself, and he saw the man drop. Something tingled up his spine, and the weapon came down again, viciously. Brains spattered. “Shouldn’t hit a man who’s down,” a voice seemed to say, but the heat of fighting was on him, and he felt no regret at the broken rule.
A sharp stab struck at his back, and he swung to see a knife flashing for a second stroke. Pivoting on his heel, he dived, striking low, and heard the knife swish by over his head. Then he grabbed, caught, and twisted, and the mobsman dropped the metal blade from a broken arm. Most of the fighting had turned away down the hill, and he moved toward the others.
Jimmy spat out a stream of tobacco in the face of an opponent, just as another swung a knife from his side. Erin jumped forward, but Tom Shaw was before him, and the knife fell limply as Shaw fired an automatic from his hip. “Five,” Erin heard his dispassionate voice. Beside Shaw, Hank Vlček was reducing heads with a short iron bar.
Erin moved into the fight again, swinging the hatchet toward a blood-covered face, not waiting to see its effects. Two of the Chinese lay quietly, and one was dragging himself away, but none of his other men seemed fatally injured. He scooped up a fallen knife, jumped for one man, and twisted suddenly to sink it in the side of Jack’s opponent, then jerked toward the two who were driving Doug backward.
Doug stumbled momentarily, and something slashed down. Morse saw the little body sag limply, and threw the hatchet. Metal streaked through the air to bury itself in the throat of one of the men, and Erin’s eyes flashed sideways. Kung stood there, another kitchen knife poised for the throwing. The remaining one of Doug’s assailants saw it, too, and the knife and gun seemed to work as one. Kung gasped and twisted over on his bad leg; the knife missed, but Erin’s hatchet found its mark. Only a split second had elapsed, but time had telescoped out until a hundred things could be seen in one brief flash.
And then, without warning, it seemed, the battle was over and the gunmen drew back, running for the dock. Shaw grabbed for his gun and yelled, “Stop!” A whining bullet carried his message more strongly, and they halted. He spat the last of his tobacco out. “Pick up your dead and wounded, and get out! Tell Stewart he can have the bodies with our compliments!”
Russell lay a few yards off, and their leader had been the first to fall under Erin’s hatchet. Lacking direction, they milled back, less than a third of the original number, and began dragging the bodies toward the dock. Shaw followed them grimly, the ugly barrel of the machine gun lending authority to his words, and Erin turned toward Doug.
The physicist was sitting up. “Shoulder,” he said thickly. “Only stunned when I hit the ground. Better see about Kung over there.” Then a rushing figure of a girl swooped down, taking possession of him and biting out choking cries at his wound. Erin left him in Helen’s hands and turned to the cook.
It was too late. Kung had joined his ancestors, and the big Hill Country Chinese stood over him. “A regrettable circumstance, Mr. Morse,” he enunciated. “Hsi Kung tendered you his compliments and requested that I carry on for him. I can assure you that our work will continue as before. In view of the fact that you are somewhat depleted as to funds, Hsi Kung has requested that his funeral be a simple one.”
Erin looked at Kung’s body in dull wonder; since he could remember, the man had apparently lived only that he might have a funeral whose display would impress the whole of his native village in China. “I guess we can ship him back,” he said slowly. “How many others?”
“Two, sir. Three with injuries, but not fatal, I am sure. I must congratulate your men on the efficiency with which the battle was conducted. Most extraordinary.”
“Thanks.” Erin’s throat felt dry, and his knees threatened to buckle under him, while his heart did irregular flip-flops. To him it seemed that it was more than extraordinary none of his friends were dead; all were battered up, but they had gotten off with miraculous ease. “Can some of your men cook?”
“I should feel honored, sir, if you would appoint your servant, Robert Wah, to Hsi Kung’s former position.”
“Good. Serve coffee to all, and the best you can find for any that want to eat—your men as well.” Then, to Shaw who had come up: “Finished?”
Shaw nodded. “All gone, injured and wounded with them. Wonder if Stewart’s fool enough to drag us into court over it? I didn’t expect this of him.”
“Neither did I, but it will be strictly private, I’m—sure.” Erin’s knees weakened finally, and Shaw eased him to a seat. He managed a smile at the foreman’s worried face. “It’s nothing—just getting old.” He’d have to see a doctor about his heart soon. But there was still work to be done. With surprise, he noticed blood trickling down one arm. Stewart had done that; it was always Stewart.
VIII
The clerks in Gregory Stewart’s outer office sat stiffly at their work, and the machines beat out a regular tattoo, without any of the usual interruptions for talk. Stewart’s private secretary alone sat idle, biting her nails. In her thirteen years of work, she thought she had learned all the man’s moods, but this was a new one.
He hadn’t said anything, and there had been no blustering, but the tension in the office all came from the room in which he sat, sucking at his pipe and staring at a picture. That picture, signed “Mara,” had always puzzled her. It had been there while his wife was still living, but it was not hers.
The buzzer on the PBX board broke in, and the girl operator forgot her other calls to plug in instantly. “Yes, sir,” she said hastily. “Erin Morse, on Kroll Island. I have the number. Right away, sir.”
She could have saved her unusual efforts; at the moment, Stewart was not even conscious of her existence. He stared at the blank visi-screen, his lips moving, but no sound came out. There was a set speech by his side, written carefully in the last hour, but now that he had made his decision, he crumpled it and tossed it in the waste-basket.
The screen snapped into life, and the face of his son was on it, a face that froze instantly. At least they were open for calls today, which was unusual; ordinarily, no one answered the buzzer. Stewart’s eyes centered on the swelling under the shirt, where the boy’s wound was bandaged. “Jack,” he said quickly. “You all right?”
The boy’s voice was not the one he knew. “Your business, sir?”
Humbleness came hard to Stewart, who had fought his way up from the raw beginnings only because he lacked it. Now it was the only means to his end. “I’d like to speak to Erin, please.”
“Mr. Morse is busy.” The boy reached for the switch, but the others quick motion stayed his hand.
“This is important. I’m not fighting this morning.”
Jack shrugged, wincing at the dart of pain, and turned away. Stewart watched him fade from the screen’s focus and waited patiently until Erin’s face came into view. It was a tired face, and the erect shoulders were less erect this time.
Morse stared into the viewer without a change of expression. “Well, Stewart?”
“The fight’s over, Erin.” It was the hardest sentence Stewart had ever spoken, but he was glad to get it over. “I hadn’t meant things to work out the way they did, last night. That was Russell’s idea, the dirty rat, and I’m not sorry he found his proper reward. When I do any killing, I’ll attend to it myself.”
Erin still stared at him with a set face, and he went on, digging out every word by sheer willpower. “I’d meant them to blow up your ship, I admit. Maybe that would have been worse, I don’t know. But Russell must have had a killing streak in him somewhere, and took things into his own hands. Who was killed?”
“A Chinese cook and two others of the same race. Your men might have done more.”
“Maybe. Men might have. Yellow river rats never could put up a decent fight against opposition of the caliber you’ve got!” Stewart checked off a point on a small list and asked, “Any relatives of the dead?”
“The cook had an uncle in China—he must have slipped over the border, since he’s not American-born. I’m shipping him back with the best funeral I can afford. The others came from Chinatown.”
“I’ll have the cook picked up today and see that he gets a funeral with a thousand paid mourners. The same to the others, and ten thousand cash to the relatives of each. No, I’d rather; I’m asking it as a favor, Erin.”
Erin smiled thinly. “If you wish. Your rules may be queer, from my standards, but it seems you do have a code of your own. I’m glad of that, even if it’s a bit rough.”
Stewart twitched his mouth jerkily; that hurt, somehow. Erin had a habit of making him seem inferior. Perhaps his code was not the sporting one, but it did include two general principles: mistakes aren’t rectified by alibis, and a man who has proved himself your equal deserves respect.
“I don’t fight a better man, anyway, Erin,” he admitted slowly. “You took all I handed out and came up fighting. So you’ll have no trouble getting supplies from now on, and we’ll complete this race on equal footing. How did Jack take it?”
“Like a man, Greg.” In all the years of their enmity, neither had quite dropped the use of first names, and Erin’s resentment was melting. “He’s a fine boy. You sired well.”
“Thank God for that, at least. Erin, you hold a patent on an air-conditioning machine, and I need it. The government’s building submarines, and I can get a nice bunch of contracts if I can supply that and assure them of good air for as long as they want to stay under.” Stewart’s voice had gone businesslike. “Would ten percent royalties and a hundred thousand down buy all but space rights? It’s not charity, if that worries you.”
“I didn’t think it was.” For himself, the price mattered little, but here was a chance to pay back some of the money the others had invested with him. He made his decision instantly. “Send over your contracts, and I’ll sign them.”
“Good. Now, with all threats gone, how about that berth on my ship I offered you? She’ll be finished in a week, with a dependable fuel, and there’s room for one more.”
Erin smiled broadly now at Stewart’s old skepticism of his methods. “Thanks, but the Santa Maria is practically done, too, using a dependable power source. Why not come with me?”
It was Stewart’s turn to smile. And as he cut connections, it seemed to him that even the face in the picture was smiling for the first time in almost forty years.
Erin rubbed his wounded arm tenderly and wondered what it would feel like to go ahead without a constant, lurking fear. At the moment, the change was too radical for his comprehension. Things looked too easy.
IX
The Santa Maria was off the skids, and the ground swell on the ocean bobbed her up and down gently, like a horse champing at the bit. Not clipper built, Erin thought, but something they could be proud of. Now that she was finished, all the past trouble seemed unreal, like some disordered nightmare.
“Jack and I are making a test run at once,” he announced. “It’ll be dark in a few minutes, so you can follow our jets and keep account of our success or failure. No, just the two of us, this first time. We’re going up four thousand miles and coming back down.”
“How many of us go on the regular trip?” Jimmy wanted to know. “Dutch says he’ll stay on the ground and design them. Since Doug’s turned into a married man, he’ll stay with his wife, I suppose, but how about the rest?”
They nodded in unison; though there had been no decision, it had always been understood that all were to go. Doug wrapped his arm possessively around Helen and faced Erin. “I’m staying with my wife, all light,” he stated, “but she’s coming along. Why should men hog all the glory?”
Erin glanced at the girl hastily. This had not been in the plans. “I’m going,” she said simply, and he nodded. This thing was too great for distinction of sex—or race. He motioned to Robert Wah who stood in the background, looking on wistfully, and the tall Chinese bowed deeply.
“I should be honored, sir, by the privilege.” Pleasure lighted his face quickly, and he moved forward unobtrusively, adding himself to their company. That made eight, the number the ship was designed for.
Jack was already climbing into the port, and Erin turned to follow him, motioning the others back. There was no need risking additional lives on this first test, though he felt confident of this gleaming monster he had dreamed and fought for.
“Ready?” he asked, strapping himself in. Jack nodded silently, and Erin’s fingers reached for the firing keys. They were trembling a little. Here under them lay the work of a lifetime. Suppose Stewart was right, after all? He shook the sudden doubt from himself, and the keys came down under his fingers.
The great ship spun around in the water, pointing straight out toward Europe. The ground swell made the first few seconds rough tiding, but she gathered speed under her heels and began skimming the crests until her motion was perfectly even. All the years Erin had spent in training, in planning, and in imagining a hundred times every emergency and its answers rose in his mind, and the metal around him became almost an extension of his body.
Now she was barely touching the water, though there was a great wake behind her that seethed and boiled. Then the wake came to an end, and she rose in the air around her, the stubby fins supporting her at the speed she was making. Erin opened up the motors, tilting the stick delicately in his hand, and she leaped through the air like a soul torn free. He watched the hull pyrometers, but the tough alloy could stand an amazing amount of atmospheric friction.
“Climb!” he announced at last, and the nose began tilting up smoothly. The rear-viewer on the instrument board showed the waves running together and the ocean seemed to drop away from them and shrink. At half power she was rising rapidly in a vertical climb.
“Look!” Jack’s voice cut through the heady intoxication Erin felt, and he took his eyes from the panel. Off to the side, and at some distance, a long streak of light climbed into the sky, reached their height, and went on. Even through the insulated hull, a faint booming sound reached them. “Stewart’s ship! He’s beat us to the start!”
“The fool!” The cry was impulsive, and he saw the boy wince under it slightly. “There might be some small chance, though. I hope he makes it. He’ll follow an orbit that takes the least amount of fuel, and we’ll be cutting through with at least a quarter gravity all the way for comfort. He can’t beat us.”
The course of the other ship, he could see, held true and steady. Stewart knew how to pilot; holding that top-heavy mass of metal on its tail was no small job.
Jack gripped the straps that held him to his seat, but said nothing, his eyes glued on the blast that mushroomed down from the other ship, until it passed out of sight. Behind the Santa Maria, the pale-blue jet looked insignificant after seeing the other. Something prickled oddly at Erin’s skin, and he wondered whether it was the Heaviside layer, but it passed and there was only the press of acceleration.
He opened up again as the air dropped behind, and the smooth hum of the atomics answered sweetly. Jack released himself and hitched his way toward the rear observation room, then fought the acceleration back to Erin’s side. “Jets are perfect,” he reported. “Not a waver, and they’re holding in line perfectly. No danger to the tubes. How high?”
“Two hundred miles, and we’re making about twenty-five miles a minute now. Get back to your seat, son, I’m holding her up.” He tapped the keys for more power, and grunted as the pull struck them. By the time they were a few thousand miles out, most of Earth’s gravity would be behind them, and they wouldn’t have that added pressure to contend with. Acceleration alone was bad enough.
At the two-thousand-mile limit, Morse twisted the wheel of the control stick and began spinning her over on her tail. Steering without the leverage of atmosphere was tricky, though part of his training had taken that into account, to the best of his ability. He completed the reversal finally, and set the keys for a deceleration that would stop them at the four-thousand-mile limit.
Jack was staring out at the brilliant points made by the stars against the black of space, but he gasped as Erin cut the motors. “How far?” he asked again. “There seems to be almost no gravity.”
“Earth is still pulling us, but only a quarter strength. We’ve reached the four-thousand mark we planned—and proved again that Gravity obeys the laws of inverse squares.” The novelty of the sensation appealed to him, but the relief from the crushing weight was his real reason for cutting power. Now his heart labored from weight and excitement, and he caught his breath, waiting for it to steady before turning back.
“Ready?” he asked finally, and power came on. They were already moving slowly back, drawn by the planet’s pull. “Hold tight; I’m going to test my steering.” Under his hands the stick moved this way and that, and the ship struggled to answer, sliding into great slow curves that would have been sudden twists and turns in the air. All his ingenuity in schooling himself hadn’t fully compensated for the difficulties, but practice soon straightened out the few kinks left.
His breath was coming in short gasps as he finished; the varying stress of gravity and acceleration had hit hard at him, and there was a dull thumping in his chest. “Take over, Jack,” he ordered, holding his words steady. “Do you good to learn. Half acceleration.”
But the thumping went on, seeming to grow worse. Each breath came out with an effort. Jack was intent on the controls, though there was little to do for the moment, and did not notice; for that, Erin was grateful. He really had to see a doctor; only fear of the diagnosis had made him put it off this long.
“Reversal,” Jack called. He began twisting the control, relying on pure mathematics and quick reactions to do the trick. They began to come around, but Erin could feel it was wrong. The turn went too far, was inaccurately balanced, and the ship picked up a lateral spin that would give rise to other difficulties. Here was one place where youth and youth’s quick reflexes were useless. It took the steady hand of calculating judgment, and the head that had imagined this so often it all seemed old.
He fought his way forward, pressing back the heart that seemed to burst through his chest. Jack was doing his best, but he was not the ship’s master. He welcomed Erin’s hand that reached down for the stick. Experience had corrected the few mistakes of the previous reversal, and the ship began to come around in one long, accurate blast. When it stopped, her tail was steadily blasting against Earth.
“I’ll carry on.” Erin knew he had to, since descent, even in an atmosphere, was far trickier than it might seem. To balance the speed so that the air-fins supported her, without tearing them off under too much pressure required no small skill. He buckled himself back in, and let her fall rapidly. Time was more important, something told him, than the ease of a slower descent. He waited till the last moment before tapping on more power, heard the motors thrum solidly, and waited for the first signs of air. The pyrometer needles rose quickly, but not to their danger point. The tingling feeling lashed through him again, and was gone, and he began maneuvering her into a spiral that would set her down in the water where she could coast to the island.
He glanced back at the boy, whose face expressed complete trust, and bit at his lips, but his main concern was for the ship. Once destroyed, that might never be duplicated. Time, he prayed, only time enough. The ocean was coming into view through thin clouds below, but it still seemed too far.
“God!” Jack’s cry cut into his worries. “To the left—it’s the other ship.”
Erin stole a quick glance at the window, and saw a ragged streak of fire in the distance. Stewart’s ship must have failed. But there was no time for that. The ocean was near, now.
He cut into a long flat glide, striving for the delicate balance of speed and angle that would set her down without a rebound, and held her there. A drag from the friction of the water told him finally that she was down. More by luck than design, his landing was near the takeoff point, and the island began poking up dimly through the darkness. He threw on the weak forward jets, guessing at the distance, and juggled the controls.
There was a red knot of pain in his chest and a mist in front of his eyes that made seeing difficult, but he let her creep in until the wood limbers of the dock stood out clearly. Then the mist turned black, and he had only time to cut all controls. He couldn’t feel the light crunch as she touched the shore.
Erin was in bed in the bunkhouse when consciousness returned, and his only desire was to rest and relax. The strange man bending over him seemed about to interfere, and he shoved him away weakly. Tom Shaw bent over him, putting his hands back and holding them until he desisted.
“The ship is perfect,” Tom’s voice assured him, oddly soft for the foreman. “We’re all proud of you, Erin, and the doctor says there’s no danger now.”
“Stewart?” he asked weakly.
“His ship went out a few thousand miles, and the tubes couldn’t stand the concentrated heat of his jets. Worked all right on small models, but the volume of explosives was cubed with the square of the tube diameter, and it was too much. We heard his radio after he cut through the Heaviside, and he was trying to bring her down at low power without burning them out completely. We haven’t heard from the rescue squad, but they hope the men are safe.”
The strange man clucked disapprovingly. “Not too much talk,” he warned. “Let him rest.”
Erin stirred again, plucking at the covers. So he finally was seeing a doctor, whether he wanted to or not. “Is there—” he asked. “Am I—grounded?”
Shaw’s hand fell over his, and the grizzled head nodded. “Sorry, Erin.”
X
Erin stood in the doorway of the bunkhouse, looking out over the buildings toward the first star to come out. Venus, of course, but Mars would soon show up. He had not yet told the men that the flight was off, and they were talking contentedly behind him, discussing what they would find on Mars.
A motorboat’s drone across the water caught his attention and he turned his eyes to the ocean. “There’s someone coming,” he announced. “At least they seem to be headed this way.”
Jimmy jumped up, scattering the cards he had been playing with his father. “Darn! Must be the reporters. I notified the press that tonight was supposed to be the takeoff and forgot to tell them it was postponed when you came back from the test. Shall I send them back?”
“Bring them up. There should be room enough for them here. Have Wah serve coffee.” Erin moved back toward his bunk, being careful to take it easy, and sank down. “There’s something I have to tell them—and you at the same time.”
Helen brought him his medicine and he took it, wondering what reception his words would have with the newspapermen. Previous experience had made him expect the worst. But these men were quiet and orderly as they filed in, taking seats around the recreation tables. Even though it had failed, Stewart’s flight had taught them that rocketry was a serious business. Also, they were picked men from the syndicates, not the young cubs he had dealt with before. Wah brought in coffee and brandy.
“Your man tells us the flight has been delayed,” one of them began. He showed no resentment at the long ride by rail and boat for nothing. “Can you tell us, then, when you’re planning to make it, and give us some idea of the principle of flight you use?”
“Jimmy can give you mimeographed sheets of the ship’s design and power system,” Erin answered. “But the flight is put off indefinitely. Probably it will be months before it occurs, and possibly years. It depends on how quickly I can transfer my knowledge to a younger man.”
“But we understood a successful trial had been made, with no trouble.”
“No mechanical trouble, that is. But, gentlemen, no matter how perfectly built a machine may be, the human element must always be considered. In this case, it failed. I’ve been ordered not to leave the ground.”
There were gasps from his own men, and the tray in Wah’s hands spilled to the floor, unnoticed. Shaw and Jack moved about among the others, speaking in low voices.
Among the newspapermen, bewilderment substituted for consternation. “I fail to see—” the spokesman said.
Erin found it difficult to explain to laymen, but he tried an example. “When the Wright brothers made their first power flights, they had already gotten practice from gliders. But suppose one of them had been given a plane without previous experience and told to fly it across the Atlantic? This, to a much greater extent, is like that.
“Perhaps later, if rocketry becomes established, men can be given flight training in a few weeks. Until then, only those who have spent years of ground work can hope to master the more difficult problems of astronautics. This may sound like boasting to you, but an immediate flight without myself as pilot is out of the question.”
Jack struck in, silencing their questioning doubts. “I tried it, up there,” he told them, “and I had some experience with radio-controlled models. But mathematics and intelligence, or even a good understanding of the principles involved, aren’t enough. It’s like skating on frictionless ice, trying to cut a figure eight against a strong head wind. Without Erin, I wouldn’t be here.” They accepted the fact, and Erin went on. “Two men, to my knowledge, spent the time and effort to acquire the basic ground work—Greogry Stewart and myself. Even though he crashed, killing two of his men, he demonstrated his ability to hold a top-heavy ship on its course under the most trying conditions. To some extent, I have proved my own ability. But Stewart has no ship and I have no pilot. Mars will have to wait until one of my own men can be given adequate preparation.”
The spokesman tapped his pencil against a pad of paper and considered. “But, since each of you lacks what the other has, why not let Stewart pilot your ship? Apparently he’s willing to give up his interests here and try for some other planet.”
“Because he doesn’t consider my ship safe.” Erin knew that it might prove detrimental to their acceptance of his design, but that couldn’t be helped. “Stewart and I have always been rivals, less even in fact than in ideas. Now that his own ship proved faulty, he’d hardly be willing to risk one in which he has no faith.”
A broad man in the background stirred uneasily, drawing his hat farther down over his face, which was buried in his collar. “Have you asked him?” he demanded in a muffled voice.
“No.” It had never occurred to Erin to do so. “If you insist, I’ll call him but there can be only one answer.”
The heavy man stood up, throwing back his hat and collar. “You might consult me before quoting my opinion, Erin,” Gregory Stewart stated. “Even a fool sometimes has doubts of his own wisdom.” The eyes of those in the room riveted on him, but he swung to his son, who was staring harder than the others. “Will the Santa Maria get to Mars?” he asked.
Jack nodded positively. “It will get there, and back. I’m more than willing to stake my own life on that. But you—”
“Good. I’ll take your word for it, Jack, with the test flight to back it up. How about it, Erin?” He swung to his rival, some of the old allowance in his voice. “Maybe I’d be glory-hogging, but I understand you’re in the market for a pilot. Like to see my letters of reference?”
Strength flowed back into Erin’s legs, and he came to his feet with a smile, his hand outstretched. “I think you’ll prove entirely satisfactory, Greg.” It had been too sudden for any of them to realize fully, but one of the photographers sensed the dramatic, and his flashbulb flared whitely. The others were not slow in following suit.
“When?” a reporter asked. “Expect to be ready in the near future?”
“Why not now? The time’s about right, and my affairs are in order. Is everything ready here?” Judging from their looks that it was, Stewart took over authority with the ease of old habit. “All right, who’s coming? A woman? How about you, Jack?”
Jack’s voice was brisk, but the cold had thawed from it. “Count me in, Dad. I’m amateur copilot.”
“Me, I think I go too,” Dutch Bauer decided. “Maybe then I can build better when I come back.”
Erin counted them, and rechecked. “But that’s nine,” he demurred. “The ship is designed for eight.”
Tom Shaw corrected him. “It’s only eight, Erin. I’ve decided to let Jimmy carry on the family tradition. Shall we stay here and watch them take off?”
There was a mad rush for the few personal belongings that were to go, and a chorus of hasty good-byes. Then they were gone, the reporters with them, and the two men stood quietly studying each other. Erin smiled at his foreman, an unexpected mist in his eyes. “Thanks, Tom. You needn’t have done that.”
“One in the family’s enough. Besides, Dutch wanted to go.” His voice was gruff as he steadied Erin to the door and stood looking out at the mob around the spaceship. The reporters were busy, getting last words, taking pictures, and the Chinese laborers were clustered around Wah, saying their own adieus. Then Greg’s heavy roar came up, and they tumbled back away from the ship, while the men who were to go filed in. The great port closed slowly and the first faint trial jets blasted out.
Confidence seemed to flow into the tubes, and they whistled and bellowed happily, twisting the ship and sending her out over the water in a moonsilvered path. Erin saw for the first time the fierce power that lay in her as she dropped all normal bounds and went forward in a headlong rush. Stewart was lifting her rather soon, but she took it and was off.
They followed the faint streak she made in the air until it was invisible, and a hum from the speaker sent Shaw to the radio. Greg’s voice came through. “Sweet ship, Erin, if you hear me. I’ll send you a copy of Gunga Dhin from Mars. Be seeing you.”
Erin stayed in the doorway, watching the stars that looked down from the point where the Santa Maria had vanished. “Tom,” he said at last, “I wish you’d take my Bible and turn to the last chapter of Deuteronomy. You’ll know what I mean.”
A minute later Shaw’s precise reading voice reached him. “ ‘And the Lord said unto Moses, This is the land which I sware unto Abraham, unto Isaac, and unto Jacob, saying, I will give it unto thy seed: I have caused thee to see it with thine eyes, but thou shalt not go hither.’ ”
“At least I have seen it, Tom; the stars look different up there.” Erin took one final look and turned back into the room. “Until the reporters come back here, how about a game of rummy?”



THE STILL WATERS
Zeke watched the red light on the panel fade, then listened to the chatter of the relays as the ship searched its way back to its course. The pip on the screen had disappeared into the background of snow that the anti-noise circuits could no longer blank, even this far from the sun. He dropped his eyes to his hands that lay on the board, staring bitterly at the knuckles that were swollen with arthritis and covered with coarse hairs that had begun to turn gray.
Behind him, he heard Mary sigh softly. “Those blamed blowtorches,” she said, but her voice was as tired as he felt, and the old anger at the smaller, direct drive ships was almost automatic. “He might look where he’s going.”
“He looked,” Zeke told her. “There wasn’t any danger, Mary.”
She smiled at him, as if to indicate there could be none with him at the controls. But he could feel no lift in response. There really had been no danger. The blowtorch must have spotted the huge bulk of the Midas well in advance; its newer radar couldn’t have missed.
He stared at his hands again. He’d known there was no need for an emergency blast and had been reaching for the controls when the automatics went on. But, like the screen, age had let too much noise creep into the messages along his nerves. His fingers had reacted too late, and had fumbled. Just as the Midas had fumbled in overblasting needlessly.
An old man, he thought, in an old ship. But lately it seemed that he was growing old faster than even the ship. Once, he’d liked it best when they were furthest from the planets. Now he’d found the trip in from Tethys almost too long and wearying. He was actually looking forward to berthing at Callisto where there could be no alarms to wake him from what fitful sleep he could get.
He heard the control room door close softly and knew without thinking that Mary had gone to make tea for them. Their habits were as automatic as those of the ship, he thought. But he reached for his pipe and began filling it, unconsciously muttering the words that had become a symbol of their needs: “A good smoke and a pot of tea never hurt anyone.”
If their boy had lived, things might have been different. Zeke sighed, and got up, heading back for his regular tour of inspection before tea. He passed the three other empty seats in the control room. Bates had died on Venus, Levitchoffsky had sold out to join a blowtorch company, and Ngambu had gasped out his life from a sudden stroke only three years before, leaving the Midas entirely to Zeke. Somehow, it had been harder and harder to get younger men to replace the missing ones. Now he was resigned to doing everything himself. He’d had years enough in which to learn since he’d first been taken into the group as head engineer.
He went back through the empty crew quarters, past the equally empty passenger rooms, and through the holds with their small load of freight, until he came to the great engine that drove the Midas. There, for the first time that day, he relaxed. Elsewhere, the brightwork had long since dulled, but the huge fusion converter was the one thing he never neglected. It purred on smoothly, turning a trickle of the hydrogen in ordinary water into huge floods of power, and it gleamed under his approving glance. They weren’t building engines like that any more—not since the blowtorches had taken over. A complete blowtorch weighed less than the seven thousand tons of power equipment the Midas carried. It had been constructed when space ships were so tremendously expensive that their engines were designed to last almost forever. The ship could fall to pieces around it, or he could be forgotten for generations before it began to fail.
Then the satisfaction passed. Even the engine had one weakness—it needed someone to feed it and to give it the minimum care. Once he was gone, the engine would die with him. With the blowtorches controlling the space lanes, nobody would be interested in an old ship, no matter how well the engine could convert hydrogen to power for the great ion blasters to hurl out in driving force.
Reluctantly, Zeke turned from the engine room and on back toward the complexities of the driving tubes. He moved slowly now, putting it off as long as he could. The blast that had been wasted in trying to avoid the blowtorch had been too strong; somewhere, some part of the controls had misfunctioned. Now…
It could have been worse. The drivers were still functioning, at least. But the imbalance that had been creeping up was worse. The strain of the needless correction had crippled them more than a year of normal use could have done.
Zeke moved about, avoiding enormous bus bars and giant electronic parts in the huge but crowded section out of old habit. He could make up for the damage to some extent, by inhibiting the less worn sections. But it was only a temporary expedient. The Midas was long since overdue for drydocking and repairs. It could no longer be delayed.
Mary had the tea ready when he finally went back to their cabin. She started to pour his, then stopped as she saw his face. “Bad?” she asked.
He nodded. He’d never been one to talk much, and with Mary it hadn’t been necessary. “Shot!” he told her. “How much is left?”
She pulled the bankbook out and handed it to him. He added the figure to the freight he’d collect for at Callisto. There was some insurance he could borrow against. But he knew it wasn’t enough.
“Maybe Mr. Williams will give us an advance against next year’s contract,” Mary suggested. “You’ve never asked before.” She stared at him, the worry in her voice less for the ship than for him. “Zeke, why don’t you lie down for an hour? It’ll do more good than the tea.”
He shook his head, picking up his cup. “Can’t,” he answered. “Too much figuring to do.”
The Midas would need babying for its landing, with the drivers so badly out of condition, which would mean finding just the right landing orbit. And while he needed pampering too because of his own condition, that would have to wait.
There’d be time for that, maybe, after he talked to Williams.
It had been five years since Zeke had dropped into Callisto to discuss the last contract renewal with Williams, head of the Saturanus Mineral Corporation. Now, after resting from the long, cautious landing, he found Zeus City changed, without being able to say what the change was at first. Then it began to register; the city was the same, but for the first time, he walked down Main without meeting a single man who recognized him. And there was a new look to the faces—the old, wild expression of the spaceman had given place to a businesslike air he hadn’t seen beyond Mars before.
At Saturanus, there were more changes. The receptionist was a young chit of a girl who kept him waiting for nearly half an hour before sending him into the President’s office. And then it wasn’t Burt Williams who greeted him. The man was a complete stranger!
“Mr. Williams died three years ago, Captain Vaughn,” he said. He hesitated a second, then stood up and held out his hand. “I’m Julian Hathaway, used to be treasurer here, if you remember.”
Zeke had a dim memory of a younger man, and he nodded. Hathaway wasn’t exactly fat, but he’d added a solidity usually called respectable. Now he seemed vaguely uncomfortable.
“I suppose you came to collect what is still due on your contract, Captain Vaughn?” he asked.
Zeke nodded slowly. “And to discuss renewal,” he said. He was still adjusting to the change. He’d never been close enough to Williams to be hit by the man’s death, but all his figuring had been done in terms of the former president. He had no idea of how to broach an advance. Williams had always made it easy to talk to him, but…
Hathaway fidgeted uncomfortably, biting at the end of a cigar. Then he reached into a drawer of his desk and drew out what was obviously the former contract. He compared it with a sheet in front of him. Finally he shrugged and cleared his throat. “According to my figures, you have eighty-four hundred dollars and thirty-one cents due you, plus three hundred dollars retainer to the end of this month. I’ve already had a check made out. And there’s a separate check for five hundred, since Mr. Williams had you listed on the employee roll. That means you’re entitled to that as automatic termination pay after fifteen years. Here.”
He passed over an envelope. Zeke fingered it open, staring at the checks. Then his eyes snapped back to Hathaway. “Termination? But—”
Hathaway looked more uncomfortable, but he nodded. “Unfortunately, we can’t renew the contract, Captain Vaughn.”
“But Williams told me—”
“I know. And I’m sure he meant to keep you under contract as long as you were in business. I don’t know whether he ever told you, but he served for a year on one of the old ion-drive passenger liners, and he was quite sentimental about all ion-drive ships. He had contracts with five, in fact, at one time—though the other four have all been retired. But he had a constant fight with the stockholders over it. As a new president of the company, Captain Vaughn, I don’t have the authority that he had.”
“I don’t get it,” Zeke said. The man was practically telling him he’d been a charity case. And that made no sense. “I charged less than the blowtorches! And freight rates went up last year, too.”
Hathaway looked like a man caught beating a dog. His voice was unhappy, but there was no uncertainty in it. “That’s part of the reason. When the rates went up, Hermes Freight offered us a contract at the old rate, in return for exclusive rights. And since that represents an annual saving of several million dollars to us, we couldn’t turn it down. I’m sorry, Captain Vaughn, but it was out of my hands.”
“Yeah.” Zeke stood up slowly, putting the envelope with the checks into his pocket. He held out his hand, trying to smile normally. “Thanks, Mr. Hathaway. I’ll get the Midas off the Saturanus section of the docks as soon as I can.”
“No need to do that. Until the end of the month, your ship’s technically entitled to berth there, and I’ll see there’s no trouble. Good luck, sir.” He shook Zeke’s hand almost gratefully, and saw the older man out through the office and to the entrance. He was still watching as Zeke turned a corner two blocks away.
He deposited the checks and checked his balance, hoping that Mary’s records had been wrong. But he knew better, without the words of the young teller. Then he headed back to the rocket field, avoiding the hotel where he and Mary were staying.
The Midas loomed up huge among the smaller blowtorches there. They had never succeeded in building a blowtorch drive larger than the original, and the problem of phasing more than one such drive had kept them from multiple drive. Originally, the small ships had contained less than half the cargo space of the Midas, though they’d stepped up the efficiency until it was now about the same.
When the direct conversion of a tiny, intermittent fusion blast to propulsive drive had been invented, the spacemen had laughed at the ships designed for it. They had seemed little more than toys. And the inability to increase their power beyond certain limits had already been recognized. Obviously, with a few more improvements in the reliable, proven ion-drive and fusion motors, the tiny blowtorches would never have a chance.
Spacemen, Zeke now knew, had been right in everything but their knowledge of economics. The big power generating motors and the ion-drive could have been improved, and ships far better than the maximum for the blowtorches could have been built. But they never were. A ship like the Midas had cost over twenty million dollars to build. The huge motor alone had cost sixty percent of that. And for the same money, forty of the direct-drive ships could be completed.
In every way except one, the ion-drive was more efficient. But that one way was the determinant. It wasn’t economically efficient to tie up twenty million dollars and its interest when two blowtorches would yield the same return for a single million! The ship companies stopped contracting for ion-blast ships, and the progress that could have been made still remained only a possibility.
For a while, during the brief trouble between Mars and Earth, when it seemed interplanetary war might occur, Earth had suddenly grown interested in the big ships again. The government had bought them up, planning to arm them. Then the scare had blown over, and they were dumped onto the surplus market, since no freight company was still equipped to use them. Bates and Levitchoffsky had scraped up the price of one, taking Zeke in as engineer and Ngambu as pilot with equal shares for their skills. A lot of spacemen had done the same.
But that had been forty years ago, and now apparently the Midas was the last of the old ships. Zeke had seen some of the others, scrapped on the outer planets, or blown up because the old engineers died or quit; they weren’t training men now to service the big motors properly.
He reached the ship finally and climbed up the ramp. Forty years! He wondered how often he’d climbed it, and then tried to remember how it had felt when he was young enough so that he didn’t wheeze asthmatically before the last step, even on the light planets.
Callisto had been an outpost then, the point beyond which the big companies and the blowtorches didn’t go. Zeke and men like him had built the outplanet colonies; when the blowtorches quit, ships like the Midas had been the lifeline for all beyond Jupiter. Even now, there was a copy of a picture of the Midas on the planet seal of Neptune. And kids had wanted to grow up to handle such ships. They hadn’t been aible to land without a bunch of kids—and grown-up kids, too—streaming out to admire them, and to ask to go inside, to gasp in awe at the engines.
Now to greet him there was only the estimator from the repair company Zeke had consulted on landing. He was standing doubtfully in the main lock, and he swung quickly as Zeke came in.
“Oh, hi, Captain Vaughn. I was just coming to look you up. How soon would you want her rebuilt?”
Zeke frowned. It was a foolish question, but it apparently wasn’t meant for a joke. “As soon as possible, naturally. But—well, how much—”
“Impossible!” Now the estimator seemed to think Zeke was being foolish. He grinned doubtfully. “We don’t keep stuff here to fabricate all this. In fact, you’re lucky we’ve got a man who can handle the job. No other company this side of Earth would touch it. We’ll have to send to Mars for scrap parts for some of it, and maybe get other parts specially tooled at Detroit. Look, you sure you want her drydocked?”
“How much?” Zeke asked again.
The man shrugged. “I haven’t the foggiest notion. It’d take three months to get estimates on the parts. In round numbers, maybe a million dollars for parts, plus shipping and labor, if you want a complete overhaul. A quarter of that just to work on what you’ve got wrong with the drivers, if we disregard minor defects. Your engine looks sound. And you might get by a few more years on the controls. You sick?”
Zeke shook his hand off. He’d been foolish to think it could be done for what he had. With a bitter grin at himself, he took out his bank book and passed it over.
The estimator whistled.
“That’s it,” Zeke told him.
“Umm.” The other stared at the older man, and then shrugged. “All right, I’ll level with you, Captain Vaughn. I was padding it—I like a fat commission as well as the next. But I wasn’t padding it that much. Not by a tenth!” He pulled at one ear lobe, staring about at the ship. Then he shrugged.
“Maybe there’s something we can do, though,” he suggested at last. “We’ve got a few old parts, and we can jury-rig a little more. For twenty-five thousand, we can retune those drivers enough for you to pass take-off inspection here. Hell, since I’m one of the inspectors, I’ll guarantee that. Take us maybe two weeks. Then you can take the ship across to Venus. They’re short of metal and paying top scrap prices. You could probably get enough for this outfit to pick up a fairly good used blowtorch, or to retire on. They jury-rigged a couple of scrapped ion blasters on Earth and crawled across with them recently, so there must be a good price there. How’s it sound?”
Zeke brought a trembling hand up to a big wrench on the wall. “Get off!” His voice was thick in his ears. “Get off my ship, damn you!”
“What the heck gives?” The inspector took a backward step, more as if humoring Zeke than in fear. “Look, I’m trying to help you. You crazy, Captain?”
The brief anger ebbed back into the general dullness, and Zeke let his arm drop limply. He nodded. “I don’t know. Maybe I am. I must be, landing on Callisto without finding out ahead of time they had take-off inspection now. All right, fix her up.”
There was nothing else he could do, of course. It would leave him enough to buy supplies, at least. And fuel was no problem—he’d learned places to find frozen water years before, and the fuel tanks were nearly full.
But with the contract with Saturanus ended, getting freight enough to keep going was going to be tough. If the Midas had been in top condition, he could probably get a fat contract for the new mines on Pluto, since it was hard to get blowtorch pilots who would stick to the long haul so far from any recreation. But the mines wouldn’t risk their ultra-precious ores without a full inspection of the ship. They’d turned him down five years ago. Now it was out of the question.
He headed back toward his hotel, trying to figure out what to tell Mary. She’d know he was lying, of course, but she’d feel better, somehow. Then he’d have to go looking for work. There had to be something.
“The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want,” he quoted to himself, trying to believe it. Then he stopped. His mind found it too easy to twist what came next. Green pastures and still waters! He might be old, but he wasn’t ready to be turned out to pasture; nor was the ship going to be becalmed in still waters, out of the current, to rot and decay uselessly!
* * * *
The ship behaved slightly better on the take-off from Callisto. He’d been nervous about that, after watching the fumbling, sloppy work of the men. And Mary had her own worries probably inspired by her contempt of anyone who would foul up the passageways without cleaning them. It had taken her hours, while he inspected the work, to restore the Midas in livable condition. But once beyond the planetary limits, they both breathed easier.
“I’ll fix the tea, Zeke,” she said. Then she smiled faintly, “He was such a nice young man.”
Zeke knew she was thinking of Hathaway, and nodded. He had to admit she was right. Hathaway couldn’t get the contract renewed, but he’d done all he could, as it turned out. He’d come to their hotel to tell them he’d got them a small job for another minerals company, carrying an emergency inspector to Ceres. The payment had been ridiculously low, bit it was something, at least; and Hathaway had suggested there might be work for them on Ceres for a few trips. With the last of their money gone, they’d needed it.
It had been their only chance, after Zeke had tried every office in Zeus City. There had been no other work for a wornout ion blaster.
Hathaway had been almost a different man, as if a big load had been lifted from his conscience. He’d been as nice as Mary thought. Too nice, Zeke reflected bitterly. They were carrying a passenger now and making enough to pay for the trip, but he knew it was only Hathaway’s charity. He’d won the job only because the younger man had put on pressure to help him, not on his own merits. He wasn’t used to that. Then he remembered that Williams had given him fifteen years of contracts, and that it had been almost charity on Williams’ part!
He picked up his pipe and began filling it as he went on his routine tour of inspection. The door to the passenger cabin was closed, and he felt almost grateful, uncertain about how much the young engineer knew of the situation. He made his way back to the driver compartment, groaning again as he saw the shoddy workmanship that had been done. They hadn’t even bothered removing the rust from salvaged parts. And he remembered that there had been no guarantee, beyond passing take-off inspection. Maybe the work would hold up for another year—beyond that, it would probably fail with complete finality. From ten feet away, he could detect heat still leaking from damaged insulation.
But there was nothing he could do. He’d been one of the best spaceship power engineers turned out in his day. He could control the big generator almost to perfection, and could have taught its operation at any school, or to any younger man who might have been willing to learn. But drivers were too complicated for one man to balance, and he had no repair parts.
He shrugged, and turned back toward the huge engine, where the smooth flow of unceasing power would soothe some of his worries. He was surprised to find Grundy, the engineer-passenger there, studying the bulk of the motor. The blond young man looked almost embarrassed at being caught snooping.
“I had to take a look at her,” he explained hastily. “I’ve never seen a fusion motor before. I meant to, while I was still on Earth, but it was always too much trouble getting into the sections where they are.”
Zeke nodded. He’d heard that the projected fission motors for general use hadn’t been built, since the solar-energy converters had been developed to near perfection. There were plenty of the fusion generators in existence, but they were confined to places where sunlight was unreliable. When a layer of solar-batteries could be sprayed on cheap cloth like paint, capable of extracting nearly a hundred percent of the energy of sunlight and when the new capacity storage cells could handle several days’ accumulation of power, why should men bother with gigantic machinery? Of course, on the planets beyond Mars, sunlight was too weak. But there, the expense of freighting had made all but the biggest installations choose the much simpler and smaller uranium-fission power units; it was cheaper to pay for uranium than to pay interest on a fission motor.
“Glad to show her to you,” he told Grundy.
The engineer shook his head. “No, thanks. I just wanted to take a look. I already know the general theory. Too bad these things couldn’t be built smaller and cheaper. With uranium getting scarcer and more expensive, it’s making it tough on some of the settlements.”
“You a power engineer?” Zeke asked.
“No, mining,” the younger man answered. He gestured to the ship in general around him. “This Midas—wasn’t that the same ship Levitchoffsky was on when they found the uranium lode on that asteroid—the one where he got his start in building up Solar Freighting?”
Zeke nodded. It wasn’t exactly the truth, but it was close enough. Levitchoffsky had bought the claim from a passenger to Saturn who’d given up trying to live off it. Then when he and the others on the Midas had stopped there to see what he had, they’d accidentally taken samples at just the right place. Levitchoffsky had promptly sold it to a speculating firm. It had been two years later, after he’d lost his profits in other worthless claims before he sold his interest in the Midas and joined Solar Freighting.
The engineer stood around a few minutes longer, and then wandered back to his own cabin, more impressed with the fact that Zeke had known Levitchoffsky than with the Midas. Zeke started to follow him, and then stopped. Levitchoffsky! Zeke hadn’t been in touch with him for years, but the other would still remember him. He might be president of Solar Freighting and respectable now. But he wouldn’t have forgotten. If he knew that Zeke was in trouble, he’d do anything he could to help.
Zeke dropped onto the base of the huge motor, caressing it softly as he thought it over. There were still scrapped ion blasters on Earth, and men trained to work with almost anything of a technical nature. They could fix up the Midas—probably for a fraction of what it would cost on Callisto. Then, with a ship like new, there was almost certain work at good rates on the Pluto run. If Levitchoffsky would lend him the money, he could probably pay it back in five years—even paying some younger man a salary high enough to entice him to help.
It wasn’t a thing he liked. It was trading on old friendship. But if he had to have help, he’d rather have it from Levitchoffsky than anyone. And it wouldn’t really be charity. He was good for at least ten more years, with a repaired ship and some kind of help.
He was still considering this when the alarm sounded harshly. One look at the auxiliary control panel in the engine room sent him running painfully back toward the driver section.
But it was all over before he reached it. The insulation on the main steering driver section had finally blown. It must have been over within microseconds as the searing ions blasted out and then the lagging cut-off had deactivated that section. But the damage was beyond any hope of repair!
It was the section supposedly repaired on Callisto. Zeke couldn’t tell whether it had blown because of defective work or because the greater relative strength of the newer parts had put too much strain on old sections. It didn’t matter. Now he had only the emergency steering power left.
That was good for perhaps a couple of landings and take-offs, if he nursed it. After that, the Midas was through.
There was no longer any doubt. Once he reached Ceres, he’d have to cable Levitchoffsky. And now that it was settled beyond a doubt, he began to wonder. Thirty years is a long time. The young man he’d known would have done anything for him; but he’d seen others change with prosperity and time. He suddenly wondered whether Levitchoffsky would even accept the collect cable.
* * * *
Zeke was lucky that the little planetoid had so low a gravity. He was able to conserve on his use of the auxiliaries, without too rough a landing. He sat recovering from it and watching the engineer go hastily down the ramp; the young man must have been angry at the jolting, from the way he walked. But if he’d known it, he was lucky to be in one piece.
The field look bleak. Ceres had been a regular stopping place for the Midas once, but that was long ago. He had remembered it as a beehive of activity, bustling with the business of its great germanium mines. Now the field seemed deserted, and the great warehouses were dark in the faint light of the sun.
And it seemed even gloomier when Zeke stepped out of the Midas and headed toward the cable office. As he passed nearer the line of warehouses, he saw some activity, but nothing like what it had been. Behind them, the processing mills were busy, with the little trucks hard at work. But there was none of the gaiety he had associated with busy miners. And a glance at the loads they were carrying told the answer.
Low-grade ore! Even the fabulous mines here were wearing out. He’d heard a rumor that they’d suddenly come to the end of the rich stuff, but he’d hardly believed it. Now he saw it was true. Ceres probably had enough low-grade to last for generations, but she’d been built on nearly pure ore, and this must be a starvation diet for her.
It seemed even worse than it should, however. Few lights were on, and he saw men in one of the stores wearing heavy clothes, as if they were conserving on heat. If there were a smiling face among the fifty thousand inhabitants of the world, Zeke couldn’t find it.
Even the air in the plastic bubble that covered the town seemed old and weary. Zeke shivered, realizing it was cold. But it was more than the coldness that increased the ache of his joints. Age had crept up on him and the Midas; now it seemed to be pressing down on even the worlds he had known, as if the whole universe was running down into the stagnation of senility.
Age should be a period of peace and contentment—the still waters the Psalm mentioned, where everything was calm and serene. But here, as on board the Midas, the stillness was stagnation and decay, like a pool left behind the flood, when the current has ceased.
His steps lagged as he neared the cable office, partly from the general gloom around and partly from something else. Damn it, it wasn’t really charity he was asking of Levitchoffsky. He repeated it to himself, but he couldn’t quite believe it.
Here and there he recognized a store, but he felt no desire to enter them. Even if the same men owned them, they would have changed too much since he’d known them, as Levitchoffsky might have changed.
Then a sudden call swung him slowly around.
“Zeke!” The man was grey and bearded. At first Zeke didn’t recognize him. Then his memory turned up the face in younger form—doubtfully. Yet from the use of the first name, it must be Aaron Cowslick, who’d been Ceres’ chief blacksheep and general hellraiser. They’d been on binges enough once, before Zeke had married and quieted down.
“Zeke!” The man caught his hand, and now he recognized the scar over one eye, and knew for sure it was Aaron. “I wondered, when the Midas dropped, whether you’d still be on her. Then Mary said you’d headed this way. I thought you’d died long ago. We missed you around here. How’s tricks?”
Zeke tried to shake off his gloom, cursing himself for not thinking to look Aaron up before the man searched him out. “Well enough,” he lied, feeling sure the other knew better. “How come you’re not in jail?”
“Because I run the jail, Zeke. I’m mayor here!” At Zeke’s expression, his grin widened. “Nothing stronger than coffee now, and the doc tells me to cut down on that. Speaking of which…”
He grabbed one of Zeke’s arms and began leading him toward a little restaurant. Zeke felt almost grateful for the stop. And when the coffee arrived, it helped to cut through some of the cold. He sat sipping it, while Aaron ran through all the proper questions. He tried to answer them casually, but the truth must have been obvious. The mayor sighed, and pointed outside.
“It was a great time, when the Midas was still full of ginger and this town was booming.” He stared out, his face losing all its expression. “Don’t lie to me, Zeke, and I won’t try to fool you. It’s bad. Unless young Grundy sends back the right message to his company, we’re in trouble.”
“The mines?” Zeke asked.
“The mines. One of our men thinks he’s found what may be a formation that would lead to a rich lode. I wish I believed it. We’ve about reached the end of the rope. We can’t cut down on power much more, and uranium is going higher and higher. That last discovery on Neptune turned out to be a bust—just a freak pocket. Now they’ve raised the ante on U-235. We can’t afford enough to keep going. And without sufficient power on a world like this, we can’t do anything Food, water, air—it’s all U-235 to us. Besides, the processing plants need more power for low-grade stuff than for the high-quality ore. Even if we could afford the uranium, we’d still have to run our power plant too hot, and it wouldn’t last forever. Looks like you might have some business if you’re cheap enough.”
“Resettlement?” Zeke asked.
The other nodded soberly. “Exactly. Vesta Metals says we can be split up among the Trojans—they’ve got booming mines there. If we can pay passage for ourselves and what we have to take, they’ve offered work and housing. We may have to take it, too.”
“I can’t take you,” Zeke told him. He sucked at the last bit of coffee, then put the cup down heavily. “Steering drivers are shot, Aaron. Even your young Grundy is going to have to get back to Callisto on the first blowtorch that comes along. Until I get repairs, I can’t risk carrying passengers or freight.”
The mayor seemed almost relieved, though his voice was sympathetic. It must be hell to face breaking up a world and migrating in pieces. “I guessed it might be like that when I saw Mary,” he said. “Well, it’ll all work out somehow. We’ll have to get together for dinner at my place. My wife’s a swell cook.”
“Bring her out to the Midas for a return engagement and let Mary show you she can still cook, then,” Zeke suggested. “We’ve still got some Martian turkey in the freezer. Bring the whole family, if you’ve got kids.”
Aaron grinned. “One—a girl. Teaches school here. Which reminds me, when she heard there was an ion blaster landing here, she got all set to descend on you with her class. She’s never had a chance to show them a ship like that. Okay?”
“Sure,” Zeke said automatically. “What time does the cable office close, Aaron?”
It turned out he had just time enough. He shook hands with the mayor again, almost relieved to drop back into his own thoughts. Normally, a chance to relive the old days would have been a gift from the blue, but right now he didn’t want to be reminded of all the years that had passed.
Inside the cable office, a girl took his cable slip and frowned when she saw the check in the collect square. She glanced over it, came to his signature, and stopped to look up quickly. “Captain Vaughn?” He nodded.
“There’s a message here for you. It came two days ago and we’ve been holding it. From Mr. Levitchoffsky! Maybe you’d better read it first.”
Zeke stared at the envelope in blank amazement for a second, before the answer came. Mary, of course! She must have sent a cable to Levitchoffsky as soon as she knew the contract was ended—probably warning the man not to let Zeke know she’d cabled. She’d known them all, of course, and thought of him long before Zeke had.
He ripped it open with trembling fingers. It was a long cable, obviously sent with no regard to cost. Zeke skimmed over the cover-up for Mary on how Levitchoffsky had been trying to get in touch with him and had finally heard of his landing and trouble on Callisto. It was enough to know that the man was obviously filled with the same friendship he’d had so long ago, and that the words carried a genuine delight at being in touch again. Then he came to the important part.
“I’d like nothing better,” the message went on, “than to put the old Midas back in shape. What a ship she was! But aside from getting a pig-headed man like you to let me do it, there seems to be no way. The only place where the necessary shops and skilled work can be found is right here on Earth. And since one of those taped-together scrap jobs broke up on the way to Venus, inspection here won’t let another ion blaster land. I’ve tried getting them to wink at the law, but it’s no dice.
“Anyhow, I’m sending my private blowtorch to Ceres on the double. Get back here where the money grows on the trees, Zeke. I’ve got a top job wide open beside me—needed a good engineer I could trust for years and couldn’t find one. It’s all yours, and I can’t wait to see you and Mary again.”
Zeke dropped the cable onto the desk and stood gazing at it without seeing it. The girl waited inquiringly.
“Will there be any answer?” she asked. “It’s to go collect, unlimited.”
He shook his head and started for the door. Then he changed his mind. He had to answer, of course.
But it was hard work inventing the words to explain about the repairs being good enough for him to get the job on Pluto. Lying wasn’t easy for him. And nothing could have stopped Levitchoffsky, obviously, if he’d known the truth.
Later he sat in the control room with Mary while she read and reread the message and his copy of the answer. At last, she put it down.
“It’s good, Zeke,” she assured him. “I think he’ll believe it.”
He ran his hands over the controls, cutting on the panel lights that seemed too dim, as if the bulbs were about to fail. Under them, the hair on the back of his hands seemed more grizzled than ever as he filled his pipe.
“Maybe he did need an engineer,” he said at last.
“Maybe,” she agreed. Then she reached a hand out for his. “It was a good cable you sent him, Zeke.”
From below, there was the sound of Grundy getting his things. He’d been mad when Zeke had told him he couldn’t carry him back, until Zeke had shown him the ruined drivers. Then he’d turned white and shut up. His steps started for the ladder to the control room, then hesitated.
Zeke went to the door. “Sorry, Mr. Grundy. Maybe you won’t have to wait long. I hear there’s a blowtorch coming here in a couple days. How were the mines?”
He’d meant to ask that before, but had forgotten. 
Grundy grunted in disgust. “Rotten. The lode’s completely shot. Not a thing there my company can make any advances against. Why?”
“Curious,” Zeke answered. “Well, so long.”
He shut the door and watched Grundy carrying his suitcase across the field, noticing that the pickup on the rear telescreen was growing weak. But that wouldn’t matter now.
Forty years, he thought again. Forty years while he and the old Midas earned their way and helped to keep men moving out to new frontiers. Now they had grown old together, and some of those frontiers were old and ready to be abandoned.
“There’s still Venus,” he said slowly. “I guess we could retire on what she’d bring for scrap. And it wouldn’t be charity.”
Mary nodded, but said nothing. Then she shook her head, and he sighed in sudden relief.
Above them, the sky was the black of space, with the hot pinpoints of stars burning through it. Zeke had read stories long before about ships that would someday cross the immense distance to those stars. But so far, nobody had found a drive that would make it possible during the span of one lifetime.
He’d even imagined that he might be on such a ship, when he was young and foolish. And now, maybe, he was old and foolish. Maybe a man began to get crazy notions when he was old. But what was crazy about it? There was nothing else. “Mary,” he told her quietly, not knowing how to discuss it, “you married a fool, I guess.”
She followed his gaze upwards, and made a funny, choking sound in her throat. Then, surprisingly, he saw her smile. “As long as a couple of fools stick together, Zeke, I guess it doesn’t much matter, does it?”
And somehow, it was settled. Zeke reached for the big power switch and cut it on. From below there was the instant soft murmur of the great engine, eager as always to go, unmindful of the weakness of the failing, aged drivers. He stretched out his hands toward the controls, and then stopped. Below, on the field, the failing screen showed a group of people coming up under the big ship and heading for the ramp that he hadn’t yet lifted. He couldn’t take off with them in the path of the blast.
His legs trembled slightly as he stood up, but he reached the lock before they were up the ramp. In the light he cut on, he saw a young, rather pretty woman with a group of perhaps thirty boys and girls from eight to twelve following her. And behind them all came Mayor Aaron Cowslick.
The Mayor heaved his way up, puffing a little. “Meet my daughter Ruth,” he introduced them. “You heard about the mines, Zeke?”
Zeke nodded. “I heard. Rotten luck, Aaron.”
“Yeah. Toughest on the kids. Word leaked out, and they heard about it this afternoon. It’s always tough on kids who’ve grown up on one world to find they’ve got to get out. Ruth thought they might be cheered up if she could promise them you’d let them go through a genuine ion blaster. They’ve been excited as hell all the way here.”
“Bring them in,” Zeke told him. It had been a long time since he’d been a kid, aching for a chance to get into a real ship. But he could remember some of it. In their case though, he supposed it was like going into the pages of a historical novel—like a chance to investigate a real pirate ship. “Mary’s up topside, if you’d like to join us. And don’t worry—they won’t hurt anything.”
“I’ll show them around—I’ve read up on these ships,” Ruth told her father and Zeke. “Dad, you don’t have to come.”
Aaron breathed an obvious sigh of relief and followed. But from below, there came the sound of yells of excitement that couldn’t be stilled. Zeke had a picture of the young woman filling their heads with nonsense and misunderstanding. How could she answer their questions from books?
At last he stood up and went down again, leaving Aaron with Mary. Once, other kids had swarmed around the ship, when everything except the children was younger. If this had to be the last time, the old Midas was going to be handled justly!
And it had to be the last time. He’d been working it out as the minutes slipped by. They could risk one more landing and take-off, out on the wastes of Pluto. There was ice there that could be used to fill the fuel tanks and the cargo holds—enough to power the Midas for two years of steady drive, or a year with power left to operate her equipment indefinitely.
And on board was food enough for a long time, if they used the products of the air-replenishing hydroponics tanks to supplement it. Enough to keep two old people until death found them naturally.
It wouldn’t be suicide, after all. They’d go further out than my man before, and after they died, the Midas would coast on forever, or until she reached some system out there that could trap her. She’d go on and on, and there was no known limit to the frontiers she could reach. Her steering drivers were shot, but the main drivers were all she’d need to build up an unthinkable speed.
There would be no still waters. Instead, there’d be what Tennyson had called “such a tide as moving seems asleep, too deep for sound and foam…”
He had almost reached the great engine compartment then, but he stopped to collect himself, wondering what nonsense Ruth would be telling the children.
Then he blinked in surprise. Amazingly, she’d gotten her facts pretty much correct. She was trying to answer anything they asked, and doing a good job of it.
He stood listening, nodding with approval. Some of that didn’t come from books—it was almost his own words, as Aaron must have repeated them to her.
“As much power as a uranium plant?” one of her pupils interrupted her.
“More,” she told the boy. “More than two plants like the one we have. And a lot bigger, as you can see. Why, one of the ships the spacemen call blowtorches couldn’t even lift a power plant like this. It has to be powerful, just to lift its own weight.”
“Boy!” It was a piping masculine voice, filled with awe. Zeke could see the boy, staring up at the huge motor, touching it with an almost reverent finger. “Boy, I wish they still used this kind of ship. Then I’d be an engineer. I’d sure like that!”
Zeke watched him touch the motor again, and the great power plant seemed to purr under his fingers, as Zeke had fancied it purred in response to his own ministrations.
He turned softly toward the control cabin, no longer worried about what Ruth would tell them.
Aaron and Mary were still sitting in the semi-darkness, but they turned as he came in. He walked to the control board and cut off the panel lamps, turning on the main dome light. He didn’t need darkness now as he swung to face them.
“Aaron,” he asked quietly, “if I landed this ship wherever you figure is handy, do you reckon your engineers could help me hook your power lines to that big engine I’ve got going to waste? And do you think maybe you could use a good engineer to teach some of your youngsters how to handle fusion engines?”
It was the only answer, of course. He had a motor that would work for a thousand years at least, at almost no cost for fuel; and Ceres had everything except the power such a motor could give. It was economically inefficient, of course, to consider using such motors today. But sometimes, age was more important than economics, whether on worlds, or motors, or men.
He saw surprise give place to slow understanding. Mary beamed at him through the tears that were suddenly coursing down her cheeks, and Aaron came to his feet with hope and life brightening his face.
The mayor choked, and his hand was reaching for Zeke’s “We’ll always be able to find a use for good men, Zeke,” he said.
They would be still waters, after all—settling into one place, on a quiet little world old enough to have lost its roughness. But not all waters had to be stagnant, once the current had passed.



THE ONE-EYED MAN
A blank-faced zombie moved aside as Jimmy Bard came out of the Dictator’s office, but he did not notice it; and his own gesture of stepping out of the way of the worried, patrolling adult guards was purely automatic. His tall, well-muscled body went on doing all the things long habit had taught it, while his mind churned inside him, rebelling hopelessly at the inevitable.
For a moment, the halls were free of the countless guards, and Jimmy moved suddenly to one of the walls, making quick, automatic motions with his hands. There was no visible sign of change in the surface, but he drew a deep breath and stepped forward; it was like breasting a strong current, but then he was inside and in a narrow passageway, one of the thousands of secret corridors that honeycombed the whole monstrous castle.
Here there could be no adults to remind him of what he’d considered his deficiencies, nor of the fact that those deficiencies were soon to be eliminated. The first Dictator Bard had shared the secret of the castle with none save the murdered men who built it; and death had prevented his revealing it even to his own descendants. No tapping would ever reveal that the walls were not the thick, homogenous things they seemed, for tapping would set off alarms and raise stone segments where needed, to make them as solid as they appeared. It was Jimmy’s private kingdom, and one where he could be bedeviled only by his own thoughts.
But today, those were trouble enough. Morbid fascination with them drove him forward through the twisting passages until he located a section of the wall that was familiar, and pressed his palm against it. For a second, it seemed cloudy, and then was transparent, as the energies worked on it, letting vibration through in one direction only. He did not notice the quiet sounds of those in the room beyond, but riveted his eyes on the queer headpieces worn by the two girls and single boy within.
Three who had reached their twelfth birthday today and were about to become adults—or zombies! Those odd headpieces were electronic devices that held all the knowledge of a complete, all-embracing education, and they were now working silently, impressing that knowledge onto the minds of their wearers at some two hundred million impulses a second, grooving it permanently into those minds. The children who had entered with brains filled only with the things of childhood would leave with all the information they could ever need, to go out into the world as full adults, if they had withstood the shock of education. Those who failed to withstand it would still leave with the same knowledge, but the character and personality would be gone, leaving them wooden-faced, soulless zombies.
Once Jimmy had sat in one of those chairs, filled with all the schemes and ambitions of a young rowdy about to become a man. But that time, nothing had happened! He could remember the conferences, the scientific attempts to explain his inability to absorb information from the compellor Aaron Bard had given the world, and his own tortured turmoil at finding himself something between an adult and a zombie, useless and unwanted in a world where only results counted. He had no way of knowing, then, that all the bitter years of adjusting to his fate and learning to survive in the contemptuous world were the result of a fake. It was only within the last hour that he had discovered that.
“Pure fake, carefully built up!” His Dictator father had seemed proud of that, even over the worry and desperation that had been on his face these last few days. “The other two before you who didn’t take were just false leads, planted to make your case seem plausible; same with the half dozen later cases. You’d have burned—turned zombie, almost certainly. And you’re a Bard, someday to dictate this country! I took the chance that if we waited until you grew older, you’d pass, and managed to use blank tapes… Now I can’t wait any longer. Hell’s due to pop, and I’m not ready for it, but if I can surprise them, present you as an adult… Be back here at six sharp, and I’ll have everything ready for your education.”
Ten years before, those words would have spelled pure heaven to him. But now the scowl deepened on his forehead as he slapped off the one-way transparency. He’d learned a lot about this world in those ten years, and had seen the savage ruthlessness of the adults. He’d seen no wisdom, but only cunning and cleverness come from the Bard psychicompellors.
“Damn Aaron Bard!”
“Amen!” The soft word came sighing out of the shadows beside the boy, swinging him around with a jerk. Another, in here! Then his eyes were readjusting to the pale, bluish glow of the passages, and he made out the crouched form of an elderly man, slumped into one of the corners. That thin, weary figure with the bitter mouth and eyes could never be a castle guard, however well disguised, and Jimmy breathed easier, though the thing that might be a weapon in the hands of the other centered squarely on him.
The old man’s voice trembled faintly, and there were the last dregs of bitterness in it. “Aaron Bard’s damned, all right… I thought the discovery of one-way transparency was lost, though, along with controlled interpenetrability of matter-stuff around which to build a whole new science! And yet, that’s the answer; for three days, I’ve been trying to find a trapdoor or sliding panel, boy, and all the time the trick lay in matter that could be made interpenetrable. Amusing to you?”
“No, sir.” Jimmy held his voice level and quite normal. A grim ability to analyze any situation had been knocked into him during the years of his strangeness in a world that did not tolerate strangeness, and he saw that the man was close to cracking. He smiled quietly—and moved without facial warning, with the lightning reaction he had forced himself to learn, ripping the weapon out of weakened hands. His voice was still quiet. “I don’t know how you know those things, nor care. The important thing is to keep you from letting others know, and…”
Sudden half-crazed laughter cut off his words. “Go back to the others and tell them? Go back and be tortured again? They’d love that. Aaron Bard’s come back to tell us about some more of his nice discoveries! So sweet of you to call, my dear…I’m damned, all right, by my own reputation.”
“But Aaron Bard’s been dead eighty years! His corpse is preserved in a glass coffin on exhibition; I’ve seen it myself.” And yet there was more than simple insanity here; the old man had known the two secrets which were discovered by Aaron Bard and which his son, the first Dictator, had somehow managed to find and conceal for his own ends after the inventor’s death in an explosion. Those secrets had been built into the palace as part of the power of his Dictatorship, until they had been lost with his death. But the old man was speaking again, his voice weak and difficult.
“What does a mere eighty-year span mean, or a figure of wax in a public coffin? The real body they held in sterile refrigeration, filled with counter-enzymes…my own discovery, again! You know of it?”
Jimmy nodded. A Russian scientist had found safe revival of dogs possible even after fifteen minutes of death; with later development, men had been operated on in death, where it served better than anesthesia, and revived again. The only limit had been the time taken by the enzymes of the body to begin dissolving the tissues; and with the discovery by Aaron Bard of a counteracting agent, there had ceased to be any theoretical limit to safe revival. Dying soldiers in winter had injected ampules of it and been revived days or weeks later, where the cold had preserved them. “But—eighty years!”
“Why not—when my ideas were still needed, when my last experiment dealt with simple atomic power, rather than the huge, cumbersome U-235 method? Think what it would mean to an army! My son did—he was very clever at thinking of such things. Eighty years, until they could perfect their tissue regrowing methods and dare to revive my body.” He laughed again, an almost noiseless wracking of his exhausted shoulders, and there was the hint of delirious raving in his voice now, though the words were still rational.
“I was so pathetically grateful and proud, when they revived me. I was always gratefully proud of my achievements, you know, and what they could do for humanity. But the time had been too long—my brain only seemed normal. It had deteriorated, and I couldn’t remember all I should; when I tried too hard, there were strange nightmare periods of half insanity. And their psychological torture to rip the secret from me didn’t help. Two months of that, boy! They told me my name was almost like a god’s in this world, and then they stopped at nothing to get what they wanted from that god! And at last I must have gone mad for a time; I don’t remember, but somehow I must have escaped—I think I remember something about an air shaft. And then I was here, lost in the maze, unable to get out. But I couldn’t be here, could I, if the only entrance was through interpenetrable stone panels that I couldn’t remember how to energize?”
“Easy, sir.” Jimmy slipped an arm under the trembling body of Aaron Bard and lifted him gently. “You could, all right. There’s one out of order, in constant interpenetrable condition in an old air shaft. That’s how I first found all this, years ago… There’s some soup I can heat in my rooms, and you won’t have to go back to them.”
He might as well do one decent and human thing, while his mind was still his own, untouched by the damnable education machine. And seeing this bitter, suffering old man, he could no longer hate Aaron Bard for inventing it. The man had possessed a mind of inconceivable scope and had brought forth inventions in all fields as a cat brings forth kittens, but their misuse was no fault of his.
And suddenly it occurred to him that here in his arms was the reason for the desperation his father felt. They couldn’t know of the interpenetrable panel, and the search that had undoubtedly been made and failed could have only one answer to them; he must have received outside help from some of the parties constantly plotting treason. With the threat of simple atomic power in such hands, no wonder his Dictator father was pulling all his last desperate tricks to maintain the order of things! Jimmy shook his head; it seemed that everything connected with Aaron Bard led to the position he was in and the inevitable education he must face. For a brief moment he hesitated, swayed by purely personal desires; then his hand moved out to the panel, and he was walking through into his own room, the aged figure still in his arms.
Later, when the old scientist had satisfied some of the needs of his body and was sitting on the bed, smoking, his eyes wandered slowly over the rows of books on the shelves about the room, and his eyebrows lifted slightly. “The
Age of Reason, even! The first books I’ve seen in this world, Jimmy!”
“Nobody reads much, anymore, so they don’t miss them at the old library. People prefer ’vision for amusement and the compellor tapes if they need additional information. I started trying to learn things from them, and reading grew to be a habit.”
“Umm. So you’re another one-eyed man?”
“Eh?”
Bard shrugged, and the bitterness returned to his mouth. “ ‘In the country of the blind, the one-eyed man is—killed!’ Wells wrote a story about it. Where—when—I came from, men had emotional eyes to their souls, and my guess is that you’ve been through enough hell to develop your own. But this world is blind to such things. They don’t want people to see. It’s the old rule of the pack: Thou shalt conform! Jimmy, how did all this come to be?”
Jimmy frowned, trying to put it into words. The start had probably been when Aaron Bard tried his newly invented psychicompellor on his son. The boy had liked that way of learning, and stolen other experimental tapes, building with his cold, calculating little brain toward the future already. Unerringly, he’d turned to the army, apparently sensing the coming war, and making the most of it when it came. Fifteen years of exhausting, technological warfare had let him introduce the educator to furnish the technical men needed, and had seen him bring forth stolen secret of his father after stolen secret, once the accidental death of Bard had left him alone in possession of Bard’s files. With the war’s end, the old education system was gone, and boys of twelve were serving as technicians at home until they could be replaced for active duty when old enough.
Those same boys, grown to men and desiring the same things he did, had made possible his move from General to President, and finally to Dictator. He’d even adopted the psychicompellor as his heraldic device. And the ever-increasing demands of technology made going back to old methods impossible and assured him a constant supply of young “realists.” Bard interrupted. “Why? It would have been hard—getting an education was always difficult and becoming worse, which is why I tried to make the compellor—but it would have been worth it when they saw where it led. After all, without such help I managed to find a few things—even if they turned out to be Frankenstein monsters!”
“But you depended on some odd linkage of simple facts for results, and most men can’t; they need a multitude of facts. And even then, we still follow you by rote in some things!”
“Too easy knowledge. They aren’t using it—when they get facts, they don’t have the habits of hard thinking needed to utilize them. I noticed the meager developments of new fields… But when they began making these—uh—zombies…”
Jimmy punched a button and nodded toward the creature that entered in answer. It began quietly clearing the room, removing the evidence of Bard’s meal, while the scientist studied it. “There’s one. He knows as much as any adult, but he has no soul, no emotions, you might say. Tell him to do something, and he will—but he won’t even eat without orders.”
“Permanent mechanical hypnosis,” Bard muttered, and there was hell in his eyes. Then his mouth hardened, while the eyes grew even grimmer. “I never foresaw that, but—you’re wrong, and it makes it even worse! You—uh—4719, answer my questions. Do you have emotions such as hatred, fear, or a sense of despair?”
Jimmy started to shake his head, but the zombie answered dully before him. “Yes, master, all those!”
“But you can’t connect them with your actions—is that right? You’re two people, one in hell and unable to reach the other?”
The affirmative answer was in the same dull tone again, and the zombie turned obediently and left at Bard’s gesture. Jimmy wiped sudden sweat from his forehead. He’d been hoping before that he might fail the compellor education as a release, but this would be sheer, unadulterated hell! And the psychologists must know this, even though they never mentioned it.
“And ten percent of us are zombies! But only a very few at first, until the need for ever more knowledge made the shock of education greater. By then—the world had accepted such things; and some considered them a most useful by-product, since they made the best possible workers.” His own voice grew more bitter as he forced it on with the history lesson, trying to forget the new and unwelcome knowledge.
Bard’s son had built the monstrous castle with its secret means for spying, and had fled into the passages with his private papers to die when his son wrested control from him. It was those moldy papers that had shown Jimmy the secret of escape when he’d stumbled into the labyrinth first. After that, the passage of Dictatorship from father to son had been peaceful enough, and taken for granted. On the whole, there had been little of the deliberate cruelty of the ancient Nazi regime, and the dictatorial powers, while great, were not absolute. The people were used to it—after all, they were products of the compellor, and a ruthless people, best suited by dictatorial government.
Always the compellor! Jimmy hesitated for a moment, and then plunged into the tale of his own troubles. “So I’m to be made into a beast, whether I like it or not,” he finished. “Oh, I could turn you in and save myself. If I were an adult, I would! That’s why I hate it, even though I might like it then. It wouldn’t be me—it’d be just another adult, carrying my name, doing all the things I’ve learned to hate. I can save myself from becoming one of them—by becoming one!”
“Requiescat in pace! Rest the dead in peace. If you wake them, they may learn they’ve made a ghastly mess of the world, and may even find themselves ruining the only person in all the world whom they like!” Aaron Bard shook his head, wrinkles of concentration cutting over the lines of pain. “The weapon you took from me isn’t exactly harmless. Sometime, during my temporary insanity, I must have remembered the old secret, since I made it then, and it’s atom-powered. Maybe, without a dictator—”
“No! He’s weak, but he’s no worse than the others; I couldn’t let you kill my father!”
“No, I suppose you couldn’t; anyhow, killing people isn’t usually much of a solution. Jimmy, are you sure there’s any danger of your being made like the others?”
“I’ve seen the results!”
“But have you? The children are given no education or discipline until they’re twelve, and then suddenly filled with knowledge, for which they haven’t been prepared, even if preadolescents can be prepared for all that—which I don’t believe. Even in my day, in spite of some discipline and training, twelve-year-old boys were little hoodlums, choosing to group together into gangs; wild, savage barbarians, filled with only their own egotism; pack-hunting animals, not yet civilized. Not cruel, exactly, but thoughtless, ruthless as we’ve seen this world is. Maybe with the sudden new flood of knowledge for which they never worked, they make good technicians; but that spurious, forced adulthood might very well discourage any real maturity; when the whole world considers them automatic adults, what incentive have they to mature?”
Jimmy thought back over his early childhood, before the education fizzle, and it was true that he and the other boys had been the egocentric little animals Bard described; there had been no thought of anything beyond their immediate whims and wants, and no one to tell them that the jungle rule for survival of the fittest should be tempered with decency and consideration for others. But the books had taught him that there had been problem children and boy-gangs before the compellor—and they had mostly outgrown it. Here, after education, they never changed; and while the pressure of society now resisted any attempt on their part to change, that wasn’t the explanation needed; other ages had developed stupid standards, but there had always been those who refused them before.
“Do you believe that, sir?”
The old man shrugged slightly. “I don’t know. I can’t be sure. Maybe I’m only trying to justify myself. Maybe the educator does do something to the mind, carefully as I designed it to carry no personal feelings to the subject. And while I’ve seen some of the people, I haven’t seen enough of the private life to judge; you can’t judge, because you never knew normal people… When I invented it, I had serious doubts about it, for that matter. They still use it as I designed it—exactly?”
“Except for the size of the tapes.”
“Then there’s a wave form that will cancel out the subject’s sensitivity, blanket the impulse, if broadcast within a few miles. If I could remember it—if I had an electronics laboratory where I could try it—maybe your fake immunity to education could be made real.”
Relief washed over the younger man, sending him to his feet and to the panel. “There is a laboratory. The first Dictator had everything installed for an emergency, deep underground in the passages. I don’t know how well stocked it is, but I’ve been there.”
He saw purpose and determination come into the tired face, and Aaron Bard was beside him as the panel became passable. Jimmy turned through a side way that led near the Senatorial section of the castle. On impulse he turned aside and motioned the other forward. “If you want an idea of our private life, take a look at our Senators and judge for yourself.”
The wall became transparent to light and sound in one direction and they were looking out into one of the cloakrooms of the Senate Hall. One of the middle-aged men was telling a small audience of some personal triumph of his: “Their first kid—burned—just a damned zombie! I told her when she turned me down for that pimple-faced goon that I’d fix her and I did. I spent five weeks taking the kid around on the sly, winning his confidence. Just before education, I slipped him the dope in candy! You know what it does when they’re full of that and the educator starts in.”
Another grinned. “Better go easy telling about it; some of us might decide to turn you in for breaking the laws you helped write against using the stuff that way.”
“Hell, you can’t prove it. I’m not dumb enough to give you birds anything you could pin on me. Just to prove I’m the smartest man in this bunch, I’ll let you in on something. I’ve been doing a little thinking on the Dictator’s son…”
“Drop it, Pete, cold! I was with a bunch that hired some fellows to kill the monkey a couple years ago—and you can’t prove that, either! We had keys to his door and everything; but he’s still around, and the thugs never came back. I don’t know what makes, but no other attempt has worked. The Dictator’s got some tricks up his sleeve, there.”
Jimmy shut the panel off and grinned. “I don’t sleep anywhere near doors, and there’s a section of the floor that can be made interpenetrable, with a ninety-foot shaft under it. That’s why I wangled that particular suite out of my father.”
“These are the Senators?” Bard asked.
“Some of the best ones.” Jimmy went on, turning on a panel now and again, and Bard frowned more strongly after each new one. Some were plotting treason, others merely talking. Once something like sympathy for the zombies was expressed, but not too strongly. Jimmy started to shut the last panel off, when a new voice started.
“Blane’s weakling son is dead. Puny little yap couldn’t take the climate and working with all the zombies in the mines; committed suicide this morning.”
“His old man couldn’t save him from that, eh? Good. Put it into the papers, will you? I want to be sure the Dictator’s monkey gets full details. They were thick for a while, you know.”
Jimmy’s lips twisted as he cut off suddenly. “The only partly human person I ever knew—the one who taught me to read. He was a sickly boy, but his father managed to save him from euthanasia, somehow. Probably he went around with me for physical protection, since the others wouldn’t let him alone. Then they shipped him to some mines down in South America, to handle zombie labor.”
“Euthanasia? Nice word for killing off the weak. Biologically, perhaps such times as these may serve a useful purpose, but I’d rather have the physically weak around than those who treat them that way. Jimmy, I think if my trick doesn’t work and the educator does things to you it shouldn’t, I’ll kill you before I kill myself!”
Jimmy nodded tightly. Bard wasn’t the killing type, but he hoped he’d do it, if such a thing occurred. Now he hurried, wasting no more time in convincing the other of the necessity to prevent such a change in him. He located the place he wanted and stepped in, pressed a switch on the floor, and set the lift to dropping smoothly downward.
“Power is stolen, but cleverly, and no one has suspected. There are auxiliary fuel-batteries, too. The laboratory power will be the same. And here we are.”
He pointed to the room, filled with a maze of equipment of all kinds, neatly in order, but covered with dust and dirt from long disuse. Aaron Bard looked at it slowly, with a wry grin.
“Familiar, Jimmy. My son apparently copied it from my old laboratory, where he used to fiddle around sometimes, adapting my stuff to military use. With a little decency, he’d have been a good scientist; he was clever enough.”
Jimmy watched, some measure of hope coming to him, as the old man began working. He cleared the tables of dust with casual flicks of a cloth and began, his hands now steady. Wires, small tubes, coils, and various other electronic equipment came from the little boxes and drawers, though some required careful search. Then his fingers began the job of assembling and soldering them into a plastic case about the size of a muskmelon, filled almost solidly as he went along.
“That boy who taught you how to read—was he educated at the age of twelve?”
“Of course—it’s compulsory. Everyone has to be. Or—” Jimmy frowned, trying to remember more clearly; but he could only recall vague hints and phrases from bits of conversation among Blane’s enemies. “There was something about falsified records during the euthanasia judgment proceedings, I think, but I don’t know what records. Does it matter?”
Bard shrugged, scribbling bits of diagrams on a scrap of dirty paper before picking up the soldering iron again. “I wish I knew…Umm? In that fifteen-year war, when they first began intensive use of the compellor, they must have tried it on all types and ages. Did any scientist check on variations due to such factors? No, they wouldn’t! No wonder they don’t develop new fields. How about a book of memoirs by some soldier who deals with personalities?”
“Maybe, but I don’t know. The diary of the first Dictator might, if it could be read, but when I tried after finding it, I only got hints of words here and there. It’s in some horrible code—narrow strips of short, irregularly spaced letter groups, pasted in. I can’t even figure what kind of a code it is, and there’s no key.”
“Key’s in the library, Jimmy, if you’ll look up Brak-O-Type—machine shorthand. He considered ordinary typing inefficient; one time when I thoroughly agreed with him. Damn!” Bard sucked on the thumb where a drop of solder had fallen and stared down at the tight-packed parts. He picked up a tiny electrolytic condenser, studied the apparatus, and put it down again doubtfully. Then he sat motionlessly, gazing down into the half-finished object.
The work, which had progressed rapidly at first, was now beginning to go more slowly, with long pauses while the older man thought. And the pauses lengthened. Jimmy slipped out and up the lift again, to walk rapidly down a corridor that would lead him to the rear of one of the restaurants of the castle. The rats had been blamed for a great deal at that place, and they were in for more blame as Jimmy slid his hands back into the corridors with coffee and food in them.
Bard gulped the coffee gratefully as he looked up to see the younger man holding out the food, but he only sampled that. His hands were less sure again. “Jimmy, I don’t know—I can’t think. I get so far, and everything seems clear; then—pfft ! It’s the same as when I first tried to remember the secret of atomic power; there are worn places in my mind—eroded by eighty years of death. And when I try to force my thoughts across them, they stagger and reel.”
“Grandfather Bard, you’ve got to finish it! It’s almost five, and I have to report back at six!”
Bard rubbed his wrinkled forehead with one hand, clenching and opening the other. For a time, then, he continued to work busily, but there were long quiet intervals. “It’s all here, except this one little section. If I could put that in right, it’d work—but if I make a mistake, it’ll probably blow out, unless it does nothing.” Jimmy stared at his watch. “Try it.”
“You solder it; my hands won’t work anymore.” Bard slipped off the stool, directing the boy’s hands carefully. “If I could be sure of making it by going insane, as I did the atom-gun, I’d even force my mind through those nightmares again. But I might decide to do almost anything else, instead…No, that’s the antenna—one end remains free.”
The hands of the watch stood at ten minutes of six as the last connection was made and Bard plugged it into the socket near the floor. Then the tubes were warming up. There was no blowout, at least; the tubes continued to glow, and a tiny indicator showed radiation of some form coming from the antenna. Jimmy grinned, relief stronger in him, but the older man shook his head doubtfully as they went back to the lift again.
“I don’t know whether it’s working right, son. I put that last together by mental rule of thumb, and you shouldn’t work that way in delicate electronic devices, where even two wires accidentally running beside each other can ruin things! But at least we can pray. And as a last resort—well, I still have the atom-pistol.”
“Use it, if you need to! I’ll take you to the back wall of my father’s inner office, and you can stay there watching while I go around the long way. And use it quickly, because I’ll know you’re there!”
It took him three tries to find a hallway that was empty of the guards and slip out, but he was only seconds late as his father opened the door and let him in; the usual secretaries and guards were gone, and only the chief psychologist stood there, his small stock of equipment set up. But the Dictator hesitated.
“Jimmy, I want you to know I have to do this, even though I don’t know whether you have any better chance of passing it now than when you were a kid—that’s just my private hunch, and the psychologist here thinks I’m wrong. But—well, something I was counting on is probably stolen by conspiracy, and there’s a helluva war brewing in Eurasia against us, which we’re not ready for; the oligarchs have something secret that they figure will win. It’s all on a private tape I’ll give you. I don’t know how much help you’ll be, but seeing you suddenly normal will back up the bluff I’m planning, at least. We Bards have a historic destiny to maintain, and I’m counting on you to do your part. You must pass!”
Jimmy only half heard it. He was staring at the headpiece, looking something like a late-style woman’s hat with wires leading to a little box on the table, and varicolored spools of special tape. For a second, as it clamped down over his face, he winced, but then stood it in stiff silence. In the back of his mind, something tried to make itself noticed—but as he groped for it, only a vague, uneasy feeling remained. Words and something about the psychologist’s face…
He heard the snap of the switch, and then his mind seemed to freeze, though sounds and sights still registered. But he knew that the device in the room so far below had failed! The pressure on his brain was too familiar by description; the Bard psychicompellor was functioning. For a second, before full impact, he tried to tear it off, but something else seemed to control his mind, and he sat rigidly, breathing hard, but unable to stop it. His thoughts died down, became torpid, while the machine went on driving its two hundred million impulses into his brain every second, doing things that science still could not understand, but could use.
He watched stolidly as the spools were finished, one by one, until his father produced one from a safe and watched it used, then smashed it. The psychologist bent, picked up one last one, and attached it…The face of the man was familiar… “Like to have the brat in front of a burner like those we use in zombieing criminals…”
Then something in his head seemed to slither, like feet slipping on ice. Numbed and dull of mind, he still gripped at himself, and his formerly motionless hands were clenching at the arms of the chair. Something gnawing inside, a queer distortion, that… Was this what a zombie felt, while its mind failed under education?
The psychologist bent then, removing the headset. “Get up, James Bard!” But as Jim still sat, surprise came over his face, masked instantly by a look of delighted relief. “So you’re no zombie?”
Jim arose then, rubbing his hands across his aching forehead, and managed to smile. “No,” he said quietly. “No, I’m all right. I’m perfectly all right! Perfectly.”
“Praise be, Jimmy.” The Dictator relaxed slowly into his chair. “And now you know… What’s the matter?”
Jim couldn’t tell him of the assurance necessary to keep Aaron Bard from firing, but he held his face into a pleasant smile in spite of the pain in his head as he turned to face his father. He knew now—everything. Quietly, unobtrusively, all the things he hadn’t known before were there, waiting for his mind to use, along with all the things he had seen and all the conversations he had spied upon in secret.
He had knowledge—and a mind trained to make the most of it. The habits of thinking he had forced upon himself were already busy with the new information; even the savage, throbbing pain couldn’t stop that. Now he passed his hand across his head deliberately, and nodded to the outer office. “My head’s killing me, Father. Can’t I use the couch out there?”
“For a few minutes, I guess. Doctor, can’t you give the boy something?”
“Maybe. I’m not a medical doctor, but I can fix the pain, I think.” The psychologist was abstract, but he turned out. The Dictator came last, and they were out of the little room, into the larger one where no passages pierced the walls and no shot could reach him.
The smile whipped from the boy’s face then, and one of his hands snapped out, lifting a small flame gun from his father’s hip with almost invisible speed. It came up before the psychologist could register the emotions that might not yet have begun, and the flame washed out, blackening clothes and flesh and leaving only a limp, charred body on the floor.
Jim kicked it aside. “Treason. He had a nice little tape in there, made out by two people of totally opposite views, in spite of the law against it. Supposed to burn me into a zombie. It would have, except that I’d already studied both sides pretty well, and it raised Ned for a while, even then. Here’s your gun, Father.”
“Keep it!” The first real emotion Jim had ever seen on his father’s face was there now, and it was fierce pride. “I never saw such beautiful gun work, boy! Or such a smooth job of handling a snake! Thanks be, you aren’t soft and weak, as I thought. No more emotional nonsense, eh?”
“No more. I’m cured. And at the meeting of the Senators you’ve called, maybe we’ll have a surprise for them. You go on down, and I’ll catch up as soon as I can get some amidopyrene for this headache. Somehow, I’ll think of something to stop the impeachment they’re planning.”
“Impeachment! That bad? But how—why didn’t you—”
“I did try to tell you, years ago. But though I knew every little treason plot they were cooking then, you were too busy to listen to a nonadult, and I didn’t try again. Now, though, it’ll be useful. See you outside assembly, unless I’m late.”
He grinned mirthlessly as his father went down the hall and away from him. The look of pride in his too-heavy face wouldn’t have stayed there if he’d known just how deep in treason some of the fine Senator friends were. It would take a dozen miracles to pull them through. Jim found the panel he wanted, looked to be sure of privacy, and slipped through, tracing quickly down the corridor.
But Aaron Bard wasn’t to be found. For a second he debated more searching, but gave it up; there was no time, and he could locate the old man later. It wasn’t important that he be found at the moment. Jim shrugged and slipped into one of the passages that would serve as a shortcut to the great assembly room. The headache was already disappearing, and he had no time to bother with it.
They were already beginning session when he arrived, even so, and he slipped quietly through the Dictator’s private entrance, making his way unnoticed to the huge desk, behind a jade screen that would hide him from the Senators and yet permit him to watch. He had seen other sessions before, but they had been noisy, bickering affairs, with the rival groups squabbling and shouting names. Today there was none of that. They were going through the motions, quite plainly stalling for time, and without interest in the routine. This meeting was a concerted conspiracy to depose the Dictator, though only the few leaders of the groups knew that Eurasian bribery and treason were the real reasons behind it.
It had been in the making for years, while those leaders carefully built up the ever-present little hatreds and discontents. Jim’s status had been used to discredit his father, though the man’s own weaknesses had been more popular in distorted versions. As Jim looked, he saw that the twelve cunning men lured to treason by promises of being made American Oligarchs, though supposedly heading rival groups, were all still absent; that explained the stalling. Something was astir, and Jim had a hunch that the psychologist’s corpse would have been of no little interest to them. The two honest group leaders were in session, grim and quiet; then, as he looked, the twelve came in, one by one, from different entrances. Their faces showed no great sense of defeat.
Naturally. The Dictator had no chance; he had tried to rule by dividing the now-united groups and by family prestige, and had kept afloat so long as they were not ready to strike; the methods would not stand any strain, much less this attack. He had already muffed one attack opportunity while the leaders were out. A strong man would have cut through the stalling and taken the initiative; a clever orator, schooled in the dramatics and emotions of a Webster or a Borah might even have controlled them. But the Dictator was weak, and the compellor did not produce great oratory; that was incompatible with such emotional immaturity.
But the Dictator had finally been permitted to speak, now. He should have begun with the shock of Jim’s adulthood to snap them out of their routine thoughts, built up the revival of Aaron Bard and his old atomic power work, to make them wonder, and then swept his accusations over them in short, hard blows. Instead, he was tracing the old accomplishments of the Bard Family, stock, familiar phrases with no meaning left in them.
Jim sat quietly; it was best that his father should learn his own weakness, here and now. He peered down to watch the leading traitor, and the expression on the man’s face snapped his head around, even as his father saw the same thing and stopped talking.
An arm projected from the left wall, waving a dirty scrap of paper at them, and Jim recognized the sheet Bard had used for his diagrams. Now the arm suddenly withdrew, to be replaced by the grinning head of Aaron Bard—but not the face Jim had seen; this one contained sheer lunacy, the teeth bared, the eyes protruding, and the muscles of the neck bunched in mad tension! As Jim watched, the old man emerged fully into the room and began stalking steadily down the aisles toward the Dictator’s desk, the atom-gun in one hand centered squarely on Jim’s father.
He had full attention, and no one moved to touch him as his feet marched steadily forward, while the scrap of paper in his hand waved and fluttered. Now his voice chopped out words and seemed to hurl them outward with physical force. “Treason! Barbarism! Heathen idolatry!”
For a second, Jim took his eyes from Bard to study his father, then to spring from the chair in a frantic leap as he saw the Dictator’s nerve crack and his finger slip onto one of the secret tiny buttons on the desk. But the concealed weapon acted too quickly, though there was no visible blast from it. Aaron Bard uttered a single strangled sound and crumpled to the floor!
“Get back!” Jim wasted no gentleness on his father as he twisted around the desk to present the crowding Senators with the shock of his presence at assembly on top of their other surprise. He had to dominate now, while there was a power hiatus. He bent for a quick look. “Coagulator! Who carries an illegal coagulator here? Some one of you, because this man is paralyzed by one.”
Mysteriously, a doctor appeared and nodded after a brief examination. “Coagulator, all right. His nerves are cooked from chest down, and it’s spreading. Death certain in an hour or so.”
“Will he regain consciousness?”
“Hard to say. Nothing I can do, but I’ll try, if someone will move him to the rest room.”
Jim nodded and stooped to pick up the scrawled bit of paper and the atom-gun. He had been waiting for a chance, and now fate had given it to him. The words he must say were already planned, brief and simple to produce the impact he must achieve, while the assembly was still disorganized and uncertain; if oratory could win them, now was the time for it. With a carefully stern and accusing face, he mounted the platform behind the desk. His father started to speak, then stopped in shock as Jim took the gavel, rapped for order, and began, pacing with words in a slow rhythm while measuring the intensity for his voice by the faces before him.
“Gentlemen, eighty years ago, Aaron Bard died on the eve of a great war, trying to perfect a simple atomic release that would have shortened that war immeasurably. Tomorrow you will read in your newspapers how that man’s own genius preserved his body and enabled us to revive him on this, the eve of an even grimmer war.
“Now, a few moments ago, that same man gave his life again in the service of this country, killed by the illegal coagulator of some cowardly traitor. But he did not die in vain, or before he could leave us safely to find his well-earned rest. He has left his mark on many of us; on me, by giving me the adulthood that all our scientists could not; on some of you, in this piece of paper, he has left a grimmer mark…
“You saw him emerge from a solid wall, and it was no illusion, however much he chose to dramatize his entrance; the genius that was his enabled him to discover a means to search out your treason and your conspiracy in your most secret places. You heard his cry of treason! And one among you tried to silence that cry, forgetting that written notes cannot be silenced with a coagulator.
“Nor can you silence his last and greatest discovery, here in this weapon you saw him carry—portable atomic power…
“Now there will be no war; no power would commit such suicide against a nation whose men shall be equipped as ours shall be. You may be sure that the traitors among you will find no reward for their treason, now. But from them, we shall have gained. We shall know the folly of our petty, foreign-inspired hatreds. We shall know the need of cleansing ourselves of the taint of such men’s leadership. We shall cease trying to weaken our government and shall unite to forge new bonds of strength, instead.
“And because of that unintended good they have done us, we shall be merciful! Those who leave our shores before the stroke of midnight shall be permitted to escape; those who prefer to choose their own death by their own hands shall not be denied that right. And for the others, we shall demand and receive the fullest measure of justice!
“In that, gentlemen, I think we can all agree.”
He paused then for a brief moment, seeming to study the paper in his hand, and when he resumed, his voice was the brusque one of a man performing a distasteful task. “Twelve men—men who dealt directly with our enemies. I shall read them in the order of their importance: First, Robert Sweinend! Two days ago, at three o’clock in his secretary’s office, he met a self-termed businessman named Yamimoto Tung, though he calls himself—”
Jim went on, methodically reciting the course of the meeting, tensing inside as the seconds stretched on; much more and they would know it couldn’t all come from one small sheet of paper!
But Sweinend’s hand moved then, and Jim’s seemed to blur over the desk top. Where the Senator had been, a shaft of fire—atomic fire—seemed to hang for a second before fading into nothing. Jim put the gun back gently and watched eleven men get up from their seats and dart hastily away through the exits. Beside him, his father’s face now shone with great relief and greater pride, mixed with unbelieving wonder as he stood up awkwardly to take the place the boy was relinquishing. The job had been done, and Jim had the right to follow his own inclinations.
Surprisingly to him, the still figure on the couch, was both conscious and sane, as the boy shut the door of the little room, leaving the doctor outside. Aaron Bard could not move his body, but his lips smiled. “Hello, Jimmy. That was the prettiest bundle of lies I’ve heard in a lot more than eighty years! I’m changing my saying; from now on, the one-eyed man is king—so long as he taps the ground with a cane!”
Jimmy nodded soberly, though most of the strain of the last hour was suddenly gone, torn away by the warm understanding of the older man and relief at not having to convince him that he was still normal, in spite of his actions since education. “You were right about the compellor; it can’t change character. But I thought…after I shot the psychiatrist… How did you know?”
“I had at least twenty minutes in which to slip back and examine my son’s diary, before your education would be complete.” His smile deepened, as he sucked in on the cigarette that Jimmy held to his lips, and he let the smoke eddy out gently. “It took perhaps ten minutes to learn what I wanted to know. During the war, his notes are one long paean of triumph over the results on the preadolescents, dissatisfaction at those who were educated past twenty! And he knew the reason, as well as he always knew what he wanted to. Too much information on a young mind mires it down by sheer weight on untrained thoughts, even though it gives a false self-confidence. But the mature man, with his trained mind, can never be bowed down by mere information; he can use it… No, let me go on. Vindication of my compellor doesn’t matter; but this is going to be your responsibility, Jimmy, and the doctor told me I’m short of time. I want to be sure… In twenty years—but that doesn’t matter.
“The compellor is poison to a twelve-year-old mind, and a blessing to the adult. You can’t change that overnight; but you can try, and perhaps accomplish a little. Move the age up, but carefully. By rights I should repair the damage I helped cause, but I’ll have to leave it to you. Be ruthless, as you were now—more ruthless than any of them. A man who fights for right and principle should be. Tap the ground with your cane! And sometimes, when none of the blind are around, you can look up and still see the stars! Now—”
“Grandfather Bard—you never were insane in there!”
The old man smiled again. “Naturally. I couldn’t look on and see the only one of my offspring that amounted to anything needing help without doing something, could I? I threw in everything I could, knowing you’d make something out of it. You did. And I’m not sorry, even though I wasn’t exactly expecting—this… How long after my heart begins missing?”
“A minute or two!” Aaron Bard obviously wanted no sympathy, and the boy sensed it and held back the words, hard though he found it now. Emotions were better expressed by their hands locked together than by words.
“Good. It’s a clean, painless death, and I’m grateful for it. But no more revivals! Cremate me, Jimmy, and put up a simple marker—no name, just A One-Eyed Man!”
“Requiescat in Pace—A One-Eyed Man! I promise!” The old head nodded faintly and relaxed, the smile still lingering. Jimmy swallowed a lump in his throat and stood up slowly with bowed head, while a tumult of sound came in from the great assembly hall. His father was finally abdicating and they were naming him Dictator, of course. But he still stood there, motionless.
“Two such stones,” he muttered finally. “And maybe someday I’ll deserve the other.”



HABIT
Habit is a wonderful thing. Back in the days of apelike men, one of them invented a piece of flint that made life a little easier; then another found something else. Labor-saving ideas were nice, and it got to be a habit, figuring them out, until the result was what we call civilization, as exemplified by rocket racing.
Only, sometimes, habits backfire in the darnedest way. Look at what happened to the eight-day rocket race out of Kor on Mars.
I was down there, entered in the open-class main event, with a little five-ton soup can of rare vintage, equipped with quartz tube linings and an inch of rust all over. How I’d ever sneaked it past the examiners was a miracle in four dimensions, to begin with.
Anyway, I was down in the engine well, welding a new brace between the rocket stanchion and the main thrust girder when I heard steps on the tilly ladder outside. I tumbled out of the dog port to find a little, shriveled fellow with streaked hair and sharp gray eyes giving the Umatila the once-over.
“Hi, Len,” he said casually, around his cigarette. “Been making repairs, eh? Well, not meaning any offense, son, she looks to me like she needs it. Darned if I’d risk my neck in her, not in the opens. Kind of a habit with me, being fond of my neck.”
I mopped the sweat and grease off the available parts of my anatomy. “Would if you had to. Since you seem to know me, how about furnishing your handle?”
“Sure. Name’s Jimmy Shark—used to be thick as thieves with your father, Brad Masters. I saw by the bulletin you’d sneaked in just before they closed the entries, so I came down to look you over.”
Dad had told me plenty about Jimmy Shark. As a matter of fact, my father had been staked to the Umatila by this man, when racing was still new. “Glad to meet you.” I stuck out my hand and dug up my best grin.
“Call me Jimmy when you get around to it—it’s a habit.” His smile was as easy and casual as an old acquaintance. “I’da known you anywhere; look just like your father. Never thought I’d see you in this game, though. Brad told me he was fixing you up in style.”
“He was, only—” I shrugged. “Well, he figured one more race would sweeten the pot, so he blew the bankroll on himself in the Runabout. You heard what happened.”
“Um-hm. Blew up rounding Ceres. I was sorry to hear it. Didn’t leave you anything but the old Umatila, eh?”
“Engineering ticket that won’t draw a job, and some debts. Since I couldn’t get scrap-iron prices for the old soup can, I made a dicker for the soup on credit. Back at the beginning, starting all over—and going to win this race.”
Jimmy nodded. “Um-hm. Racing kind of gets to be a habit. Still quartz tubes on her, eh? Well, they’re faster, when they hold up. Since you aren’t using duratherm, I suppose your soup is straight Dynatomic IV?”
I had to admit he knew his tubes and fuels. They haven’t used quartz tube linings for ten years, so only a few people know that Dynatomic can be used in them straight to give a 40 percent efficient drive, if the refractory holds up. In the new models, duratherm lining is used, and the danger of blowing a tube is nil. But the metal in duratherm acts as an anticatalyst on the soup and cuts the power way down. To get around that, they add a little powdered platinum and acid, which brings the efficiency up to about 35 percent, but still isn’t the perfect fuel it should be.
Jimmy ran his hand up a tube, tapped it, and listened to the coyote howl it gave off. “A nice job, son. You put that lining in yourself, I take it. Well, Brad won a lot of races in the old shell using home-lined quartz tubes. Must have learned the technique from him.”
“I did,” I agreed, “with a couple of little tricks of my own thrown in for good measure.”
“How about looking at the cockpit, Len?”
I hoisted him and helped him through the port. There wasn’t room for two in there, so I stood on the tilly ladder while he looked her over.
“Um-hm. Nice and cozy, some ways. Still using Brad’s old baby autopilot, I see, and the old calculator. Only that brace there—it’s too low. The springs on your shock hammock might give enough to throw you against it when you reverse, and you’d be minus backbone. By the way, you can’t win races by sleeping ahead of time in your shock hammock—you ought to know that.” He held up my duffel and half a can of beans. “And that isn’t grub for preparing a meteor dodger, either.”
“Heck, Jimmy, I’m tough.” I knew he was right, of course, but I also knew how far a ten-spot went on Mars.
“Um-hm. Be like old times with a Masters in the running. Got to be a habit, seeing that name on the list.” He crawled out of the port and succeeded in lighting a cigarette that stung acridly in the dry air. “You know, Len, I just happened to think; I was supposed to have a partner this trip, but he backed down. There’s room and board paid for two over at Mom Doughan’s place, and only me to use it. We’d better go over there before her other boarders clean the table and leave us without supper. Eating’s sort of a habit with me.”
He had me by the arm and was dragging me across the rocket pit before I could open my mouth. “Now, Jimmy, I’m used—”
“Shut up. You’re used to decent living, same as anyone else, so you might as well take it and like it. I told you I’d paid for them already, didn’t I? All right. Anyhow, I’m not used to staying alone; sort of a habit, having somebody to talk to.”
I was beginning to gather that he had a few habits scattered around at odd places.
Jimmy was right; shock cushions and beans don’t make winners. With a decent meal inside me, and an air-conditioned room around me, my chances looked a lot rosier. Some of the old cocksureness came back.
“Jimmy,” I said, lying back and letting the bed ease my back lazily, “I’m going to win that race. That hundred-thousand first looks mighty good.”
“Um-hm.” Jimmy was opening a can of cigarettes and he finished before answering. “Better stick to the second, kid. This race is fixed.”
“I’ll change that, then. Who told you it was fixed?”
He grinned sourly. “Nobody. I fixed it myself.” He watched my mouth run around and end up in an open circle. “Maybe Brad forgot to tell you, and it’s not common news, but I’m a professional bettor.”
It was news to me. “But I thought Dad—did he know?”
“Sure, he knew. Oh, he wasn’t connected with it, if that’s what you’re wondering. When he switched from jockeying to dodging, I left the ponies to handicap the soup cans. Learned the gambling end from my father, the best handicapper in the business. It’s a habit in the family.”
There was pride in his voice. Maybe I was screwy; after all, some people have a pretty low opinion of rocket dodgers. I decided to let Jimmy spill his side without foolish questions.
“Um-hm. Natural-born handicapper, I am. I won twice every time I lost. Never cheated a man, welshed on a bet, or bribed a dodger to throw a race. Anything wrong with that?”
I had to admit there wasn’t. After all, Dad used to do some betting himself, as I should know. “How about the race being crooked?”
Jimmy snorted. “Not crooked—fixed. Don’t go twisting my words, Len.” He stretched out on the bed and took the cigarette out of his mouth. “Always wanted to be famous, son. You know, big philanthropist, endow libraries and schools. Got to be a habit, planning on that; and you can’t make that kind of money just handicapping. Your dad ever tell you about that fuel he was working on?”
I began to see light. “We knew he’d been doing something of that sort, though the formula couldn’t be found. Matter of fact, he was using it in the Runabout when it went out.”
“That’s it.” Jimmy nodded. “A little bit of the compound in the fuel boosts the speed way up. There was a couple of kinks in the original formula, but I got them straightened out. I pick the winner—the fellow who needs to win most, if that’s any comfort to you—and sell him on the new fuel. Only the thing won’t work in quartz tubes—burns ’em out.”
“I won’t need it. I’ll win this race fair and square.” All the same, that did mess things up; I knew Dad had thought a lot of that fuel.
“No rules against better fuels. A man can pick the fuel he wants, the same as he can travel any course he wants to, no matter how long, if he goes past the markers.” He grunted. “Brad didn’t want you racing, so he sent me the formula. Had a hunch about going out, I guess; dodgers get a habit of hunches.”
“And we Masterses have a habit of winning. Better change your bets, Jimmy.”
“It’s all fixed, too late to change, and the odds are long. After this race, I’m going back and get the habit of being a big philanthropist. Look, kid, you’re not sore about my using Brad’s formula?”
“If he gave it to you, that was his business.” I pulled the sheet up and reached for the light switch. “Only don’t blame me when you lose your bets.”
But the morning of the start, I had to confess I wasn’t feeling so cocky, in spite of living high on Jimmy for a week. I’d seen the favorite—Bouncing Betty—and Jimmy’s fix, the Tar Baby, and both looked mighty good to me.
“What’s the Tar Baby pulling?” I asked Jimmy. “Or do you know?”
“Olsen says he’s driving her at better than two G’s all the way. The Bouncing Betty’s pulling straight two, which is tough enough, but Olsen thinks he can stand the strain at two and a quarter.”
I looked them over again. An extra quarter gravity of acceleration, even if it is only an extra eight feet per second, uses a lot of additional fuel, even for a sixteen-ton soup can. “How about that mixture, Jimmy? Does it pep up the efficiency, or just the speed-combustion rate and exhaust velocity?”
“She’ll throw out a fifty percent, mixture I gave Olsen; optimum is good for eighty.” Something began to click in my head then, but his next words sidetracked it. “You’d better draw out, kid. An eight-day race is bad, even if you can hold two G’s. How’s your supplies?”
I was worried a little myself, but I wouldn’t admit it. “They’ll last. I’ve stocked enough soup to carry me to Jupiter and back at two G’s, if I had to, and the marker station is forty million miles this side of the big fellow, on a direct line from here. I’ve got plenty of oxygen, water, and concentrates.”
They’d given out the course that morning. We were to head out from Kor, point straight at Jupiter with a climb out of the plane of the ecliptic, drive down and hit a beacon rocket they were holding on a direct line with the big planet, forty million miles this side of him; that made about an even three-hundred-million-mile course from Mars, out and back, figured for eight days at a constant acceleration and deceleration of two gravities. It had been advertised as the longest and toughest race in rocket history, and they were certainly living up to the publicity.
“That’s a tough haul on a youngster, Len,” Jimmy grumbled. “And with quartz lining, it’s worse.”
“I’ve had plenty of practice at high acceleration, and the tubes are practically safe for six days’ firing. I think they’ll last the other two.”
“Then you’re matching the Bouncing Betty’s speed?”
I nodded grimly. “I’ll have to. The Tar Baby’ll probably run into trouble at the speed she’s meaning to make, but the Betty’s built to stand two.”
The starter was singing out his orders, and the field was being cleared. Jimmy grabbed my hand. “Good luck, Len. Don’t ride her harder’n she’ll carry. You Masterses make too much of a habit of being crazy.”
Then they forced him off the field and I was climbing into the cockpit, tightening the anchor straps of the shock hammock about the straitjacket I wore.
And I expected to need them. Two gravities mean double weight, during eight days, fighting your lungs and heart. If you take it lengthwise, it can’t be done, but by lying stretched out on the hammock at right angles to the flight line, it’s just possible.
The Betty roared up first, foaming out without a falter. Olsen took the Tar Baby up a little uncertainly, but straightened sharply and headed up. Finally, I got the signal and gave her the gun, leaving Mars dangling in space while I tried to keep my stomach off my backbone. The first ten minutes are always the toughest.
When that passed, I began feeding the tape into the baby autopilot that would take over when I had to sleep, which was about three quarters of the time, under the gravity drag. There wasn’t anything exciting to the takeoff, and I was out in space before I knew it, with the automatic guiding her. I might have to make a correction or two, but she’d hold at the two-G mark on course for days at a stretch.
I’d been fool enough to dream about excitement, but I knew already I wasn’t going to get it. By the time I was half an hour out, I was bored stiff, or felt that way. The automat ran the ship, space looked all alike, and the only sensation was weight pressing against me. I looked around for the Betty, and spotted her blast some fifty miles away, holding evenly abreast of me. The others were strung out behind in little clusters, except for Olsen. His blast was way up ahead, forging along at a good quarter gravity more than I could use. At the end of an hour, he was a full ten thousand miles away from me; there was no mistaking the harsh white glare of his jets. Olsen had decided to duck over the ecliptic, as I was doing, but the Bouncing Betty had headed below it, so it was drawing out of sight. That left me out of touch with what I hoped was my leading competitor.
Of course, the radio signals came through on the ultrawave every so often, but the pep-talk description of the thrilling contest for endurance racing didn’t mean much when I put it up against the facts.
A racing ship in space on a long haul is the loneliest, most Godforsaken spot under the stars. For excitement, I’ll take marbles.
Having nothing better to do, I turned over and went to sleep on my stomach. You can kill a lot of time sleeping, and I meant to do it.
The howler was banging in my ear when I woke up. I reached over and cut on, noting that the chronometer said sixteen hours out of Kor.
“Special bulletin to all pilots,” said the ultrawave set. “The Bouncing Betty, piloted by James Maclntyre, is now out of the race. MacIntyre reports that, in cutting too close to the ecliptic, he was struck by a small meteoroid, and has suffered the loss of three main tubes. While out of the running, he feels confident of reaching Kor safely on his own power.
“This leaves Olsen of the Tar Baby and Masters of the Umatila in the lead by a long margin. Come in, Olsen.”
Olsen’s voice held a note of unholy glee that the obvious fatigue he was feeling couldn’t hide. “Still holding two and a quarter, heart good, breathing only slightly labored; no head pains. Position at approximately twenty-two and a half million miles from Kor; speed, two million eight hundred thousand per hour. Confident of winning.”
“Report acknowledged, Olsen. Come in, Masters.”
I tried to sound carefree, but I guess I failed. “Acceleration at two, holding course beautifully on autopilot, rising over ecliptic. Body and ship standing up okay. Pyrometer indication of tube lining very satisfactory. Position, twenty million miles out, speed, two and a half million. No signs of meteoroids up here. Can you give next highest acceleration below me?”
Already it took time for the messages to reach Kor and return, and I tried to locate Olsen with his two-and-a-half-million-mile lead. Even if he cut down to two now, the race seemed a certainty for him—unless something happened. Finally the report came back.
“Burkes, on the Salvador, reports one and three quarters, refuses to try higher. No others above that except yourself and Olsen. Are you going to match the Tar Baby?”
Match the Tar Baby, indeed, and ran short of fuel or blow up! “No chance. Still expect to win, though.”
Well, at least it would sound nice back home, and it might worry Olsen a little. He was too conceited about his speed. But I couldn’t see myself making good. Even if I cut closer to the ecliptic, it wouldn’t save enough time to count, and the risk wasn’t worthwhile. I dug into my store of concentrates and satisfied a raving hunger—double weight takes double energy, just as it does sleep. The only thing I could think of was to wish I could maintain acceleration all the way, instead of just half.
That’s the trouble with racing. You accelerate with all you’ve got half the way, then turn around and decelerate just as hard until you reach your goal; then you repeat the whole thing in getting back. The result is that as soon as you reach top speed, you have to check it, and you average only a part of what you can do. If there were just something a man could get a grip on in space to slew around, instead of stopping dead, every record made would go to pieces the next day.
I checked over the automat, found it ticking cheerfully, and fiddled around with the calculator. But the results were the same as they’d been back in Kor. It still said I’d have to decelerate after about forty-four hours. Then I messed around with imaginary courses to kill time, listened to the thrilling reports of the race—it must have been nice to listen to—and gave up. Setting the alarm, I went back to sleep with the announcer’s voice concluding some laudatory remarks about the “fearless young man out there giving his ship everything he’s got in a frantic effort to win.”
But I was awake when the next bulletin came in from Kor at the end of the forty-hour mark. “Special bulletin! We’ve just received word from Dynatomic fuels that there’s a prize of fifty thousand additional to any and every man who makes the course in less than eight full days! Olsen and Masters are now way ahead in the field, and about to do their reversing. Come on, Masters, we’re pulling for you; make it a close race! All right, Olsen, come in.”
“Tell Dynatomic the prize is due me already, and give ’em my thanks. Holding up fine here, fuel running better than I expected. Hundred and forty million out; speed, seven million. Reversing in two hours.”
By a tight margin, I might make it, since it applied to as many as came in within the time period. “I’ll be in the special field, Kor. Everything like clockwork here, standing it fine. Pyrometer still says tubes okay. Position, one-twenty-five millions; speed, six and a quarter. Reversing in four hours.”
“Okay, Masters; hope you make it. Watch out for Jupiter, both of you. Even at forty million miles, he’ll play tricks with your steering when you hit the beacon. Signing off at Kor.”
Jupiter! Right then a thought I’d been trying to nurse into consciousness came up and knocked on my dome. I dug my fingers into the calculator; the more the tape said, the better things looked.
Finally I hit the halfway. Olsen had reversed a couple of hours before with no bad effects from the change. But I was busy dialing Mars. They came in, after a good long wait. “Acknowledging Masters. Trouble?”
“Clear sailing, here and ahead, Kor.” It’s nice to feel confident after staring second prize in the face all the trip. “Is there any rule about the course, provided a man passes the beacon inside of a hundred thousand miles? Otherwise, do I have free course?”
“Absolutely free course, Masters. Anything you do after the beacon is okay, if you get back. Advise you don’t cut into asteroids, however.”
“No danger of that. Thanks, Kor.”
I’d already passed the reversing point, but that wasn’t worrying me. I snapped off the power, leaving only the automat cut into the steering tubes, and gazed straight ahead. Sure enough, there was Jupiter, with his markings and all; the fellow that was going to let me maintain full speed over halfway, and make the long course the faster one. I was remembering Jimmy’s remark that put the idea into my head: “A man can pick the fuel he wants, the same as he can travel any course he wants, no matter how long.”
With power off, I was still ticking off about seven million miles an hour, but I couldn’t feel it. Instead, I felt plenty sick, without any feeling of weight at all. But I couldn’t bother about that. Kor was calling again, but I shut them off with a few words. If I was crazy, that was my business, and the ship was doing okay.
I set the buzzer to wake me when I figured I’d be near Olsen. Looking out, when the thing went off, I could see his jets shooting out away off side, and a little ahead. But he was cutting his speed sharply, while I was riding free, and I began sliding past him.
I was all set to gloat when his voice barked in over the ultraset: “Masters! Calling Masters!”
“Okay, Olsen.”
“Man, decelerate! You’ll crack up on Jupiter at that rate. If something’s wrong, say so. We’re way out ahead, and there’s plenty of time. Give me the word and I’ll try to cut in on you. The Tar Baby’s strong enough to hold back your soup can. How about it, Masters?”
That was the guy I’d been hating for a glory hound, figuring him as out for himself only. “No need, Olsen, but a load of thanks. I’m trying out a hunch to steal first place from you.”
The relief in his voice was as unquestionable as his bewilderment. “It’s okay if you can do it, mister. I’ll still make the special. Why not let me in on the hunch? I won’t crib your idea.”
“Okay, but I don’t know how it’ll work, for sure. I’m going around Jupiter at full speed instead of cutting to the beacon.”
“You’re crazy, Masters.” The idea didn’t appeal to him at all. “Hope your tubes hold up under the extra eighty million miles. So long!”
Sixty-seven hours out of Kor I passed the beacon at the required hundred thousand miles—which isn’t as wide a margin at full speed as it sounds—and headed out. Olsen must have called ahead to tell them what I was doing, because the beacon acknowledged my call, verified my distance, and signed off without questions.
I caught an hour’s sleep again, and then Jupiter was growing uncomfortably close. I’d already been over my calculations twenty times, but so darned much depended on them that I wasn’t taking chances. I ran them through again. The big fellow was coming up alongside like a mountain rolling toward an ant, and I was already closer than anyone I’d ever heard of.
But it worked out all right, at first. I grazed around the side, was caught in his gravity, and began to swing in an orbit. That’s what I’d been looking for, something to catch hold of out in space to swing me around without loss of momentum, and that’s what I’d found; Jupiter’s gravity pulled me around like a lead weight on a swung rope.
Which was fine—if I had enough speed to make him let go again, as close as I was to his surface. Fortunately, he hasn’t any extensive atmosphere to speak of—beyond that which creates his apparent surface—in proportion to his diameter, or I’d have been warmed up entirely too much for pleasant living. In no time I was coming around and facing back in the general direction of Mars; and then two things happened at once.
Jupiter wasn’t letting me go on schedule; he seemed to think he needed a little more time for observation of this queer satellite he’d just caught. And Io swung up right where it shouldn’t have been. I’d forgotten the moons!
That’s when I began counting heartbeats. Either Jupiter pulled me too far, or he threw me square into Io, and I didn’t like either prospect. The steering tubes were worthless in the short space I had at that speed. I waited, and Jupiter began to let go—with Io coming up!
Whishh! I could hear—or imagine, I don’t know which—the outer edges of the moon’s atmosphere whistle briefly past the sides of my soup can, and then silence. When I opened my eyes, lo lay behind, with Jupiter, and I was headed straight for the beacon. Dear old Io!
Light as its gravity was, it had still been enough to correct the slight error in my calculations and set me back on my course, even if I did come too close for my peace of mind.
I was asleep when I passed the beacon again, so I don’t know what they had to say. It was Olsen’s call that woke me up. “Congratulations, Masters! When you reach Mars, tell them to hold the special and second prizes for me. And I’ll remember the trick. Clear dodging!” He was still heading in toward the beacon on deceleration, and less than eighty hours had passed.
Well, there wasn’t much more to it, except for the sleeping and the ravings of that fool announcer back on Kor. I reversed without any trouble at about the point where I’d stopped accelerating and began braking down for Mars. Then the monotony of the trip began again, with the automat doing all the work. The tubes, safe for six days, would be used for only about three and a half, thanks to all that time with power off, and I had soup to spare.
Miraculously, they had the landing pit cleared when I settled down over Kor, and the sweetest-looking white ambulance was waiting. I set her down without a jolt, slipped out, and was inside the car before the crowds could get to me. They’ve finally learned to protect the winning dodger that way.
Jimmy was inside, chewing on an unlit cigarette. “Okay,” he told the ambulance driver, “take us to Mom Doughan’s. Hi, kid. Made it in a hundred and forty-five hours. That gives you first and special, so you’re out of the red. Nice work!”
I couldn’t help rubbing it in a little. “Next time, Jimmy, bet on a Masters if you want to go through with those endowments of yours.”
Jimmy’s face was glum, and the cigarette bobbed up and down in his mouth in a dull rhythm, but his eyes crinkled up and he showed no rancor at the crack. “There won’t be any endowments, kid. Should have stuck to the old handicapping, instead of trying to start something new. I’m cleaned, lock, stock, and barrel. Anyway, those endowment dreams were just sort of a habit.”
“You’ve still got your formula.”
“Um-hm. Your fuel formula; I’m sticking to the old habits and letting the newfangled ideas go hang.”
I stopped playing with him then. “That’s where you’re wrong, Jimmy. I did a lot of thinking out there, and I’ve decided some habits are things to get rid of.”
“Maybe.” He didn’t sound very convinced. “How’d you mean?”
“Well, take the old idea that the shortest time is made on the shortest possible course; that’s a habit with pilots, and one I had a hard time breaking. But look what happened. And Dad had one habit, you another, and you’d both have been better off without those fixations.”
“Um-hm. Go on.”
“Dad thought a fuel was good only in racing, because he was used to thinking in terms of the perambulating soup cans,” I explained. I’d done plenty of thinking on the way in, when I was awake, so I knew what I was talking about. “You had a habit of thinking of everything in terms of betting. Take that fuel. You say it gives eighty percent efficiency. Did you ever stop to think there’d be a fortune in it for sale to the commercials? The less load they carry in fuel, the more pay cargo.”
“Well, I’ll be—” He mulled it over slowly, letting the idea seep in. Then he noticed the cigarette in his mouth and started to light it.
I amplified the scheme. “We’ll market it fifty-fifty. You put up the fuel and salesmanship; I’ll put up the prize money and technical knowledge. And if you’re looking for fame, there ought to be some of that mixed up in there, too.”
“Um-hm.” Jimmy stuck out his hand. “Shake on the partnership, Len. But, if you don’t mind, I’ll use the money like I said. Those endowment ideas sort of got to be a habit with me.”



NERVES
I
The graveled walks between the sprawling, utilitarian structures of the National Atomic Products Co., Inc., were crowded with the usual five o’clock mass of young huskies just off work or going on the extra shift, and the company cafeteria was jammed to capacity and overflowing. But they made good-natured way for Doc Ferrel as he came out, not bothering to stop their horseplay as they would have done with any of the other half hundred officials of the company. He’d been just Doc to them too long for any need of formality.
He nodded back at them easily, pushed through, and went down the walk toward the Infirmary Building, taking his own time; when a man has turned fifty, with gray hairs and enlarged waistline to show for it, he begins to realize that comfort and relaxation are worth cultivating. Besides, Doc could see no good reason for filling his stomach with food and then rushing around in a flurry that gave him no chance to digest it. He let himself in the side entrance, palming his cigar out of long habit, and passed through the surgery to the door marked:
PRIVATE
ROGER T. FERREL
PHYSICIAN IN CHARGE
As always, the little room was heavy with the odor of stale smoke and littered with scraps of this and that. His assistant was already there, rummaging busily through the desk with the brass nerve that was typical of him; Ferrel had no objections to it, though, since Blake’s rock-steady hands and unruffled brain were always dependable in a pinch of any sort.
Blake looked up and grinned confidently. “Hi, Doc. Where the deuce do you keep your cigarettes, anyway? Never mind, got ’em… Ah, that’s better! Good thing there’s one room in this darned building where the ‘No Smoking’ signs don’t count. You and the wife coming out this evening?”
“Not a chance, Blake.” Ferrel struck the cigar back in his mouth and settled down into the old leather chair, shaking his head. “Palmer phoned down half an hour ago to ask me if I’d stick through the graveyard shift. Seems the plant’s got a rush order for some particular batch of dust that takes about twelve hours to cook, so they’ll be running No. 3 and 4 till midnight or later.”
“Hm-m-m. So you’re hooked again. I don’t see why any of us has to stick here—nothing serious ever pops up now. Look what I had today; three cases of athlete’s foot—better send a memo down to the showers for extra disinfection—a guy with dandruff, four running noses, and the office boy with a sliver in his thumb! They bring everything to us except their babies—and they’d have them here if they could—but nothing that couldn’t wait a week or a month. Anne’s been counting on you and the missus, Doc; she’ll be disappointed if you aren’t there to celebrate her sticking ten years with me. Why don’t you let the kid stick it out alone tonight?”
“I wish I could, but this happens to be my job. As a matter of fact, though, Jenkins worked up an acute case of duty and decided to stay on with me tonight.” Ferrel twitched his lips in a stiff smile, remembering back to the time when his waistline had been smaller than his chest and he’d gone through the same feeling that destiny had singled him out to save the world. “The kid had his first real case today, and he’s all puffed up. Handled it all by himself, so he’s now Dr. Jenkins, if you please.”
Blake had his own memories. “Yeah? Wonder when he’ll realize that everything he did by himself came from your hints? What was it, anyway?”
“Same old story—simple radiation burns. No matter how much we tell the men when they first come in, most of them can’t see why they should wear three ninety-five percent efficient shields when the main converter shield cuts off all but one-tenth percent of the radiation. Somehow, this fellow managed to leave off his two inner shields and pick up a year’s burn in six hours. Now he’s probably back on No. 1, still running through the hundred liturgies I gave him to say and hoping we won’t get him sacked.”
No. 1 was the first converter around which National Atomic had built its present monopoly in artificial radioactives, back in the days when shields were still inefficient to one part in a thousand and the materials handled were milder than the modern ones. They still used it for the gentler reactions, prices of converters being what they were; anyhow, if reasonable precautions were taken, there was no serious danger.
“A tenth percent will kill; five percent thereof is one two-hundredth; five percent of that is one four-thousandth; and five percent again leaves one eighty-thousandth, safe for all but fools.” Blake sing-songed the liturgy solemnly, then chuckled. “You’re getting old, Doc; you used to give them a thousand times. Well, if you get the chance, you and Mrs. Ferrel drop out and say hello, even if it’s after midnight. Anne’s gonna be disappointed, but she ought to know how it goes. So long.”
“’Night.” Ferrel watched him leave, still smiling faintly. Some day his own son would be out of medical school, and Blake would make a good man for him to start under and begin the same old grind upward. First, like young Jenkins, he’d be filled with his mission to humanity, tense and uncertain, but somehow things would roll along through Blake’s stage and up, probably to Doc’s own level, where the same old problems were solved in the same old way, and life settled down into a comfortable, mellow dullness.
There were worse lives, certainly, even though it wasn’t like the mass of murders, kidnappings and applied miracles played up in the current movie series about Dr. Hoozis. Come to think of it, Hoozis was supposed to be working in an atomic products plant right now—but one where chrome-plated converters covered with pretty neon tubes were mysteriously blowing up every second day, and men were brought in with blue flames all over them to be cured instantly in time to utter the magic words so the hero could dash in and put out the atomic flame barehanded. Ferrel grunted and reached back for his old copy of the Decameron.
Then he heard Jenkins out in the surgery, puttering around with quick, nervous little sounds. Never do to let the boy find him loafing back here, when the possible fate of the world so obviously hung on his alertness. Young doctors had to be disillusioned slowly, or they became bitter and their work suffered. Yet, in spite of his amusement at Jenkins’ nervousness, he couldn’t help envying the thin-faced young man’s erect shoulders and flat stomach. Years crept by, it seemed.
* * * *
Jenkins straightened out a wrinkle in his white jacket fussily and looked up. “I’ve been getting the surgery ready for instant use, Dr. Ferrel. Do you think it’s safe to keep only Miss Dodd and one male attendant here—shouldn’t we have more than the bare legally sanctioned staff?”
“Dodd’s a one-man staff,” Ferrel assured him. “Expecting accidents tonight?”
“No, sir, not exactly. But do you know what they’re running off?”
“No.” Ferrel hadn’t asked Palmer; he’d learned long before that he couldn’t keep up with the atomic engineering developments, and had stopped trying. “Some new type of atomic tank fuel for the army to use in its war games?”
“Worse than that, sir. They’re making their first commercial run of Natomic I-713 in both No. 3 and 4 converters at once.”
“So? Seems to me I did hear something about that. Had to do with killing off boll weevils, didn’t it?” Ferrel was vaguely familiar with the process of sowing radioactive dust in a circle outside the weevil area, to isolate the pest, then gradually moving inward from the border. Used with proper precautions, it had slowly killed off the weevil and driven it back into half the territory once occupied.
Jenkins managed to look disappointed, surprised and slightly superior without a visible change of expression. “There was an article on it in the Natomic Weekly Ray of last issue, Dr. Ferrel. You probably know that the trouble with Natomic I-344, which they’ve been using, was its half life of over four months; that made the land sowed useless for planting the next year, so they had to move very slowly. I-713 has a half life of less than a week and reaches safe limits in about two months, so they’ll be able to isolate whole strips of hundreds of miles during the winter and still have the land usable by spring. Field tests have been highly successful, and we’ve just gotten a huge order from two states that want immediate delivery.”
“After their legislatures waited six months debating whether to use it or not,” Ferrel hazarded out of long experience. “Hm-m-m, sounds good if they can sow enough earthworms after them to keep the ground in good condition. But what’s the worry?”
Jenkins shook his head indignantly. “I’m not worried. I simply think we should take every possible precaution and be ready for any accident; after all, they’re working on something new, and a half life of a week is rather strong, don’t you think? Besides, I looked over some of the reaction charts in the article, and—What was that?”
From somewhere to the left of the Infirmary, a muffled growl was being accompanied by ground tremors; then it gave place to a steady hissing, barely audible through the insulated walls of the building. Ferrel listened a moment and shrugged. “Nothing to worry about, Jenkins; you’ll hear it a dozen times a year. Ever since the Great War when he tried to commit hara-kiri over the treachery of his people, Hokusai’s been bugs about getting an atomic explosive bomb which will let us wipe out the rest of the world. Some day you’ll probably see the little guy brought in here minus his head, but so far he hasn’t found anything with short enough a half life that can be controlled until needed. What about the reaction charts on I-713?”
“Nothing definite, I suppose.” Jenkins turned reluctantly away from the sound, still frowning. “I know it worked in small lots, but there’s something about one of the intermediate steps I distrust, sir. I thought I recognized…I tried to ask one of the engineers about it. He practically told me to shut up until I’d studied atomic engineering myself.”
Seeing the boy’s face whiten over tensed jaw muscles, Ferrel held back his smile and nodded slowly. Something funny there; of course, Jenkins’ pride had been wounded, but hardly that much. Some day, he’d have to find out what was behind it; little things like that could ruin a man’s steadiness with the instruments, if he kept it to himself. Meantime, the subject was best dropped.
The telephone girl’s heavily syllabized voice cut into his thoughts from the annunciator. “Dr. Ferrel. Dr. Ferrel wanted on the telephone. Dr. Ferrel, please!”
Jenkins’ face blanched still further, and his eyes darted to his superior sharply. Doc grunted casually. “Probably Palmer’s bored and wants to tell me all about his grandson again. He thinks that child’s an all time genius because it says two words at eighteen months.”
But inside the office, he stopped to wipe his hands free of perspiration before answering; there was something contagious about Jenkins’ suppressed fears. And Palmer’s face on the little television screen didn’t help any, though the director was wearing his usual set smile. Ferrel knew it wasn’t about the baby this time, and he was right.
“‘Lo, Ferrel.” Palmer’s heartily confident voice was quite normal, but the use of the last name was a clear sign of some trouble. “There’s been a little accident in the plant, they tell me. They’re bringing a few men over to the Infirmary for treatment—probably not right away, though. Has Blake gone yet?”
“He’s been gone fifteen minutes or more. Think it’s serious enough to call him back, or are Jenkins and myself enough?”
“Jenkins? Oh, the new doctor.” Palmer hesitated, and his arms showed quite clearly the doodling operations of his hands, out of sight of the vision cell. “No, of course, no need to call Blake back, I suppose—not yet, anyhow. Just worry anyone who saw him coming in. Probably nothing serious.”
“What is it—radiation burns, or straight accident?”
“Oh—radiation mostly—maybe accident, too. Someone got a little careless—you know how it is. Nothing to worry about, though. You’ve been through it before when they opened a port too soon.”
Doc knew enough about that—if that’s what it was. “Sure, we can handle that, Palmer. But I thought No. 1 was closing down at five thirty tonight. Anyhow, how come they haven’t installed the safety ports on it? You told me they had, six months ago.”
“I didn’t say it was No. 1, or that it was a manual port. You know, new equipment for new products.” Palmer looked up at someone else, and his upper arms made a slight movement before he looked down at the vision cell again. “I can’t go into it now, Dr. Ferrel; accident’s throwing us off schedule, you see—details piling up on me. We can talk it over later, and you probably have to make arrangements now. Call me if you want anything.”
* * * *
The screen darkened and the phone clicked off abruptly, just as a muffled word started. The voice hadn’t been Palmer’s. Ferrel pulled his stomach in, wiped the sweat off his hands again, and went out into the surgery with careful casualness. Damn Palmer, why couldn’t the fool give enough information to make decent preparations possible? He was sure 3 and 4 alone were operating, and they were supposed to be foolproof. Just what had happened?
Jenkins jerked up from a bench as he came out, face muscles tense and eyes filled with a nameless fear. Where he had been sitting, a copy of the Weekly Ray was lying open at a chart of symbols which meant nothing to Ferrel, except for the penciled line under one of the reactions. The boy picked it up and stuck it back on a table.
“Routine accident,” Ferrel reported as naturally as he could, cursing himself for having to force his voice. Thank the Lord, the boy’s hands hadn’t trembled visibly when he was moving the paper; he’d still be useful if surgery were necessary. Palmer had said nothing of that, of course—he’d said nothing about entirely too much. “They’re bringing a few men over for radiation burns, according to Palmer. Everything ready?”
Jenkins nodded tightly. “Quite ready, sir, as much as we can be for routine accidents at 3 and 4!…Isotope R… Sorry, Dr. Ferrel, I didn’t mean that. Should we call in Dr. Blake and the other nurses and attendants?”
“Eh? Oh, probably we can’t reach Blake, and Palmer doesn’t think we need him. You might have Nurse Dodd locate Meyers—the others are out on dates by now if I know them, and the two nurses should be enough, with Jones; they’re better than a flock of the others, anyway.” Isotope R? Ferrel remembered the name, but nothing else. Something an engineer had said once—but he couldn’t recall in what connection—or had Hokusai mentioned it? He watched Jenkins leave and turned on an impulse to his office where he could phone in reasonable privacy.
“Get me Matsuura Hokusai.” He stood drumming on the table impatiently until the screen finally lighted and the little Japanese looked out of it. “Hoke, do you know what they were turning out over at 3 and 4?”
The scientist nodded slowly, his wrinkled face as expressionless as his unaccented English. “Yess, they are make I-713 for the weevil. Why you assk?”
“Nothing; just curious. I heard rumors about an Isotope R and wondered if there was any connection. Seems they had a little accident over there, and I want to be ready for whatever comes of it.”
For a fraction of a second, the heavy lids on Hokusai’s eyes seemed lo lift, but his voice remained neutral, only slightly faster. “No connection. Dr. Ferrel, they are not make Issotope R, very much assure you. Besst you forget Issotope R. Very ssorry. Dr. Ferrel, I musst now ssee accident. Thank you for call. Good-by.” The screen was blank again, along with Ferrel’s mind.
Jenkins was standing in the door, but had either heard nothing or seemed not to know about it. “Nurse Meyers is coming back,” he said “Shall I get ready for curare injections?”
“Uh—might be a good idea.” Ferrel had no intention of being surprised again, no matter what the implication of the words. Curare, one of the greatest poisons, known to South American primitives for centuries and only recently synthesized by modern chemistry, was the final resort for use in cases of radiation injury that was utterly beyond control. While the Infirmary stocked it for such emergencies, in the four years of Doc’s practice it had been used only twice; neither experiment had been pleasant. Jenkins was either thoroughly frightened or overzealous—unless he knew something he had no business knowing.
“Seems to take them long enough to get the men here—can’t be too serious, Jenkins, or they’d move faster.”
“Maybe.” Jenkins went on with his preparations, dissolving dried plasma in distilled, de-aerated water, without looking up. “There’s the litter siren now. You’d better get washed up while I take care of the patients.”
Doc listened to the sound that came in as a faint drone from outside, and grinned slightly. “Must be Beel driving; he’s the only man fool enough to run the siren when the runways are empty. Anyhow, if you’ll listen, it’s the out trip he’s making. Be at least five minutes before he gets back.” But he turned into the washroom, kicked on the hot water and began scrubbing vigorously with the strong soap.
Damn Jenkins! Here he was preparing for surgery before he had any reason to suspect the need, and the boy was running things to suit himself, pretty much, as if armed with superior knowledge. Well, maybe he was. Either that, or he was simply half crazy with old wives’ fears of anything relating to atomic reactions, and that didn’t seem to fit the case. He rinsed off as Jenkins came in, kicked on the hot-air blast, and let his arms dry, then bumped against a rod that brought out rubber gloves on little holders. “Jenkins, what’s all this Isotope R business, anyway? I’ve heard about it somewhere—probably from Hokusai. But I can’t remember anything definite.”
“Naturally—there isn’t anything definite. That’s the trouble.” The young doctor tackled the area under his fingernails before looking up; then he saw Ferrel was slipping into his surgeon’s whites that had come out on a hanger, and waited until the other was finished. “R’s one of the big maybe problems of atomics. Purely theoretical, and none’s been made yet—it’s either impossible or can’t be done in small control batches, safe for testing. That’s the trouble, as I said; nobody knows anything about it, except that—if it can exist—it’ll break down in a fairly short time into Mahler’s Isotope. You’ve heard of that?”
Doc had—twice. The first had been when Mahler and half his laboratory had disappeared with accompanying noise; he’d been making a comparatively small amount of the new product designed to act as a starter for other reactions. Later, Maicewicz had tackled it on a smaller scale, and that time only two rooms and three men had gone up in dust particles. Five or six years later, atomic theory had been extended to the point where any study could find why the apparently safe product decided to become pure helium and energy in approximately one-billionth of a second.
“How long a time?”
“Half a dozen theories, and no real idea.” They’d come out of the washrooms, finished except for their masks. Jenkins ran his elbow into a switch that turned on the ultraviolets that were supposed to sterilize the entire surgery, then looked around questioningly. “What about the supersonics?”
Ferrel kicked them on, shuddering as the bone-shaking harmonic indicated their activity. He couldn’t complain about the equipment, at least. Ever since the last accident, when the State Congress developed ideas, there’d been enough gadgets lying around to stock up several small hospitals. The supersonics were intended to penetrate through all solids in the room, sterilizing where the UV light couldn’t. A whistling note in the harmonics reminded him of something that had been tickling around in the back of his mind for minutes.
“There was no emergency whistle, Jenkins. Hardly seems to me they’d neglect that if it were so important.”
Jenkins grunted skeptically and eloquently. “I read in the papers a few days ago where Congress was thinking of moving all atomic plants—meaning National, of course—out into the Mojave Desert. Palmer wouldn’t like that…There’s the siren again.”
* * * *
Jones, the male attendant, had heard it, and was already running out the fresh stretcher for the litter into the back receiving room. Half a minute later, Beel came trundling in the detachable part of the litter. “Two,” he announced. “More coming up as soon as they can get to ’em, Doc.”
There was blood spilled over the canvas, and a closer inspection indicated its source in a severed jugular vein, now held in place with a small safety pin that had fastened the two sides of the cut with a series of little pricks around which the blood had clotted enough to stop further loss.
Doc kicked off the supersonics with relief and indicated the man’s throat. “Why wasn’t I called out instead of having him brought here?”
“Hell, Doc, Palmer said bring ’em in and I brought ’em—I dunno. Guess some guy pinned up this fellow so they figured he could wait. Anything wrong?”
Ferrel grimaced. “With a split jugular, nothing that stops the bleeding’s wrong, orthodox or not. How many more, and what’s wrong out there?”
“Lord knows, Doc. I only drive ’em, I don’t ask questions. So long!” He pushed the new stretcher up on the carriage, went wheeling it out to the small two-wheeled tractor that completed the litter. Ferrel dropped his curiosity back to its proper place and turned to the jugular case, while Dodd adjusted her mask. Jones had their clothes off, swabbed them down hastily, and wheeled them out on operating tables into the center of the surgery.
“Plasma!” A quick examination had shown Doc nothing else wrong with the jugular case, and he made the injection quickly. Apparently the man was only unconscious from shock induced by loss of blood, and the breathing and heart action resumed a more normal course as the liquid filled out the depleted blood vessels. He treated the wound with a sulphonamide derivative in routine procedure, cleaned and sterilized the edges gently, applied clamps carefully, removed the pin, and began stitching with the complicated little motor needle—one of the few gadgets for which he had any real appreciation. A few more drops of blood had spilled, but not seriously, and the wound was now permanently sealed. “Save the pin, Dodd. Goes in the collection. That’s all for this. How’s the other, Jenkins?”
Jenkins pointed to the back of the man’s neck, indicating a tiny bluish object sticking out. “Fragment of steel, clear into the medulla oblongata. No blood loss, but he’s been dead since it touched him. Want me to remove it?”
“No need—mortician can do it if they want… If these are a sample, I’d guess it as a plain industrial accident, instead of anything connected with radiation.”
“You’ll get that, too, Doc.” It was the jugular case, apparently conscious and normal except for pallor. “We weren’t in the converter house. Hey, I’m all right!… I’ll be—”
Ferrel smiled at the surprise on the fellow’s face. “Thought you were dead, eh? Sure, you’re all right, if you’ll take it easy. A torn jugular either kills you or else it’s nothing to worry about. Just pipe down and let the nurse put you to sleep, and you’ll never know you got it.”
“Lord! Stuff came flying out of the air-intake like bullets out of a machine gun. Just a scratch, I thought; then Jake was bawling like a baby and yelling for a pin. Blood all over the place—then here I am, good as new.”
“Uh-huh.” Dodd was already wheeling him off to a ward room, her grim face wrinkled into a half-quizzical expression over the mask. “Doctor said to pipe down, didn’t he? Well!”
As soon as Dodd vanished, Jenkins sat down, running his hand over his cap; there were little beads of sweat showing where the goggles and mask didn’t entirely cover his face. “ ‘Stuff came flying out of the air-intake like bullets out of a machine gun,’ ” he repeated softly. “Dr. Ferrel, these two cases were outside the converter—just by-product accidents. Inside—”
“Yeah.” Ferrel was picturing things himself, and it wasn’t pleasant. Outside, matter tossed through the air ducts; inside—He left it hanging, as Jenkins had. “I’m going to call Blake. We’ll probably need him.”
II
“Give me Dr. Blake’s residence—Maple 2337,” Ferrel said quickly into the phone. The operator looked blank for a second, starting and then checking a purely automatic gesture toward the plugs. “Maple 2337, I said.”
“I’m sorry, Dr. Ferrel, I can’t give you an outside line. All trunk lines are out of order.” There was constant buzz from the board, but nothing showed in the panel to indicate whether from white inside lights or the red trunk indicators.
“But—this is an emergency, operator. I’ve got to get in touch with Blake!”
“Sorry, Dr. Ferrel. All trunk lines are out of order.” She started to reach for the plug, but Ferrel stopped her.
“Give me Palmer, then—and no nonsense! If his line’s busy, cut me in, and I’ll take the responsibility.”
“Very good.” She snapped at her switches. “I’m sorry, emergency call from Dr. Ferrel. Hold the line and I’ll reconnect you.” Then Palmer’s face was on the panel, and this time the man was making no attempt to conceal his expression of worry.
“What is it, Ferrel?”
“I want Blake here—I’m going to need him. The operator says—”
“Yeah.” Palmer nodded tightly, cutting in. “I’ve been trying to get him myself, but his house doesn’t answer. Any idea of where to reach him?”
“You might try the Bluebird or any of the other night clubs around there.” Damn, why did this have to be Blake’s celebration night? No telling where he could be found by this time.
Palmer was speaking again. “I’ve already had all the night clubs and restaurants called, and he doesn’t answer. We’re paging the movie houses and theaters now—just a second… Nope, he isn’t there, Ferrel. Last reports, no response.”
“How about sending out a general call over the radio?”
“I’d…I’d like to, Ferrel, but it can’t be done.” The manager had hesitated for a fraction of a second, but his reply was positive. “Oh, by the way, we’ll notify your wife you won’t be home. Operator! You there? Good, reconnect the Governor!”
There was no sense in arguing into a blank screen, Doc realized. If Palmer wouldn’t put through a radio call, he wouldn’t, though it had been done once before. “All trunk lines are out of order… We’ll notify your wife… Reconnect the Governor!” They weren’t even being careful to cover up. He must have repeated the words aloud as he backed out of the office, still staring at the screen, for Jenkins’ face twitched into a maladjusted grin.
“So we’re cut off. I knew it already; Meyers just got in with more details.” He nodded toward the nurse, just coming out of the dressing room and trying to smooth out her uniform. Her almost pretty face was more confused than worried.
“I was just leaving the plant, Dr. Ferrel, when my name came up on the outside speaker, but I had trouble getting here. We’re locked in! I saw them at the gate—guards with sticks. They were turning back everyone that tried to leave, and wouldn’t tell why, even. Just general orders that no one was to leave until Mr. Palmer gave his permission. And they weren’t going to let me back in at first. Do you suppose…do you know what it’s all about? I heard little things that didn’t mean anything, really, but—”
“I know just about as much as you do, Meyers, though Palmer said something about carelessness with one of the ports on No. 3 or 4,” Ferrel answered her. “Probably just precautionary measures. Anyway, I wouldn’t worry about it yet.”
“Yes, Dr. Ferrel.” She nodded and turned back to the front office, there was no assurance in her look. Doc realized that neither Jenkins nor himself were pictures of confidence at the moment.
“Jenkins,” he said, when she was gone, “if you know anything I don’t, for the love of Mike, out with it! I’ve never seen anything like this around here.”
Jenkins shook himself, and for the first time since he’d been there, used Ferrel’s nickname. “Doc, I don’t—that’s why I’m in a blue funk. I know just enough to be less sure than you can be, and I’m scared as hell!”
“Let’s see your hands.” The subject was almost a monomania with Ferrel, and he knew it, but he also knew it wasn’t unjustified. Jenkins’ hands came out promptly, and there was no tremble to them. The boy threw up his arm so the sleeve slid beyond the elbow, and Ferrel nodded; there was no sweat trickling down from the armpits to reveal a worse case of nerves than showed on the surface. “Good enough, son; I don’t care how scared you are—I’m getting that way myself—but with Blake out of the picture, and the other nurses and attendants sure to be out of reach, I’ll need everything you’ve got.”
“Doc?”
“Well?”
“If you’ll take my word for it, I can get another nurse here—and a good one, too. They don’t come any better, or any steadier, and she’s not working now. I didn’t expect her—well, anyhow, she’d skin me if I didn’t call when we need one. Want her?”
“No trunk lines for outside calls,” Doc reminded him. It was the first time he’d seen any real enthusiasm on the boy’s face, and however good of bad the nurse was, she’d obviously be of value in bucking up Jenkins’ spirits. “Go to it, though; right now we can probably use any nurse. Sweetheart?”
“Wife.” Jenkins went toward the dressing room. “And I don’t need the phone; we used to carry ultra-short-wave personal radios to keep in touch, and I’ve still got mine here. And if you’re worried about her qualifications, she handed instruments to Bayard at Mayo’s for five years—that’s how I managed to get through medical school!”
* * * *
The siren was approaching again when Jenkins came back, the little tense lines about his lips still there, but his whole bearing somehow steadier. He nodded. “I called Palmer, too, and he O.K.’d her coming inside on the phone without wondering how I’d contacted her. The switchboard girl has standing orders to route all calls from us through before anything else, it seems.”
Doc nodded, his ear cocked toward the drone of the siren that drew up and finally ended on a sour wheeze. There was a feeling of relief from tension about him as he saw Jones appear and go toward the rear entrance; work, even under the pressure of an emergency, was always easier than sitting around waiting for it. He saw two stretchers come in, both bearing double loads, and noted that Beel was babbling at the attendant, the driver’s usually phlegmatic manner completely gone.
“I’m quitting; I’m through tomorrow! No more watching ’em drag out stiffs for me—not that way. Dunno why I gotta go back, anyhow; it won’t do ’em any good to get in further, even if they can. From now on, I’m driving a truck, so help me I am!”
Ferrel let him rave on, only vaguely aware that the man was close to hysteria. He had no time to give to Beel now as he saw the raw red flesh through the visor of one of the armor suits. “Cut off what clothes you can, Jones,” he directed. “At least get the shield suits off them. Tannic acid ready, nurse?”
“Ready.” Meyers answered together with Jenkins, who was busily helping Jones strip off the heavily armored suits and helmets.
Ferrel kicked on the supersonics again, letting them sterilize the metal suits—there was going to be no chance to be finicky about asepsis; the supersonics and ultra-violet tubes were supposed to take care of that, and they’d have to do it, to a large extent, little as he liked it. Jenkins finished his part, dived back for fresh gloves, with a mere cursory dipping of his hands into antiseptic and rinse. Dodd followed him, while Jones wheeled three of the cases into the middle of the surgery, ready for work; the other had died on the way in.
It was going to be messy work, obviously. Where metal from the suits had touched, or come near touching, the flesh was burned—crisped, rather. And that was merely a minor part of it, as was the more than ample evidence of major radiation burns, which had probably not stopped at the surface, but penetrated through the flesh and bones into the vital interior organs. Much worse, the writhing and spasmodic muscular contractions indicated radioactive matter that had been forced into the flesh and was acting directly on the nerves controlling the motor impulses. Jenkins looked hastily at the twisting body of his case and his face blanched to a yellowish white; it was the first real example of the full possibilities of an atomic accident he’d seen.
“Curare,” he said finally, the word forced out, but level. Meyers handed him the hypodermic and he inserted it, his hand still steady—more than normally steady, in fact, with that absolute lack of movement that can come to a living organism only under the stress of emergency. Ferrel dropped his eyes back to his own case, both relieved and worried.
From the spread of the muscular convulsions, there could be only one explanation—somehow, radioactives had not only worked their way through the air grills, but had been forced through the almost air-tight joints and sputtered directly into the flesh of the men. Now they were sending out radiations into every nerve, throwing aside the normal orders from the brain and spinal column, setting up anarchic orders of their own that left the muscles to writhe and jerk, one against the other, without order or reason, or any of the normal restraints the body places upon itself. The closest parallel was that of a man undergoing metrozol shock for schizophrenia, or a severe case of strychnine poisoning. He injected curare carefully, metering out the dosage according to the best estimate he could make, but Jenkins had been acting under a pressure that finished the second injection as Doc looked up from his first. Still, in spite of the rapid spread of the drug, some of the twitching went on.
“Curare,” Jenkins repeated, and Doc tensed mentally; he’d still been debating whether to risk the extra dosage. But he made no counter-order, feeling slightly relieved this time at having the matter taken out of his hands; Jenkins went back to work, pushing up the injections to the absolute limit of safety, and slightly beyond. One of the cases had started a weird minor moan that hacked on and off as his lungs and vocal cords went in and out of synchronization, but it quieted under the drug, and in a matter of minutes the three lay still, breathing with the shallow flaccidity common to curare treatment. They were still moving slightly, but where before they were perfectly capable of breaking their own bones in uncontrolled efforts, now there was only motion similar to a man with a chill.
* * * *
“God bless the man who synthesized curare,” Jenkins muttered as he began cleaning away damaged flesh, Meyers assisting.
Doc could repeat that; with the older, natural product, true standardization and exact dosage had been next to impossible. Too much, and its action on the body was fatal; the patient died from “exhaustion” of his chest muscles in a matter of minutes. Too little was practically useless. Now that the danger of self-injury and fatal exhaustion from wild exertion was over, he could attend to such relatively unimportant things as the agony still going on—curare had no particular effect on the sensory nerves. He injected neo-heroin and began cleaning the burned areas and treating them with the standard tannic-acid routine, first with a sulphonamide to eliminate possible infection, glancing up occasionally at Jenkins.
He had no need to worry, though; the boy’s nerves were frozen into an unnatural calm that still pressed through with a speed Ferrel made no attempt to equal, knowing his work would suffer for it. At a gesture, Dodd handed him the little radiation detector, and he began hunting over the skin, inch by inch, for the almost microscopic bits of matter; there was no hope of finding all now, but the worst deposits could be found and removed; later, with more time, a final probing could be made.
“Jenkins,” he asked, “how about I-713’s chemical action? Is it basically poisonous to the system?”
“No. Perfectly safe except for radiation. Eight in the outer electron ring, chemically inert.”
That, at least, was a relief. Radiations were bad enough in and of themselves, but when coupled with metallic poisoning, like the old radium or mercury poisoning, it was even worse. The small colloidially fine particles of I-713 in the flesh would set up their own danger signal, and could be scraped away in the worst cases; otherwise, they’d probably have to stay until the isotope exhausted itself. Mercifully, its half life was short, which would decrease the long hospitalization and suffering of the men.
Jenkins joined Ferrel on the last patient, replacing Dodd at handing instruments. Doc would have preferred the nurse, who was used to his little signals, but he said nothing, and was surprised to note the efficiency of the boy’s co-operation. “How about the breakdown products?” he asked.
“I-713? Harmless enough, mostly, and what isn’t harmless isn’t concentrated enough to worry about. That is, if it’s still I-713. Otherwise—”
Otherwise, Doc finished mentally, the boy meant there’d be no danger from poisoning, at least. Isotope R, with an uncertain degeneration period, turned into Mahler’s Isotope, with a complete breakdown in a billionth of a second. He had a fleeting vision of men, filled with a fine dispersion of that, suddenly erupting over their body with a violence that could never be described; Jenkins must have been thinking the same thing. For a few seconds, they stood there, looking at each other silently, but neither chose to speak of it. Ferrel reached for the probe, Jenkins shrugged, and they went on with their work and their thoughts.
It was a picture impossible to imagine, which they might or might not see; if such an atomic blow-up occurred, what would happen to the laboratory was problematical. No one knew the exact amount Maicewicz had worked on, except that it was the smallest amount he could make, so there could be no good estimate of the damage. The bodies on the operating tables, the little scraps of removed flesh containing the minute globules of radioactive, even the instruments that had come in contact with them, were bombs waiting to explode. Ferrel’s own fingers took on some of the steadiness that was frozen in Jenkins as he went about his work, forcing his mind onto the difficult labor at hand.
* * * *
It might have been minutes or hours later when the last dressing was in place and the three broken bones of the worst case were set. Meyers and Dodd, along with Jones, were taking care of the men, putting them into the little wards, and the two physicians were alone, carefully avoiding each other’s eyes, waiting without knowing exactly what they expected.
Outside, a droning chug came to their ears, and the thump of something heavy moving over the runways. By common impulse they slipped to the side door and looked out, to see the rear end of one of the electric tanks moving away from them. Night had fallen some time before, but the gleaming lights from the big towers around the fence made the plant stand out in glaring detail. Except for the tank moving away, though, other buildings cut off their view.
Then, from the direction of the main gate, a shrill whistle cut the air, and there was a sound of men’s voices, though the words were indistinguishable. Sharp, crisp syllables followed, and Jenkins nodded slowly to himself. “Ten’ll get you a hundred,” he began, “that— Uh, no use betting. It is.”
Around the corner a squad of men in State militia uniform marched briskly, bayoneted rifles on their arms. With efficient precision, they spread out under a sergeant’s direction, each taking a post before the door of one of the buildings, one approaching the place where Ferrel and Jenkins stood.
“So that’s what Palmer was talking to the Governor about,” Ferrel muttered. “No use asking them questions, I suppose; they know less than we do. Come on inside where we can sit down and rest. Wonder what good the militia can do here—unless Palmer’s afraid someone inside’s going to crack and cause trouble.”
Jenkins followed him back to the office and accepted a cigarette automatically as he flopped back into a chair. Doc was discovering just how good it felt to give his muscles and nerves a chance to relax, and realizing that they must have been far longer in the surgery than he had thought. “Care for a drink?”
“Uh—is it safe, Doc? We’re apt to be back in there any minute.” Ferrel pulled a grin onto his face and nodded. “It won’t hurt you—we’re just enough on edge and tired for it to be burned up inside for fuel instead of reaching our nerves. Here.” It was a generous slug of rye he poured for each, enough to send an almost immediate warmth through them, and to relax their overtensed nerves. “Wonder why Beel hasn’t been back long ago?”
“That tank we saw probably explains it; it got too tough for the men to work in just their suits, and they’ve had to start excavating through the converters with the tanks. Electric, wasn’t it, battery powered?… So there’s enough radiation loose out there to interfere with atomic-powered machines, then. That means whatever they’re doing is tough and slow work. Anyhow, it’s more important that they damp the action than get the men out, if they only realize it—Sue!”
Ferrel looked up quickly to see the girl standing there, already dressed for surgery, and he was not too old for a little glow of appreciation to creep over him. No wonder Jenkins’ face lighted up. She was small, but her figure was shaped like that of a taller girl, not in the cute or pert lines usually associated with shorter women, and the serious competence of her expression hid none of the loveliness of her face. Obviously she was several years older than Jenkins, but as he stood up to greet her, her face softened and seemed somehow youthful beside the boy’s as she looked up.
“You’re Dr. Ferrel?” she asked, turning to the older man. “I was a little late—there was some trouble at first about letting me in—so I went directly to prepare before bothering you. And just so you won’t be afraid to use me, my credentials are all here.”
She put the little bundle on the table, and Ferrel ran through them briefly; it was better than he’d expected. Technically she wasn’t a nurse at all, but a doctor of medicine, a so-called nursing doctor; there’d been the need for assistants midway between doctor and nurse for years, having the general training and abilities of both, but only in the last decade had the actual course been created, and the graduates were still limited to a few.
He nodded and handed them back. We can use you, Dr.—”
“Brown—professional name, Dr. Ferrel. And I’m used to being called just Nurse Brown.”
Jenkins cut in on the formalities. “Sue, is there any news outside about what’s going on here?”
“Rumors, but they’re wild, and I didn’t have a chance to hear many. All I know is that they’re talking about evacuating the city and everything within fifty miles of here, but it isn’t official. And some people were saying the Governor was sending in troops to declare martial law over the whole section, but I didn’t see any except here.”
***
Jenkins took her off, then, to show her the Infirmary and introduce her to Jones and the two other nurses, leaving Ferrel to wait for the sound of the siren again, and to try putting two and two together to get sixteen. He attempted to make sense out of the article in the Weekly Ray, but gave it up finally; atomic theory had advanced too far since the sketchy studies he’d made, and the symbols were largely without meaning to him. He’d have to rely on Jenkins, it seemed. In the meantime, what was holding up the litter? He should have heard the warning siren long before.
It wasn’t the litter that came in next, though, but a group of five men, two carrying a third, and a fourth supporting the fifth. Jenkins took the carried man over, Brown helping him; it was similar to the former cases, but without the actual burns from contact with hot metal. Ferrel turned to the men.
“Where’s Beel and the litter?” He was inspecting the supported man’s leg as he asked, and began work on it without moving the fellow to a table. Apparently a lump of radioactive matter the size of a small pea had been driven half an inch into the flesh below the thigh, and the broken bone was the result of the violent contractions of the man’s own muscles under the stimulus of the radiation. It wasn’t pretty. Now, however, the strength of the action had apparently burned out the nerves around, so the leg was comparatively limp and without feeling; the man lay watching, relaxed on the bench in a half-comatose condition, his eyes popping out and his lips twisted into a sick grimace, but he did not flinch as the wound was scraped out. Ferrel was working around a small leaden shield, his arms covered with heavily leaded gloves, and he dropped the scraps of flesh and isotope into a box of the same metal.
“Beel—he’s out of this world, Doc,” one of the others answered when he could tear his eyes off the probing. “He got himself blotto, somehow, and wrecked the litter before he got back. Couldn’t take it, watching us grapple ’em out—and we hadda go in after ’em without a drop of hootch!”
Ferrel glanced at him quickly, noticing Jenkins’ head jerk around as he did so. “You were getting them out? You mean you didn’t come from in there?”
“Heck, no, Doc. Do we look that bad? Them two got it when the stuff decided to spit on ’em clean through their armor. Me, I got me some nice burns, but I ain’t complaining—I got a look at a couple of stiffs, so I’m kicking about nothing!”
Ferrel hadn’t noticed the three who had traveled under their own power, but he looked now, carefully. They were burned, and badly, by radiations, but the burns were still new enough not to give them too much trouble, and probably what they’d just been through had temporarily deadened their awareness of pain, just as a soldier on the battlefield may be wounded and not realize it until the action stops. Anyway, atomjacks were not noted for sissiness.
“There’s almost a quart in the office there on the table,” he told them. “One good drink apiece—no more. Then go up front and I’ll send Nurse Brown in to fix up your burns as well as can be for now.” Brown could apply the unguents developed to heal radiation burns as well as he could, and some division of work that would relieve Jenkins and himself seemed necessary. “Any chance of finding any more living men in the converter housings?”
“Maybe. Somebody said the thing let out a groan half a minute before it popped, so most of ’em had a chance to duck into the two safety chambers. Figure on going back there and pushing tanks ourselves unless you say no; about half an hour’s work left before we can crack the chambers, I guess, then we’ll know.”
“Good. And there’s no sense in sending in every man with a burn, or we’ll be flooded here; they can wait, and it looks as if we’ll have plenty of serious stuff to care for. Dr. Brown, I guess you’re elected to go out with the men—have one of them drive the spare litter Jones will show you. Salve down all the burn cases, put the worst ones off duty, and just send in the ones with the jerks. You’ll find my emergency kit in the office, there. Someone has to be out there to give first aid and sort them out—we haven’t room for the whole plant in here.”
“Right, Dr. Ferrel.” She let Meyers replace her in assisting Jenkins, and was gone briefly to come out with his bag. “Come on, you men. I’ll hop the litter and dress down your burns on the way. You’re appointed driver, mister. Somebody should have reported that Beel person before. The litter would be out there now.”
The spokesman for the others upended the glass he’d filled, swallowed, gulped, and grinned down at her. “O.K., doctor, only out there you ain’t got time to think—you gotta do. Thanks for the shot, Doc, and I’ll tell Hoke you’re appointing her out there.”
* * * *
They filed out behind Brown as Jones went out to get the second litter, and Doc went ahead with the quick-setting plastic cast for the broken leg. Too bad there weren’t more of those nursing doctors; he’d have to see Palmer about it after this was over—if Palmer and he were still around. Wonder how the men in the safety chambers, about which he’d completely forgotten, would make out? There were two in each converter housing, designed as an escape for the men in case of accident, and supposed to be proof against almost anything. If the men had reached them, maybe they were all right; he wouldn’t have taken a bet though. With a slight shrug, he finished his work and went over to help Jenkins.
The boy nodded down at the body on the table, already showing extensive scraping and probing. “Quite a bit of spitting clean through the armor,” he commented. “Those words were just a little too graphic for me. I-713 couldn’t do that.”
“Hm-m-m.” Doc was in no mood to quibble on the subject. He caught himself looking at the little box in which the stuff was put after they worked what they could out of the flesh, and jerked his eyes away quickly. Whenever the lid was being dropped, a glow could be seen inside. Jenkins always managed to keep his eyes on something else.
They were almost finished when the switchboard girl announced a call, and they waited to make the few last touches before answering, then filed into the office together. Brown’s face was on the screen, smudged and with a spot of rouge standing out on each cheek. Another smudge appeared as she brushed the auburn hair out of her eyes with the back of her wrist.
“They’ve cracked the converter safety chambers, Dr. Ferrel. The north one held up perfectly, except for the heat and a little burn, but something happened in the other; oxygen valve stuck, and all are unconscious, but alive. Magma must have sprayed through the door, because sixteen or seventeen have the jerks, and about a dozen are dead. Some others need more care than I can give—I’m having Hokusai delegate men to carry those the stretchers won’t hold, and they’re all piling up on you in a bunch right now!”
Ferrel grunted and nodded. “Could have been worse, I guess. Don’t kill yourself out there, Brown.”
“Same to you.” She blew Jenkins a kiss and snapped off, just as the whine of the litter siren reached their ears.
In the surgery again, they could see a truck showing behind it, and men lifting out bodies in apparently endless succession.
“Get their armor off, somehow, Jones—grab anyone else to help you that you can. Curare, Dodd, and keep handing it to me. We’ll worry about everything else after Jenkins and I quiet them.” This was obviously going to be a mass-production sort of business, not for efficiency, but through sheer necessity. And again, Jenkins with his queer taut steadiness was doing two for one that Doc could do, his face pale and his eyes almost glazed, but his hands moving endlessly and nervelessly on with his work.
Sometime during the night Jenkins looked up at Meyers, and motioned her back. “Go get some sleep, nurse; Miss Dodd can take care of both Dr. Ferrel and myself when we work close together. Your nerves are shot, and you need the rest. Dodd, you can call her back in two hours and rest yourself.”
“What about you, doctor?”
“Me—” He grinned out of the corner of his mouth, crookedly. “I’ve got an imagination that won’t sleep, and I’m needed here.” The sentence ended on a rising inflection that was false to Ferrel’s ear, and the older doctor looked at the boy thoughtfully.
Jenkins caught his look. “It’s O.K., Doc; I’ll let you know when I’m going to crack. It was O.K. to send Meyers back, wasn’t it?”
“You were closer to her than I was, so you should know better than I.” Technically, the nurses were all directly under his control, but they’d dropped such technicalities long before. Ferrel rubbed the small of his back briefly, then picked up his scalpel again.
A faint gray light was showing in the east, and the wards had overflowed into the waiting room when the last case from the chambers was finished as best he could be. During the night, the converter had continued to spit occasionally, even through the tank armor twice, but now there was a temporary lull in the arrival of workers for treatment. Doc sent Jones after breakfast from the cafeteria, then headed into the office where Jenkins was already slumped down in the old leather chair.
The boy was exhausted almost to the limit from the combined strain of the work and his own suppressed jitters, but he looked up in mild surprise as he felt the prick of the needle. Ferrel finished it, and used it on himself before explaining. “Morphine, of course. What else can we do? Just enough to keep us going, but without it we’ll both be useless out there in a few more hours. Anyhow, there isn’t as much reason not to use it as there was when I was younger, before the counter-agent was discovered to kill most of its habit-forming tendency. Even five years ago, before they had that, there were times when morphine was useful, Lord knows, though anyone who used it except as a last resort deserved all the hell he got. A real substitute for sleep would be better, though; wish they’d finish up the work they’re doing on that fatigue eliminator at Harvard. Here, eat that!”
Jenkins grimaced at the breakfast Jones laid out in front of him, but he knew as well as Doc that the food was necessary, and he pulled the plate back to him. “What I’d give an eye tooth for, Doc, wouldn’t be a substitute—just half an hour of good old-fashioned sleep. Only, damn it, if I knew I had time, I couldn’t do it—not with R out there bubbling away.”
The telephone annunciator clipped in before Doc could answer. “Telephone for Dr. Ferrel; emergency! Dr. Brown calling Dr. Ferrel!”
“Ferrel answering!” The phone girl’s face popped off the screen, and a tired-faced Sue Brown looked out at them. “What is it?”
It’s that little Japanese fellow—Hokusai—who’s been running things out here, Dr. Ferrel. I’m bringing him in with an acute case of appendicitis. Prepare surgery!”
Jenkins gagged over the coffee he was trying to swallow, and his choking voice was halfway between disgust and hysterical laughter. “Appendicitis, Doc! My God, what comes next?”
III
It might have been worse. Brown had coupled in the little freezing unit on the litter and lowered the temperature around the abdomen, both preparing Hokusai for surgery and slowing down the progress of the infection so that the appendix was still unbroken when he was wheeled into the surgery. His seamed Oriental face had a grayish cast under the olive, but he managed a faint grin.
“Verry ssorry, Dr. Ferrel, to bother you. Verry ssorry. No ether, pleasse!”
Ferrel grunted. “No need of it, Hoke; we’ll use hypothermy, since it’s already begun. Over here, Jones… And you might as well go back and sit down, Jenkins.”
Brown was washing, and popped out again, ready to assist with the operation. “He had to be tied down, practically, Dr. Ferrel. Insisted that he only needed a little mineral oil and some peppermint for his stomach-ache! Why are intelligent people always the most stupid?”
It was a mystery to Ferrel, too, but seemingly the case. He tested the temperature quickly while the surgery hypothermy equipment began functioning, found it low enough, and began. Hoke flinched with his eyes as the scalpel touched him, then opened them in mild surprise at feeling no appreciable pain. The complete absence of nerve response with its accompanying freedom from post-operative shock was one of the great advantages of low-temperature work in surgery. Ferrel laid back the flesh, severed the appendix quickly, and removed it through the tiny incision. Then, with one of the numerous attachments, he made use of the ingenious mechanical stitcher and stepped back.
“All finished, Hoke, and you’re lucky you didn’t rupture—peritonitis isn’t funny, even though we can cut down on it with the sulphonamides. The ward’s full, so’s the waiting room, so you’ll have to stay on the table for a few hours until we can find a place for you; no pretty nurse, either—until the two other girls get here some time this morning. I dunno what we’ll do about the patients.”
“But, Dr. Ferrel, I am hear that now ssurgery—I sshould be up, already. There iss work I am do.”
“You’ve been hearing that appendectomy patients aren’t confined now, eh? Well, that’s partly true, Johns Hopkins began it quite awhile ago. But for the next hour, while the temperature comes back to normal, you stay put. After that, if you want to move around a little, you can; but no going out to the converter. A little exercise probably helps more than it harms, but any strain wouldn’t be good.”
“But, the danger—”
“Be hanged, Hoke. You couldn’t help now, long enough to do any good. Until the stuff in those stitches dissolves away completely in the body fluids, you’re to take it easy—and that’s two weeks, about.”
The little man gave in, reluctantly. “Then I think I ssleep now. But best you should call Mr. Palmer at once, pleasse! He musst know I am not there!”
Palmer took the news the hard way, with an unfair but natural tendency to blame Hokusai and Ferrel. “Damn it, Doc, I was hoping he’d get things straightened out somehow—I practically promised the Governor that Hoke could take care of it; he’s got one of the best brains in the business. Now this! Well, no help, I guess. He certainly can’t do it unless he’s in condition to get right into things. Maybe Jorgenson, though, knows enough about it to handle it from a wheel chair, or something. How’s he coming along—in shape to be taken out where he can give directions to the foremen?”
“Wait a minute.” Ferrel stopped him as quickly as he could. “Jorgenson isn’t here. We’ve got thirty-one men lying around, and he isn’t one of them; and if he’d been one of the seventeen dead, you’d know it. I didn’t know Jorgenson was working, even.”
“He has to be—it was his process! Look, Ferrel, I was distinctly told that he was taken to you—foreman dumped him on the litter himself and reported at once! Better check up, and quick—with Hoke only half able, I’ve got to have Jorgenson!”
“He isn’t here—I know Jorgenson. The foreman must have mistaken the big fellow from the south safety for him, but that man had black hair inside his helmet. What about the three hundred-odd that were only unconscious, or the fifteen-sixteen hundred men outside the converter when it happened?”
Palmer wiggled his jaw muscles tensely. “Jorgenson would have reported or been reported fifty times. Every man out there wants him around to boss things. He’s gotta be in your ward.”
“He isn’t, I tell you! And how about moving some of the fellows here into the city hospitals?”
“Tried—hospitals must have been tipped off somehow about the radioactives in the flesh, and they refuse to let a man from here be brought in.” Palmer was talking with only the surface of his mind, his cheek muscles bobbing as if he were chewing his thoughts and finding them tough. “Jorgenson—Hoke—and Kellar’s been dead for years. Not another man in the whole country that understands this field enough to make a decent guess, even; I get lost on Page 6 myself. Ferrel, could a man in a Tomlin five-shield armor suit make the safety in twenty seconds, do you think, from—say beside the converter?”
Ferrel considered it rapidly. A Tomlin weighed about four hundred pounds, and Jorgenson was an ox of a man, but only human. “Under the stress of an emergency, it’s impossible to guess what a man can do, Palmer, but I don’t see how he could work his way half that distance.”
“Hm-m-m, I figured. Could he live, then, supposing he wasn’t squashed? Those suits carry their own air for twenty-four hours, you know, to avoid any air cracks, pumping the carbon-dioxide back under pressure and condensing the moisture out—no openings of any kind. They’ve got the best insulation of all kinds we know, too.”
“One chance in a billion, I’d guess; but again, it’s darned hard to put any exact limit on what can be done—miracles keep happening, every day. Going to try it?”
“What else can I do? There’s no alternative. I’ll meet you outside No. 4 just as soon as you can make it, and bring everything you need to start working at once. Seconds may count!” Palmer’s face slid sideways and up as he was reaching for the button, and Ferrel wasted no time in imitating the motion.
* * * *
By all logic, there wasn’t a chance, even in a Tomlin. But, until they knew, the effort would have to be made; chances couldn’t be taken when a complicated process had gone out of control, with now almost certainty that Isotope R was the result— Palmer was concealing nothing, even though he had stated nothing specifically. And obviously, if Hoke couldn’t handle it, none of the men at other branches of National Atomic or at the smaller partially independent plants could make even a half-hearted stab at the job.
It all rested on Jorgenson, then. And Jorgenson must be somewhere under that semimolten hell that could drive through the tank armor and send men back into the Infirmary with bones broken from their own muscular anarchy!
Ferrel’s face must have shown his thoughts, judging by Jenkins’ startled expression. “Jorgenson’s still in there somewhere,” he said quickly.
“Jorgenson! But he’s the man who—Good Lord!”
“Exactly. You’ll stay here and take care of the jerk cases that may come in. Brown, I’ll want you out there again. Bring everything portable we have, in case we can’t move him in fast enough; get one of the trucks and fit it out; and be out with it about twice as fast as you can! I’m grabbing the litter now.” He accepted the emergency kit Brown thrust into his hands, dumped a caffeine tablet into his mouth without bothering to wash it down, then was out toward the litter. “No. 4, and hurry!”
Palmer was just jumping off a scooter as they cut around No. 3 and in front of the rough fence of rope strung out quite a distance beyond 4. He glanced at Doc, nodded, and dived in through the men grouped around, yelling orders to right and left as he went, and was back at Ferrel’s side by the time the litter had stopped.
“O.K., Ferrel, go over there and get into armor as quickly as possible. We’re going in there with the tanks, whether we can or not, and be damned to the quenching for the moment. Briggs, get those things out there, clean out a roadway as best you can, throw in the big crane again, and we’ll need all the men in armor we can get—give them steel rods and get them to probing in there for anything solid and big or small enough to be a man—five minutes at a stretch; they should be to stand that. I’ll be back pronto!”
Doc noted the confused mixture of tanks and machines of all descriptions clustered around the walls—or what was left of them—of the converter housing, and saw them yanking out everything along one side leaving an opening where the main housing gate had stood, now ripped out to expose a crane boom rooting out the worst obstructions, Obviously they’d been busy at some kind of attempt at quenching the action, but his knowledge of atomics was too little even to guess at what it was. The equipment set up was being pushed aside by tanks without dismantling, and men were running up into the roped-in section, some already armored, others dragging on part of their armor as they went. With the help of one of the atomjacks, he climbed into a suit himself, wondering what he could do in such a casing if anything needed doing.
Palmer had a suit on before him, though, and was waiting beside one of the tanks, squat and heavily armored, its front equipped with both a shovel and a grapple swinging from movable beams. “In here, Doc.” Ferrel followed him into the housing of the machine and Palmer grabbed the controls as he pulled on a short-wave headset and began shouting orders through it toward the other tanks that were moving in on their heavy treads. The dull drone of the motor picked up, and the tank began lumbering forward under the manager’s direction.
“Haven’t run one of these since that show-off at a picnic seven years ago,” he complained, as he kicked at the controls and straightened out a developing list to left. “Though I used to be pretty handy when I was plain engineer. Damned static around here almost chokes off the radio, but I guess enough gets through. By the best guess I can make, Jorgenson should have been near the main control panel when it started, and have headed for the south chamber. Half the distance, you figure?”
“Possibly, probably slightly less.”
“Yeah! And then the stuff may have tossed him around. But we’ll have to try to get there.” He barked into the radio again. “Briggs, get those men in suits as close as you can and have them fish with their rods about thirty feet to the left of the pillar that’s still up—can they get closer?”
The answer was blurred and pieces missing, but the general idea went across. Palmer frowned. “O.K., if they can’t make it, they can’t; draw them back out of the reach of the stuff and hold them ready to go in…No, call for volunteers! I’m offering a thousand dollars a minute to every man that gets a stick in there, double to his family if the stuff gets him, and ten times that—fifty thousand—if he locates Jorgenson!… Look out, you blamed fool!” The last was to one of the men who’d started forward, toward the place, jumping from one piece of broken building to grab at a pillar and swing off in his suit toward something that looked like a standing position; it toppled, but he managed a leap that carried him to another lump, steadied himself, and began probing through the mess. “Oof! You with the crane—stick it in where you can grab any of the men that pass out, if it’ll reach—good! Doc, I know as well as you that the men have no business in there, even five minutes; but I’ll send in a hundred more if it’ll find Jorgenson!”
* * * *
Doc said nothing—he knew there’d probably be a hundred or more fools willing to try, and he knew the need of them. The tanks couldn’t work their way close enough for any careful investigation of the mixed mass of radioactives, machinery, building debris, and destruction, aside from which they were much too slow in such delicate probing; only men equipped with the long steel poles could do that. As he watched, some of the activity of the magma suddenly caused an eruption, and one of the men tossed up his pole and doubled back into a half circle before falling. The crane operator shoved the big boom over and made a grab, missed, brought it down again, and came out with the heaving body held by one arm, to run it back along its track and twist it outward beyond Doc’s vision.
Even through the tank and the suit, heat was pouring in, and there was a faint itching in those parts where the armor was thinnest that indicated the start of a burn—though not as yet dangerous. He had no desire to think what was happening to the men who were trying to worm into the heart of it in nothing but armor; nor did he care to watch what was happening to them. Palmer was trying to inch the machine ahead, but the stuff underneath made any progress difficult. Twice something spat against the tank, but did not penetrate.
“Five minutes are up,” he told Palmer. “They’d all better go directly to Dr. Brown, who should be out with the truck now for immediate treatment.”
Palmer nodded and relayed the instructions. “Pick up all you can with the crane and carry them back! Send in a new bunch, Briggs, and credit them with their bonus in advance. Damn it, Doc, this can go on all day; it’ll take an hour to pry around through this mess right here, and then he’s probably somewhere else. The stuff seems to be getting worse in this neighborhood, too, from what accounts I’ve had before. Wonder if that steel plate could be pushed down?”
He threw in the clutch engaging the motor to the treads and managed to twist through toward it. There was a slight slipping of the lugs, then the tractors caught, and the nose of the tank thrust forward; almost without effort, the fragment of housing toppled from its leaning position and slid forward. The tank growled, fumbled, and slowly climbed up onto it and ran forward another twenty feet to its end; the support settled slowly, but something underneath checked it, and they were still again. Palmer worked the grapple forward, nosing a big piece of masonry out of the way, and two men reached out with the ends of their poles to begin probing, futilely. Another change of men came out, then another.
Briggs’ voice crackled erratically through the speaker again, “Palmer, I got a fool here who wants to go out on the end of your beam, if you can swing around so the crane can lift him out to it.”
“Start him coming!” Again he began jerking the levers, and the tank bucked and heaved, backed and turned, ran forward, and repeated it all, while the plate that was holding them flopped up and down on its precarious balance.
Doc held his breath and began praying to himself; his admiration for the men who’d go out in that stuff was increasing by leaps and bounds, along with his respect for Palmer’s ability.
The crane boom bobbed toward them, and the scoop came running out, but wouldn’t quite reach; their own tank was relatively light and mobile compared to the bigger machine, but Palmer already had that pushed out to the limit, and hanging over the edge of the plate. It still lacked three feet of reaching.
“Damn!” Palmer slapped open the door of the tank, jumped forward on the tread, and looked down briefly before coming back inside. “No chance to get closer! Wheeoo! Those men earn their money.”
But the crane operator had his own tricks, and was bobbing the boom of his machine up and down slowly with a motion that set the scoop swinging like a huge pendulum, bringing it gradually closer to the grapple beam. The man had an arm out, and finally caught the beam, swinging out instantly from the scoop that drew backward behind him. He hung suspended for a second, pitching his body around to a better position, then somehow wiggled up onto the end and braced himself with his legs. Doc let his breath out and Palmer inched the tank around to a forward position again. Now the pole of the atomjack could cover the wide territory before them, and he began using it rapidly.
“Win or lose, that man gets a triple bonus,” Palmer muttered. “Uh!”
* * * *
The pole had located something, and was feeling around to determine size; the man glanced at them and pointed frantically. Doc jumped forward to the windows as Palmer ran down the grapple and began pushing it down into the semi-molten stuff under the pole; there was resistance there, but finally the prong of the grapple broke under and struck on something that refused to come up. The manager’s hands moved the controls gently, making it tug from side to side; reluctantly, it gave and moved forward toward them, coming upward until they could make out the general shape. It was definitely no Tomlin suit!
“Lead hopper box! Damn—Wait, Jorgenson wasn’t anybody’s fool; when he saw he couldn’t make the safety, he might…maybe—Palmer slapped the grapple down again, against the closed lid of the chest, but the hook was too large. Then the man clinging there caught the idea and slid down to the hopper chest, his armored hands grabbing at the lid. He managed to lift a corner of it until the grapple could catch and lift it the rest of the way, and his hands started down to jerk upward again.
The manager watched his motions, then flipped the box over with the grapple, and pulled it closer to the tank body; magma was running out, but there was a gleam of something else inside.
“Start praying, Doc!” Palmer worked it to the side of the tank and was out through the door again, letting the merciless heat and radiation stream in.
But Ferrel wasn’t bothering with that now; he followed, reaching down into the chest to help the other two lift out the body of a huge man in a Five-shield Tomlin! Somehow, they wangled the six-hundred-odd pounds out and up on the treads, then into the housing, barely big enough for all of them. The atomjack pulled himself inside, shut the door, and flopped forward on his face, out cold.
“Never mind him—check Jorgenson!” Palmer’s voice was heavy with the reaction from the hunt, but he turned the tank and sent it outward at top speed, regardless of risk. Contrarily, it bucked through the mass more readily than it had crawled in through the cleared section.
Ferrel unscrewed the front plate of the armor on Jorgenson as rapidly as he could, though he knew already that the man was still miraculously alive—corpses don’t jerk with force enough to move a four-hundred-pound suit appreciably. A side glance, as they drew beyond the wreck of the converter housing, showed the men already beginning to set up equipment to quell the atomic reaction again, but the armor front plate came loose at last, and he dropped his eyes back without in details, to cut out a section of clothing and make the needed injections; curare first, then neo-heroin, and curare again, though he did not dare inject the quantity that seemed necessary. There was nothing more he could do until they could get the man out of his armor. He turned to the atomjack, who was already sitting up, propped against the driving seat’s back.
“ ’Snothing much, Doc,” the fellow managed. “No jerks, just burn and that damned heat! Jorgenson?”
“Alive at least,” Palmer answered, with some relief. The tank stopped, and Ferrel could see Brown running forward from beside a truck. “Get that suit off you, get yourself treated for the burn, then go up to the office where the check will be ready for you!”
“Fifty-thousand check?” The doubt in the voice registered over the weakness.
“Fifty thousand plus triple your minute time, and cheap; maybe we’ll toss in a medal or a bottle of Scotch, too. Here, you fellows give a hand.”
Farrel had the suit ripped off with Brown’s assistance, and paused only long enough for one grateful breath of clean, cool air before leading the way toward the truck. As he neared it, Jenkins popped out, directing a group of men to move two loaded stretchers onto the litter, and nodding jerkily at Ferrel. “With the truck all equipped, we decided to move out here and take care of the damage as it came up—Sue and I rushed them through enough to do until we can find more time, so we could give full attention to Jorgenson. He’s still living!”
“By a miracle. Stay out here, Brown, until you’ve finished with the men from inside, then we’ll try to find some rest for you.”
The three huskies carrying Jorgenson placed the body on the table set up, and began ripping off the bulky armor as the truck got under way. Fresh gloves came out of a small sterilizer, and the two doctors fell to work at once, treating the badly burned flesh and trying to locate and remove the worst of the radioactive matter.
“No use.” Doc stepped back and shook his head. “It’s all over him, probably clear into his bones in places. We’d have to put him through a filter to get it all out!”
Palmer was looking down at the raw mass of flesh, with all the layman’s sickness at such a sight. “Can you fix him up, Ferrel?”
“We can try, that’s all. Only explanation I can give for his being alive at all is that the hopper box must have been pretty well above the stuff until a short time ago—very short—and this stuff didn’t work in until it sank. He’s practically dehydrated now, apparently, but he couldn’t have perspired enough to keep from dying of heat if he’d been under all that for even an hour—insulation or no insulation.” There was admiration in Doc’s eyes as he looked down at the immense figure of the man. “And he’s tough; if he weren’t, he’d have killed himself by exhaustion, even confined inside that suit and box, after the jerks set in. He’s close to having done so, anyway. Until we can find some way of getting that stuff out of him, we don’t dare risk getting rid of the curare’s effect—that’s a time-consuming job, in itself. Better give him another water and sugar intravenous, Jenkins. Then, if we do fix him up, Palmer, I’d say it’s a fifty-fifty chance whether or not all this hasn’t driven him stark crazy.”
The truck had stopped, and the men lifted the stretcher off and carried it inside as Jenkins finished the injection. He went ahead of them, but Doc stopped outside to take Palmer’s cigarette for a long drag, and let them go ahead.
“Cheerful!” The manager lighted another from the butt, his shoulders sagging. “I’ve been trying to think of one man who might possibly be of some help to us, Doc, and there isn’t such a person—anywhere. I’m sure now, after being in there, that Hoke couldn’t do it. Kellar, if he were still alive, could probably pull the answer out of a hat after three looks—he had an instinct and genius for it; the best man the business ever had, even if his tricks did threaten to steal our work out from under us and give him the lead. But—well, now there’s Jorgenson—either he gets in shape, or else!”
Jenkins’ frantic yell reached them suddenly. “Doc! Jorgenson’s dead! He’s stopped breathing entirely!”
Doc jerked forward into a full run, a white-faced Palmer at his heels.
IV
Dodd was working artificial respiration and Jenkins had the oxygen mask in his hands, adjusting it over Jorgenson’s face, before Ferrel reached the table. He made a grab for the pulse that had been fluttering weakly enough before, felt it flicker feebly once, pause for about three times normal period, lift feebly again, and then stop completely. “Adrenalin!”
“Already shot it into his heart, Doc! Cardiacine, too!” The boy’s voice was bordering on hysteria, but Palmer was obviously closer to it than Jenkins.
“Doc, you gotta—”
“Get the hell out of here!” Ferrel’s hands suddenly had a life of their own as he grabbed frantically for instruments, ripped bandages off the man’s chest, and began working against time, when time had all the advantages. It wasn’t surgery—hardly good butchery; the bones that he cut through so ruthlessly with savage strokes of an instrument could never heal smoothly after being so mangled. But he couldn’t worry about minor details now.
He tossed back the flap of flesh and ribs that he’d hacked out. “Stop the bleeding, Jenkins!” Then his hands plunged into the chest cavity, somehow finding room around Dodd’s and Jenkins’, and were suddenly incredible gentle as they located the heart itself and began working on it, the skilled, exact massage of a man who knew every function of the vital organ. Pressure here, there, relax, pressure again; take it easy, don’t rush things! It would do no good to try to set it going as feverishly as his emotions demanded. Pure oxygen was feeding into the lungs, and the heart could safely do less work. Hold it steady, one beat a second, sixty a minute.
It had been perhaps half a minute from the time the heart stopped before his massage was circulating blood again; too little time to worry about damage to the brain, the first part to be permanently affected by stoppage of the circulation. Now, if the heart could start again by itself within any reasonable time, death would be cheated again. How long? He had no idea. They’d taught him ten minutes when he was studying medicine, then there’d been a case of twenty minutes once, and while he was interning it had been pushed up to a record of slightly over an hour, which still stood; but that was an exceptional case. Jorgenson, praise be, was a normally healthy and vigorous specimen, and his system had been in first-class condition, but with the torture of those long hours, the radioactive, narcotic and curare all fighting against him, still one more miracle was needed to keep his life going.
Press, massage, relax, don’t hurry it too much. There! For a second, his fingers felt a faint flutter, then again; but it stopped. Still, as long as the organ could show such signs, there was hope, unless his fingers grew too tired and he muffed the job before the moment when the heart could be safely trusted by itself.
“Jenkins!”
“Yes, sir!”
“Ever do any heart massage?”
“Practiced it in school, sir, on a model, but never actually. Oh, a dog in dissection class, for five minutes. I…I don’t think you’d better trust me, Doc.”
“I may have to. If you did it on a dog for five minutes, you can do it on a man, probably. You know what hangs on it—you saw the converter and know what’s going on.”
Jenkins nodded, the tense nod he’d used earlier. “I know—that’s why you can’t trust me. I told you I’d let you know when I was going to crack—well, it’s damned near here!”
Could a man tell his weakness, if he were about finished? Doc didn’t know; he suspected that the boy’s own awareness of his nerves would speed up such a break, if anything, but Jenkins was a queer case, having taut nerves sticking out all over him, yet a steadiness under fire that few older men could have equaled. If he had to use him, he would; there was no other answer.
Doc’s fingers were already feeling stiff—not yet tired, but showing signs of becoming so. Another few minutes, and he’d have to stop. There was the flutter again, one—two—three! Then it stopped. There had to be some other solution to this; it was impossible to keep it up for the length of time probably needed, even if he and Jenkins spelled each other. Only Michel at Mayo’s could—Mayo’s! If they could get it here in time, that wrinkle he’d seen demonstrated at their last medical convention was the answer.
“Jenkins, call Mayo’s—you’ll have to get Palmer’s O.K., I guess—ask for Kubelik, and bring the extension where I can talk to him!”
He could hear Jenkins’ voice, level enough at first, then with a depth of feeling he’d have thought impossible in the boy. Dodd looked at him quickly and managed a grim smile, even as she continued with the respiration; nothing could make her blush, though it should have done so.
The boy jumped back. “No soap, Doc! Palmer can’t be located—and that post-mortem misconception at the board won’t listen.”
* * * *
Doc studied his hands in silence, wondering, then gave it up; there’d be no hope of his lasting while he sent out the boy. “O.K., Jenkins, you’ll have to take over here, then. Steady does it, come on in slowly, get your fingers over mine. Now, catch the motion? Easy, don’t rush things. You’ll hold out—you’ll have to! You’ve done better than I had any right to ask for so far, and you don’t need to distrust yourself. There, got it?”
“Got it, Doc. I’ll try, but for Pete’s sake, whatever you’re planning, get back here quick! I’m not lying about cracking! You’d better let Meyers replace Dodd and have Sue called back in here; she’s the best nerve tonic I know.”
“Call her in then, Dodd.” Doc picked up a hypodermic syringe, filled it quickly with water to which a drop of another liquid added a brownish-yellow color, and forced his tired old legs into a reasonably rapid trot out of the side door and toward Communications. Maybe the switchboard operator was stubborn, but there were ways of handling people.
He hadn’t counted on the guard outside the Communications Building, though. “Halt!”
“Life or death; I’m a physician.”
“Not in here—I got orders.” The bayonet’s menace apparently wasn’t enough; the rifle went up to the man’s shoulder, and his chin jutted out with the stubbornness of petty authority and reliance on orders. “Nobody sick here. There’s plenty of phones elsewhere. You get back—and fast!”
Doc started forward and there was a faint click from the rifle as the safety went off; the darned fool meant what he said. Shrugging, Ferrel stepped back—and brought the hypodermic needle up inconspicuously in line with the guard’s face. “Ever see one of these things squirt curare? It can reach before your bullet hits!”
“Curare?” The guard’s eyes flicked to the needle, and doubt came into them. The man frowned. “That’s the stuff that kills people on arrows, ain’t it?”
“It is—cobra venom, you know. One drop on the outside of your skin and you’re dead in ten seconds.” Both statements were out-and-out lies, but Doc was counting on the superstitious ignorance of the average man in connection with poisons. “This little needle can spray you with it very nicely, and it may be a fast death, but not a pleasant one. Want to put down the rifle?”
A regular might have shot; but the militiaman was taking no chances. He lowered the rifle gingerly, his eyes on the needle, then kicked the weapon aside at Doc’s motion. Ferrel approached, holding the needle out, and the man shrank backward and away, letting him pick up the rifle as he went past to avoid being shot in the back. Lost time! But he knew his way around this little building, at least, and went straight toward the girl at the board.
“Get up!” His voice came from behind her shoulder and she turned to see the rifle in one of his hands, the needle in the other, almost touching her throat. “This is loaded with curare, deadly poison, and too much hangs on getting a call through to bother with physician’s oaths right now, young lady. Up! No plugs! That’s right; now get over there, out of the cell—there, on your face, cross your hands behind your back, and grab your ankles—right! Now if you move, you won’t move long!”
Those gangster pictures he’d seen were handy, at that. She was thoroughly frightened and docile. But, perhaps, not so much so she might not have bungled his call deliberately. He had to do that himself. Darn it, the red lights were trunk lines, but which plug—try the inside one, it looked more logical; he’d seen it done, but couldn’t remember. Now, you flip back one of these switches—uh-uh, the other way. The tone came in assuring him he had it right, and he dialed operator rapidly, his eyes flickering toward the girl lying on the floor, his thoughts on Jenkins and the wasted time running on.
“Operator, this is an emergency. I’m Walnut 7654; I want to put in a long-distance call to Dr. Kubelik, Mayo’s Hospital, Rochester, Minnesota. If Kubelik isn’t there, I’ll take anyone else who answers from his department. Speed is urgent.”
“Very good, sir.” Long-distance operators, mercifully, were usually efficient. There was the repeated signals and clicks of relays as she put it through, the answer from the hospital board, more wasted time, and then a face appeared on the screen; but not that of Kubelik. It was a much younger man.
Ferrel wasted no time in introduction. “I’ve got an emergency case here where all Hades depends on saving a man, and it can’t be done without that machine of Dr. Kubelik’s; he knows me, if he’s there—I’m Ferrel, met him at the convention, got him to show me how the thing worked.”
“Kubelik hasn’t come in yet, Dr. Ferrel; I’m his assistant. But, if you mean the heart and lung exciter, it’s already boxed and supposed to leave for Harvard this morning. They’ve got a rush case out there, and many need it—”
“Not as much as I do.”
“I’ll have to call— Wait a minute, Dr. Ferrel, seems I remember your name now. Aren’t you the chap with National Atomic?”
Doc nodded. “The same. Now, about that machine, if you’ll stop the formalities—”
The face on the screen nodded, instant determination showing, with an underlying expression of something else. “We’ll ship it down to you instantly, Ferrel. Got a field for a plane?”
“Not within three miles, but I’ll have a truck sent out for it. How long?”
“Take too long by truck if you need it down there, Ferrel; I’ll arrange to transship in air from our special speedster to a helicopter, have it delivered wherever you want. About—um, loading plane, flying a couple hundred miles, transshipping—about half an hour’s the best we can do.”
“Make it the square of land south of the Infirmary, which is crossed visibly from the air. Thanks!”
“Wait, Dr. Ferrel!” The younger man checked Doc’s cut-off. “Can you use it when you get it? It’s tricky work.”
“Kubelik gave quite a demonstration and I’m used to tricky work. I’ll chance it—have to. Too long to rouse Kubelik himself, isn’t it?”
“Probably. O.K., I’ve got the telescript reply from the shipping office, it’s starting for the plane. I wish you luck!”
Ferrel nodded his thanks, wondering. Service like that was welcome, but it wasn’t the most comforting thing, mentally, to know that the mere mention of National Atomic would cause such an about-face. Rumors, it seemed, were spreading, and in a hurry, in spite of Palmer’s best attempts. Good Lord, what was going on here? He’d been too busy for any serious worrying or to realize, but—well, it had gotten him the exciter, and for that he should be thankful.
The guard was starting uncertainly off for reinforcements when Doc came out, and he realized that the seemingly endless call must have been over in short order. He tossed the rifle well out of the man’s reach and headed back toward the Infirmary at a run, wondering how Jenkins had made out—it had to be all right!
Jenkins wasn’t standing over the body of Jorgenson; Brown was there instead, her eyes moist and her face pinched in and white around the nostrils that stood out at full width. She looked up, shook her head at him as he started forward, and went on working at Jorgenson’s heart.
“Jenkins cracked?”
“Nonsense! This is woman’s work, Dr. Ferrel, and I took over for him, that’s all. You men try to use brute force all your life and then wonder why a woman can do twice as much delicate work where strong muscles are a nuisance. I chased him out and took over, that’s all.” But there was a catch in her voice as she said it, and Meyers was looking down entirely too intently at the work of artificial respiration.
“Hi, Doc!” It was Blake’s voice that broke in. “Get away from there; when this Dr. Brown needs help, I’ll be right in there. I’ve been sleeping like a darned fool all night, from four this morning on. Didn’t hear the phone, or something, didn’t know what was going on until I got to the gate out there. You go rest.”
Ferrel grunted in relief; Blake might have been dead drunk when he finally reached home, which would explain his not hearing the phone, but his animal virility had soaked it out with no visible sign. The only change was the absence of the usual cocky grin on his face as he moved over beside Brown to test Jorgenson. “Thank the Lord you’re here, Blake. How’s Jorgenson doing?”
Brown’s voice answered in a monotone, words coming in time to the motions of her fingers. “His heart shows signs of coming around once in a while, but it doesn’t last. He isn’t getting worse from what I can tell, though.”
“Good. If we can keep him going half an hour more, we can turn all this over to a machine. Where’s Jenkins?”
“A machine? Oh, the Kubelik exciter, of course. He was working on it when I was there. We’ll keep Jorgenson alive until then, anyway, Dr. Ferrel.”
“Where’s Jenkins?” he repeated sharply, when she stopped with no intention of answering the former question.
Blake pointed toward Ferrel’s office, the door of which was now closed. “In there. But lay off him, Doc. I saw the whole thing, and he feels like the deuce about it. He’s a good kid, but only a kid, and this kind of hell could get any of us.”
“I know all that.” Doc headed toward the office, as much for a smoke as anything else. The sight of Blake’s rested face was somehow an island of reassurance in this sea of fatigue and nerves. “Don’t worry, Brown, I’m not planning on lacing him down, so you needn’t defend your man so carefully. It was my fault for not listening to him.”
Brown’s eyes were pathetically grateful in the brief flash she threw him, and he felt like a heel for the gruffness that had been his first reaction toward Jenkins’ absence. If this kept on much longer, though, they’d all be in worse shape than the boy, whose back was toward him as he opened the door. The still, huddled shape did not raise its head from its arms as Ferrel put his hand onto one shoulder, and the voice was muffled and distant.
“I cracked, Doc—high, wide and handsome, all over the place. I couldn’t take it! Standing there, Jorgenson maybe dying because I couldn’t control myself right, the whole plant blowing up, all my fault. I kept telling myself I was O.K., I’d go on, then I cracked. Screamed like a baby! Dr. Jenkins—nerve specialist!”
“Yeah… Here, are you going to drink this, or do I have to hold your blasted nose and pour it down your throat?” It was crude psychology but it worked, and Doc handed over the drink, waited for the other to down it, and passed a cigarette across before sinking into his own chair. “You warned me, Jenkins, and I risked it on my own responsibility, so nobody’s kicking. But I’d like to ask a couple of questions.”
“Go ahead—what’s the difference?” Jenkins had recovered a little, obviously, from the note of defiance that managed to creep into his voice.
“Did you know Brown could handle that kind of work? And did you pull your hands out before she could get hers in to replace them?”
“She told me she could. I didn’t know before. I dunno about the other; I think…yeah, Doc, she had her hands over mine. But—”
Ferrel nodded, satisfied with his own guess. “I thought so. You didn’t crack, as you put it, until your mind knew it was safe to do so—and then you simply passed the work on. By that definition, I’m cracking, too. I’m sitting in here, smoking, talking to you, when out there a man needs attention. The fact that he’s getting it from two others, one practically fresh, the other at a least a lot better off than we are, doesn’t have a thing to do with it, does it?”
“But it wasn’t that way, Doc. I’m not asking for grandstand stuff from anybody.”
“Nobody’s giving it to you, son. All right, you screamed—why not? It didn’t hurt anything. I growled at Brown when I came in for the same reason—exhausted, overstrained nerves. If I went out there and had to take over from them, I’d probably scream myself, or start biting my tongue—nerves have to have an outlet; physically, it does them no good, but there’s a psychological need for it.” The boy wasn’t convinced, and Doc sat back in the chair, staring at him thoughtfully, “Ever wonder why I’m here?”
“No, sir.”
“Well, you might. Twenty-seven years ago, when I was about your age, there wasn’t a surgeon in this country—or the world, for that matter—who had the reputation I had; any kind of surgery, brain, what have you. They’re still using some of my techniques…uh—hum, thought you’d remember when the association of names hit you. I had a different wife then, Jenkins, and there was a baby coming. Brain tumor—I had to do it, no one else could. I did it, somehow, but I went out of that operating room in a haze, and it was three days later when they’d tell me she’d died; not my fault—I know that now—but I couldn’t realize it then.
“So, I tried setting up as a general practitioner. No more surgery for me! And because I was a fair diagnostician, which most surgeon aren’t, I made a living, at least. Then, when this company was set up, I applied for the job, and got it; I still had a reputation of sorts. It was a new field, something requiring study and research, and damned near every ability of most specialists plus a general practitioner’s, so it kept me busy enough to get over my phobia of surgery. Compared to me, you don’t know what nerves or cracking means. That little scream was a minor incident.”
* * * *
Jenkins made no comment, but lighted the cigarette he’d been holding. Ferrel relaxed farther into the chair, knowing that he’d be called if there was any need for his work, and glad to get his mind at least partially off Jorgenson. “It’s hard to find a man for this work, Jenkins. It takes too much ability at too many fields, even though it pays well. We went through plenty of applicants before we decided on you, and I’m not regretting our choice. As a matter of fact, you’re better equipped for the job than Blake was—your record looked as if you’d deliberately tried for this kind of work.”
“I did.”
“Hm-m-m.” That was the one answer Doc had least expected; so far as he knew, no one deliberately tried for a job at Atomics—they usually wound up trying for it after comparing their receipts for a year or so with the salary paid by National. “Then you knew what was needed and picked it up in toto. Mind if I ask why?”
Jenkins shrugged. “Why not? Turnabout’s fair play. It’s kind of complicated, but the gist of it doesn’t take much telling. Dad had an atomic plant of his own—and a darned good one, too, Doc, even if it wasn’t as big as National. I was working in it when I was fifteen, and I went through two years of university work in atomics with the best intentions of carrying on the business. Sue—well, she was the neighbor girl I followed around, and we had money at the time; that wasn’t why she married me, though. I never did figure that out—she’d had a hard enough life, but she was already holding down a job at Mayo’s, and I was just a raw kid. Anyway—
“The day we came home from our honeymoon, Dad got a big contract on a new process we’d worked out. It took some swinging, but he got the equipment and started it… My guess is that one of the controls broke through faulty construction; the process was right! We’d been over it too often not to know what it would do. But, when the estate was cleared up, I had to give up the idea of a degree in atomics, and Sue was back working at the hospital. Atomic courses cost real money. Then one of Sue’s medical acquaintances fixed it for me to get a scholarship in medicine that almost took care of it, so I chose the next best thing to what I wanted.”
“National and one of the biggest competitors—if you can call it that—are permitted to give degrees in atomics,” Doc reminded the boy. The field was still too new to be a standing university course, and there were no better teachers in the business than such men as Palmer, Hokusai and Jorgenson. “They pay a salary while you’re learning, too.”
“Hm-m-m. Takes ten years that way, and the salary’s just enough for a single man. No, I’d married Sue with the intention she wouldn’t have to work again; well, she did until I finished internship, but I knew if I got the job here I could support her. As an atomjack, working up to an engineer, the prospects weren’t so good. We’re saving a little money now, and some day maybe I’ll get a crack at it yet… Doc, what’s this all about? You babying me out of my fit?”
Ferrel grinned at the boy. “Nothing else, son, though I was curious, And it worked. Feel all right now, don’t you?”
“Mostly, except for what’s going on out there—I got too much of a look at it from the truck. Oh, I could use some sleep, I guess, but I’m O.K. again.”
“Good.” Doc had profited almost as much as Jenkins from the rambling off-trail talk, and had managed more rest from it than from nursing his own thoughts. “Suppose we go out and see how they’re making out with Jorgenson? Um, what happened to Hoke, come to think of it?”
“Hoke? Oh, he’s in my office now, figuring out things with a pencil and paper since we wouldn’t let him go back out there. I was wondering—”
“Atomics?… Then suppose you go in and talk to him; he’s a good guy, and he won’t give you the brush-off. Nobody else around here apparently suspected this Isotope R business, and you might offer a fresh lead for him. With Blake and the nurses here and the men out of the mess except for the tanks, there’s not much you can do to help on my end.”
Ferrel felt better at peace with the world than he had since the call from Palmer as he watched Jenkins head off across the surgery toward his office; and the glance that Brown threw, first toward the boy, then back at Doc, didn’t make him feel worse. That girl could say more with her eyes than most women could with their mouths! He went over toward the operating table where Blake was now working the heart message with one of the fresh nurses attending to respiration and casting longing glances toward the mechanical lung apparatus; it couldn’t be used in this case, since Jorgenson’s chest had to be free for heart attention.
Blake looked up, his expression worried. “This isn’t so good, Doc. He’s been sinking in the last few minutes. I was just going to call you. I—”
The last words were drowned out by the bull-throated drone that came dropping down from above them, a sound peculiarly characteristic of the heavy Sikorsky freighters with their modified blades to gain lift. Ferrel nodded at Brown’s questioning glance, but he didn’t choose to shout as his hands went over those of Blake and took over the delicate work of simulating the natural heart action. As Blake withdrew, the sound stopped, and Doc motioned him out with his head.
“You’d better go to them and oversee bringing in the apparatus—and grab up any of the men you see to act as porters—or send Jones for them. The machine is an experimental model, and pretty cumbersome; must weigh seven-eight hundred pounds.”
“I’ll get them myself—Jones is sleeping.”
There was no flutter to Jorgenson’s heart under Doc’s deft manipulations, though he was exerting every bit of skill he possessed. “How long since there was a sign?”
“About four minutes, now. Doc, is there still a chance?”
“Hard to say. Get the machine, though, and we’ll hope.”
But still the heart refused to respond, though the pressure and manipulation kept the blood circulating and would at least prevent any starving or asphyxiation of the body cells. Carefully, delicately, he brought his mind into his fingers, trying to woo a faint quiver. Perhaps he did, once, but he couldn’t be sure. It all depended on how quickly they could get the machine working now, and how long a man could live by manipulation alone. That point was still unsettled.
But there was no question about the fact that the spark of life burned faintly and steadily lower in Jorgenson, while outside the man-made hell went on ticking off the minutes that separated it from becoming Mahler’s Isotope. Normally, Doc was an agnostic, but now, unconsciously, his mind slipped back into the simple faith of his childhood, and he heard Brown echoing the prayer that was on his lips. The second hand of the watch before him swung around and around and around again before he heard the sound of men’s feet at the back entrance, and still there was no definite quiver from the heart under his fingers. How much time did he have left, if any, for the difficult and unfamiliar operation required?
His side glance showed the seemingly innumerable filaments of platinum that had to be connected into the nerves governing Jorgenson’s heart and lungs, all carefully coded, yet almost terrifying in their complexity. If he made a mistake anywhere, it was at least certain there would be no time for a second trial; if his fingers shook or his tired eyes clouded at the wrong instant, there would be no help from Jorgenson. Jorgenson would be dead!
V
“Take over massage, Brown,” he ordered. “And keep it up no matter what happens. Good. Dodd, assist me, and hang onto my signals. If it works, we can all rest afterward.”
Ferrel wondered grimly with that part of his mind that was off by itself whether he could justify his boast to Jenkins of having been the world’s greatest surgeon; it had been true once, he knew with no need for false modesty, but that was long ago, and this was at best a devilish job. He’d hung on with a surge of the old fascination as Kubelik had performed it on a dog at the convention, and his memory for such details was still good, as were his hands. But something else goes into the making of a great surgeon, and he wondered if that were still with him.
Then, as his fingers made the microscopic little motions needed and Dodd became another pair of hands, he ceased wondering. Whatever it was, he could feel it surging through him, and there was a pure joy to it somewhere, over and above the urgency of the work. This was probably the last time he’d ever feel it, and if the operation succeeded, probably it was a thing he could put with the few mental treasures that were still left from his former success. The man on the table ceased to be Jorgenson, the excessively gadgety Infirmary became again the main operating theater of that same Mayo’s which had produced Brown and this strange new machine, and his fingers were again those of the Great Ferrel, the miracle boy from Mayo’s, who could do the impossible twice before breakfast without turning a hair.
Some of his feeling was devoted to the machine itself. Massive, ugly, with parts sticking out in haphazard order, it was more like something from an inquisition chamber than a scientist’s achievement, but it worked—he’d seen it functioning. In that ugly mass of assorted pieces, little currents were generated and modulated to feed out to the heart and lungs and replace the orders given by a brain that no longer worked or could not get through, to co-ordinate breathing and beating according to the need. It was a product of the combined genius of surgery and electronics, but wonderful as the exciter was, it was distinctly secondary to the technique Kubelik had evolved for selecting and connecting only those nerves and nerve bundles necessary, and bringing the almost impossible into the limits of surgical possibility.
Brown interrupted, and that interruption in the midst of such an operation indicated clearly the strain she was under. “The heart fluttered a little then, Dr. Ferrel.”
Ferrel nodded, untroubled by the interruption. Talk, which bothered most surgeons, was habitual in his own little staff, and he always managed to have one part of his mind reserved for that while the rest went on without noticing. “Good. That gives us at least double the leeway I expected.”
His hands went on, first with the heart which was the more pressing danger. Would the machine work, he wondered, in this case? Curare and radioactives, fighting each other, were an odd combination. Yet, the machine controlled the nerves close to the vital organ, pounding its message through into the muscles, where the curare had a complicated action that paralyzed the whole nerve, establishing a long block to the control impulses from the brain. Could the nerve impulses from the machine be forced through the short paralyzed passages? Probably—the strength of its signals was controllable. The only proof was in trying.
Brown drew back her hands and stared down uncomprehendingly. “It’s beating, Dr. Ferrel! By itself…it’s beating!”
Hee nodded again, though the mask concealed his smile. His techniquewas still not faulty, and he had performed the operation correctly after seeing it once on a dog! He was still the Great Ferrel! Then, the ego in him fell back to normal, though the lift remained, and his exultation centered around the more important problem of Jorgenson’s living. And, later, when the lungs began moving of themselves as the nurse stopped working them, he had been expecting it. The detail work remaining was soon over, and he stepped back, dropping the mask from his face and pulling off his gloves.
“Congratulations, Dr. Ferrel!” The voice was guttural, strange. “A truly great operation—truly great. I almost stopped you, but now I am glad I did not; it was a pleasure to observe you, sir.” Ferrel looked up in amazement at the bearded smiling face of Kubelik, and he found no words as he accepted the other’s hand. But Kubelik apparently expected none.
“I, Kubelik, came, you see; I could not trust another with the machine, and fortunately I made the plane. Then you seemed so sure, so confident—so when you did not notice me, I remained in the background, cursing myself. Now, I shall return, since you have no need of me—the wiser for having watched you… No, not a word; not a word from you, sir. Don’t destroy your miracle with words. The copter waits me, I go; but my admiration for you remains forever!”
Ferrel still stood looking down at his hand as the roar of the copter cut in, then at the breathing body with the artery on the neck now pulsing regularly. That was all that was needed; he had been admired by Kubelik, the man who thought all other surgeons were fools and nincompoops. For a second or so longer he treasured it, then shrugged it off.
“Now,” he said to the others, as the troubles of the plant fell back on his shoulders, “all we have to do is hope that Jorgenson’s brain wasn’t injured by the session out there, or by this continued artificially maintained life, and try to get him in condition so he can talk before it’s too late. God grant us time! Blake, you know the detail work as well as I do, and we can’t both work on it. You and the fresh nurses take over, doing the bare minimum needed for the patients scattered around the wards and waiting room. Any new ones?”
“None for some time; I think they’ve reached a stage where that’s over with,” Brown answered.
“I hope so. Then go round up Jenkins and lie down somewhere. That goes for you and Meyers, too, Dodd. Blake, give us three hours if you can, and get us up. There won’t be any new developments before then, and we’ll save time in the long run by resting. Jorgenson’s to get first attention!”
* * * *
The old leather chair made a fair sort of bed, and Ferrel was too exhausted physically and mentally to be choosy—too exhausted to benefit as much as he should from sleep of three hours’ duration, for that matter, though it was almost imperative he try. Idly, he wondered what Palmer would think of all his safeguards had he known that Kubelik had come into the place so easily and out again. Not that it mattered; it was doubtful whether anyone else would want to come near, let alone inside the plant.
In that, apparently, he was wrong. It was considerably less than the three hours when he was awakened to hear the bull-roar of a helicopter outside. But sleep clouded his mind too much for curiosity and he started to drop back into his slumber. Then another sound cut in, jerking him out of his drowsiness. It was the sharp sputter of a machine gun from the direction of the gate, a pause and another burst; an eddy of sleep-memory indicated that it had begun before the helicopter’s arrival, so it could not be that they were gunning. More trouble, and while it was none of his business, he could not go back to sleep. He got up and went out into the surgery, just as a gnomish little man hopped out from the rear entrance.
The fellow scooted toward Ferrel after one birdlike glance at Blake, his words spilling out with a jerky self-importance that should have been funny, but missed it by a small margin; under the surface, sincerity still managed to show. “Dr. Ferrel? Uh. Dr. Kubelik—Mayo’s, you know—he reported you were short-handed; stacking patients in the other rooms. We volunteered for duty—me, four other doctors, nine nurses. Probably should have checked with you, but couldn’t get a phone through. Took the liberty of coming through directly, fast as we could push our copters.”
Ferrel glanced through the back, and saw that there were three of the machines instead of the one he’d thought, with men and equipment piling out of them. Mentally he kicked himself for not asking help when he’d put through the call; but he’d been used to working with his own little staff for so long that the ready response of his profession to emergencies had been almost forgotten. “You know you’re taking chances coming here, naturally? Then, in that case, I’m grateful to you and Kubelik. We’ve got about forty patients here, all of whom should have considerable attention, though I frankly doubt whether there’s room for you to work.”
The man hitched his thumb backward jerkily. “Don’t worry about that. Kubelik goes the limit when he arranges things. Everything we need with us, practically all the hospital’s atomic equipment; though maybe you’ll have to piece us out there. Even a field hospital tent, portable wards for every patient you have. Want relief in here or would you rather have us simply move out the patients to the tent, leave this end to you? Oh, Kubelik sent his regards. Amazing of him!”
Kubelik, it seemed, had a tangible idea of regards, however dramatically he was inclined to express them; with him directing the volunteer force, the wonder was that the whole staff and equipment hadn’t been moved down. “Better leave this end,” Ferrel decided. “Those in the wards will probably be better off in your tent as well as the men now in the waiting room; we’re equipped beautifully for all emergency work, but not used to keeping the patients here any length of time, so our accommodations that way are rough. Dr. Blake will show you around and help you get organized in the routine we use here. He’ll get help for you in erecting the tent, too. By the way, did you hear the commotion by the entrance as you were landing?”
“We did, indeed. We saw it, too—bunch of men in some kind of uniform shooting a machine gun; hitting the ground, though. Bunch of other people running back away from it, shaking their fists, looked like. We were expecting a dose of the same, maybe; didn’t notice us, though.”
Blake snorted in half amusement. “You probably would have gotten it if our manager hadn’t forgotten to give orders covering the air approach; they must figure that’s an official route. I saw a bunch from the city arguing about their relatives in here when I came in this morning, so it must have been that.” He motioned the little doctor after him, then turned his neck back to address Brown. “Show him the results while I’m gone, honey.”
Ferrel forgot his new recruits and swung back to the girl. “Bad?” She made no comment, but picked up a lead shield and placed it over Jorgenson’s chest so that it cut off all radiation from the lower part of his body, then placed the radiation indicator close to the man’s throat. Doc looked once; no more was needed. It was obvious that Blake had already done his best to remove the radioactive from all parts of the body needed for speech, in the hope that they might strap down the others and block them off with local anaesthetics; then the curare could have been counteracted long enough for such information as was needed. Equally obviously, he’d failed. There was no sense in going through the job of neutralizing the drug’s block only to have him under the control of the radioactive still present. The stuff was too finely dispersed for surgical removal. Now what? He had no answer.
Jenkins’ lean-sinewed hand took the indicator from him for inspection. The boy was already frowning as Doc looked up in faint surprise, and his face made no change. He nodded slowly, “Yeah. I figured as much. That was a beautiful piece of work you did, too. Too bad. I was watching from the door and you almost convinced me he’d be all right, the way you handled it. But—So we have to make out without him; and Hoke and Palmer haven’t even cooked up a lead that’s worth a good test. Want to come into my office, Doc? There’s nothing we can do here.”
* * * *
Ferrel followed Jenkins into the little office off the now emptied waiting room; the men from the hospital had worked rapidly, it seemed. “So you haven’t been sleeping, I take it? Where’s Hokusai now?”
“Out there with Palmer; he promised to behave, if that’ll comfort you…Nice guy, Hoke; I’d forgotten what it felt like to talk to—an atomic engineer without being laughed at. Palmer, too. I wish—” There was a brief lightening to the boy’s face and the first glow of normal human pride Doc had seen in him. Then he shrugged, and it vanished back into his taut cheeks and reddened eyes. “We cooked up the wildest kind of a scheme, but it isn’t so hot.”
Hoke’s voice came out of the doorway, as the little man came in and sat down carefully in one of the three chairs. “No, not sso hot! It iss faily, already. Jorgensson?”
“Out, no hope there! What happened?”
Hoke spread his arms, his eyes almost closing. “Nothing. We knew it could never work, not sso? Misster Palmer, he iss come ssoon here, then we make planss again. I am think now, besst we sshould move from here. Palmer, I—mosstly we are theoreticianss; and, excusse, you alsso, doctor. Jorgensson wass the production man. No Jorgensson, no—ah—ssoap!”
Mentally, Ferrel agreed about the moving—and soon! But he could see Palmer’s point of view; to give up the fight was against the grain, somehow. And besides, once the blow-up happened, with the resultant damage to an unknown area, the pressure groups in Congress would be in, shouting for the final abolition of all atomic work; now they were reasonably quiet, only waiting an opportunity—or, more probably, at the moment were already seizing on the rumors spreading to turn this into their coup. If, by some streak of luck, Palmer could save the plant with no greater loss of life and property than already existed, their words would soon be forgotten, and the benefits from the products of National would again outweigh all risks.
“Just what will happen if it all goes off?” he asked.
Jenkins shrugged, biting at his inner lip as he went over a sheaf of papers on the desk, covered with the scrawling symbols of atomics, “Anybody’s guess. Suppose three tons of the army’s new explosives were to explode in a billionth—or at least, a millionth—of a second? Normally, you know, compared to atomics, that stuff burns like any fire, slowly and quietly, giving its gases plenty of time to get out of the way in an orderly fashion. Figure it one way, with this all going off together, and the stuff could drill a hole that’d split open the whole continent from Hudson Bay to the Gulf of Mexico, and leave a lovely sea where the Middle West is now. Figure it another, and it might only kill off everything within fifty miles of here. Somewhere in between is the chance we count on. This isn’t U-235, you know.”
Doc winced. He’d been picturing the plant going up in the air violently, with maybe a few buildings somewhere near it, but nothing like this. It had been purely a local affair to him, but this didn’t sound like one. No wonder Jenkins was in that state of suppressed jitters; it wasn’t too much imagination, but too much cold, hard knowledge that was worrying him. Ferrel looked at their faces as they bent over the symbols once more, tracing out point by point their calculations in the hope of finding one overlooked loophole, then decided to leave them alone.
The whole problem was hopeless without Jorgenson, it seemed, and Jorgenson was his responsibility; if the plant went, it was squarely on the senior physician’s shoulders. But there was no apparent solution. If it would help, he could cut it down to a direct path from brain to speaking organs, strap down the body and block off all nerves below the neck, using an artificial larynx instead of the normal breathing through vocal cords. But the indicator showed the futility of it; the orders could never get through from the brain with the amount of radioactive still present throwing them off track—even granting that the brain itself was not affected, which was doubtful.
Fortunately for Jorgenson, the stuff was all finely dispersed around the head, with no concentration at any one place that was unquestionably destructive to his mind; but the good fortune was also the trouble, since it could not be removed by any means known to medical practice. Even so simple a thing as letting the man read the questions and spell out the answers by winking an eyelid as they pointed to the alphabet was hopeless.
Nerves! Jorgenson had his blocked out, but Ferrel wondered if the rest of them weren’t in as bad a state. Probably, somewhere well within their grasp, there was a solution that was being held back because the nerves of everyone in the plant were blocked by fear and pressure that defeated its own purpose. Jenkins, Palmer, Hokusai—under purely theoretical conditions, any one of them might spot the answer to the problem, but sheer necessity of finding it could be the thing that hid it. The same might be true with the problem of Jorgenson’s treatment. Yet, though he tried to relax and let his mind stray idly around the loose ends and seemingly disconnected knowledge he had, it returned incessantly to the necessity of doing something, and doing it now!
* * * *
Ferrel heard weary footsteps behind him and turned to see Palmer coming from the front entrance. The man had no business walking into the surgery, but such minor rules had gone by the board hours before.
“Jorgenson?” Palmer’s conversation began with the same old question in the usual tone, and he read the answer from Doc’s face with a look that indicated it was no news. “Hoke and that Jenkins kid still in there?”
Doc nodded, and plodded behind him toward Jenkins’ office; he was useless to them, but there was still the idea that in filling his mind with other things, some little factor he had overlooked might have a chance to come forth. Also, curiosity still worked on him, demanding to know what was happening. He flopped into the third chair, and Palmer squatted down on the edge of the table.
“Know a good spiritualist, Jenkins?” the manager asked. “Because if you do, I’m about ready to try calling back Kellar’s ghost. The Steinmetz of atomics—so he had to die before this Isotope R came up, and leave us without even a good guess at how long we’ve got to crack the problem. Hey, what’s the matter?”
Jenkins’ face had tensed and his body straightened back tensely in the chair, but he shook his head, the corner of his mouth twitching wryly. “Nothing. Nerves, I guess. Hoke and I dug out some things that give an indication on how long this runs, though. We still don’t know exactly, but from observations out there and the general theory before, it looks like something between six and thirty hours left; probably ten’s closer to being correct!”
“Can’t be much longer. It’s driving the men back right now! Even the tanks can’t get in where they can do the most good, and we’re using the shielding around No. 3 as a headquarters for the men; in another half hour, maybe they won’t be able to stay that near the thing. Radiation indicators won’t register any more, and it’s spitting all over the place, almost constantly. Heat’s terrific; it’s gone up to around three hundred centigrade and sticks right there now, but that’s enough to warm up 3, even.”
Doc looked up. “No. 3?”
“Yeah. Nothing happened to that batch—it ran through and came out I-713 right on schedule, hours ago.” Palmer reached for a cigarette, realized he had one in his mouth, and slammed the package back on the table. “Significant data, Doc; if we get out of this, we’ll figure out just what caused the change in No. 4—if we get out! Any chance of making those variable factors work, Hoke?”
Hoke shook his head, and again Jenkins answered from the notes. “Not a chance; sure, theoretically, at least, R should have a period varying between twelve and sixty hours before turning into Mahler’s Isotope, depending on what chains of reactions or subchains it goes through; they all look equally good, and probably are all going on in there now, depending on what’s around to soak up neutrons or let them roam, the concentration and amount of R together, and even high or low temperatures that change their activity somewhat. It’s one of the variables, no question about that.”
“The sspitting iss prove that,” Hoke supplemented.
“Sure. But there’s too much of it together, and we can’t break it down fine enough to reach any safety point where it won’t toss energy around like rain. The minute one particle manages to make itself into Mahler’s, it’ll crash through with energy enough to blast the next over the hump and into the same thing instantly, and that passes it on to the next, at about light speed! If we could get it juggled around so some would go off first, other atoms a little later, and so on, fine—only we can’t do it unless we can be sure of isolating every blob bigger than a tenth of a gram from every other one! And if we start breaking it down into reasonably small pieces, we’re likely to have one decide on the short transformation subchain and go off at any time; pure chance gave us a concentration to begin with that eliminated the shorter chains, but we can’t break it down into small lots and those into smaller lots, and so on. Too much risk!”
Ferrel had known vaguely that there were such things as variables, but the theory behind them was too new and too complex for him; he’d learned what little he knew when the simpler radioactives proceeded normally from radium to lead, as an example, with a definite, fixed half life, instead of the super-heavy atoms they now used that could jump through several different paths, yet end up the same. It was over his head, and he started to get up and go back to Jorgenson.
Palmer’s words stopped him. “I knew it, of course, but I hoped maybe I was wrong. Then—we evacuate! No use fooling ourselves any longer. I’ll call the Governor and try to get him to clear the country around; Hoke, you can tell the men to get the hell out of here! All we ever had was the counteracting isotope to hope on, and no chance of getting enough of that. There was no sense in making I-231 in thousand-pound batches before. Well—”
V
He reached for the phone, but Ferrel cut in. “What about the men in the wards? They’re loaded with the stuff, most of them with more than a gram apiece dispersed through them. They’re in the same class with the converter, maybe, but we can’t just pull out and leave them!”
Silence hit them, to be broken by Jenkins’ hushed whisper. “My God! What damned fools we are. I-231 under discussion for hours, and I never thought of it. Now you two throw the connection in my face, and I still almost miss it!”
“I-231? But there iss not enough. Maybe twenty-five pound, maybe less. Three and a half days to make more. The little we have would be no good, Dr. Jenkinss. We forget that already.” Hoke struck a match to a piece of paper, shook one drop of ink onto it, and watched it continue burning for a second before putting it out. “Sso. A drop of water for sstop a foresst fire. No.”
“Wrong, Hoke. A drop to short a switch that’ll turn on the real stream—maybe. Look, Doc, I-231’s an isotope that reacts atomically with R—we’ve checked on that already. It simply gets together with the stuff and the two break down into non-radioactive elements and a little heat, like a lot of other such atomic reactions; but it isn’t the violent kind. They simply swap parts in a friendly way and open up to simpler atoms that are stable. We have a few pounds on hand, can’t make enough in time to help with No. 4, but we do have enough to treat every man in the wards, including Jorgenson!”
“How much heat?” Doc snapped out of his lethargy into the detailed thought of a good physician. “In atomics you may call it a little; but would it be small enough in the human body?”
Hokusai and Palmer were practically riding the pencil as Jenkins figured. “Say five grams of the stuff in Jorgenson, to be on the safe side, less in the others. Time for reaction…hm-m-m. Here’s the total heat produced and the time taken by the reaction, probably, in the body. The stuffs water-soluble in the chloride we have of it, so there’s no trouble dispersing it. What do you make of it, Doc?”
“Fifteen to eighteen degrees temperature rise at a rough estimate. Uh!”
“Too much! Jorgenson couldn’t stand ten degrees right now!” Jenkins frowned down at his figures, tapping nervously with his hand.
Doc shook his head. “Not too much! We can drop his whole body temperature first in the hypothermy bath down to eighty degrees, then let it rise to a hundred, if necessary, and still be safe. Thank the Lord, there’s equipment enough. If they’ll rip out the refrigerating units in the cafeteria and improvise baths, the volunteers out in the tent can start on the other men while we handle Jorgenson. At least that way we can get the men all out, even if we don’t save the plant.”
* * * *
Palmer stared at them in confusion before his face galvanized into resolution. “Refrigerating units—volunteers—tent? What— O.K., Doc, what do you want?” He reached for the telephone and begun giving orders for the available I-231 to be sent to the surgery, for men to rip out the cafeteria cooling equipment, and for such other things as Doc requested. Jenkins had already gone to instruct the medical staff in the field tent without asking how they’d gotten there, but was back in the surgery before Doc reached it with Palmer and Hokusai at his heels.
“Blake’s taking over out there,” Jenkins announced. “Says if you want Dodd, Meyers, Jones or Sue, they’re sleeping.”
“No need. Get over there out of the way, if you must watch,” Ferrel ordered the two engineers, as he and Jenkins began attaching the freezing units and bath to the sling on the exciter. “Prepare his blood for it, Jenkins; we’ll force it down as low as we can to be on the safe side. And we’ll have to keep tab on the temperature fall and regulate his heart and breathing to what it would be normally in that condition; they’re both out of his normal control, now.”
“And pray,” Jenkins added. He grabbed the small box out of the messenger’s hand before the man was fully inside the door and began preparing a solution, weighing out the whitish powder and measuring water carefully, but with the speed that was automatic to him under tension. “Doc, if this doesn’t work—if Jorgenson’s crazy or something—you’ll have another case of insanity on your hands. One more false hope would finish me.”
“Not one more case; four! We’re all in the same boat. Temperature’s falling nicely—I’m rushing it a little, but it’s safe enough. Down to ninety-six now.” The thermometer under Jorgenson’s tongue was one intended for hypothermy work, capable of rapid response, instead of the normal fever thermometer. Slowly, with agonizing reluctance, the little needle on the dial moved over, down to ninety, then on. Doc kept his eyes glued to it, slowing the pulse and breath to the proper speed. He lost track of the number of times he sent Palmer back out of the way, and finally gave up.
Waiting, he wondered how those outside in the field hospital were doing? Still, they had ample time to arrange their makeshift cooling apparatus and treat the men in groups—ten hours probably; and hypothermy was a standard thing, now. Jorgenson was the only real rush case. Almost imperceptibly to Doc, but speedily by normal standards, the temperature continued to fall. Finally it reached seventy-eight. “Ready, Jenkins, make the injection. That enough?”
“No. I figure it’s almost enough, but we’ll have to go slow to balance out properly. Too much of this stuff would be almost as bad as the other Gauge going up, Doc?”
It was, much more rapidly than Ferrel liked. As the injection coursed through the blood vessels and dispersed out to the fine deposits of radioactive, the needle began climbing past eighty, to ninety, and up. It stopped at ninety-four and slowly began falling as the cooling bath absorbed heat from the cells of the body. The radioactivity meter still registered the presence of Isotope R, though much more faintly.
The next shot was small, and a smaller one followed. “Almost,” Ferrel Commented. “Next one should about do the trick.”
Using partial injections, there had been need for less drop in temperature than they had given Jorgenson, but there was small loss to that. Finally, when the last minute bit of the I-231 solution had entered the man’s veins and done its work, Doc nodded. “No sign of activity left. He’s up to ninety-five, now that I’ve cut off the refrigeration, and he’ll pick up the little extra temperature in a hurry. By the time we can counteract the curare, he’ll be ready. That’ll take about fifteen minutes, Palmer.”
The manager nodded, watching them dismantling the hypothermy equipment and going through the routine of canceling out the curare. It was always a slower job than treatment with the drug, but part of the work had been done already by the normal body processes, and the rest was a simple, standard procedure. Fortunately, the neo-heroin would be nearly worn off, or that would have been a longer and much harder problem to eliminate.
“Telephone for Mr. Palmer. Calling Mr. Palmer. Send Mr. Palmer to the telephone.” The operator’s words lacked the usual artificial exactness, and were only a nervous sing-song. It was getting her, and she wasn’t bothered by excess imagination, normally. “Mr. Palmer is wanted on the telephone.”
“Palmer.” The manager picked up an instrument at hand, not equipped with vision, and there was no indication of the caller. But Ferrel could see what little hope had appeared at the prospect of Jorgenson’s revival disappearing. “Check! Move out of there, and prepare to evacuate, but keep quiet about that until you hear further orders! Tell the men Jorgenson’s about out of it, so they won’t lack for something to talk about.”
He swung back to them. “No use, Doc, I’m afraid. We’re already too late. The stuff’s stepped it up again, and they’re having to move out of No. 3 now. I’ll wait on Jorgenson, but even if he’s all right and knows the answer, we can’t get in to use it!”
VI
“Healing’s going to be a long, slow process, but they should at least grow back better than silver ribs; never take a pretty X-ray photo, though.” Doc held the instrument in his hand, staring down at the flap opened in Jorgenson’s chest, and his shoulders came up in a faint shrug. The little platinum filaments had been removed from around the nerves to heart and lungs, and the man’s normal impulses were operating again, less steadily than under the exciter, but with no danger signals. “Well, it won’t much matter if he’s still sane.”
Jenkins watched him begin stitching the flap back, his eyes centered over the table out toward the converter. “Doc, he’s got to be sane! If Hoke and Palmer find it’s what it sounds like out there, we’ll have to count on Jorgenson. There’s an answer somewhere, has to be! But we won’t find it without him.”
“Hm-m-m. Seems to me you’ve been having ideas yourself, son. You’ve been right so far, and if Jorgenson’s out—” He shut off the stitcher, finished the dressings, and flopped down on a bench, knowing that all they could do was wait for the drugs to work on Jorgenson and bring him around. Now that he relaxed the control over himself, exhaustion hit down with full force; his fingers were uncertain as he pulled off the gloves. “Anyhow, we’ll know in another five minutes or so.”
“And Heaven help us, Doc, if it’s up to me. I’ve always had a flair for atomic theory; I grew up on it. But he’s the production man who’s been working at it week in and week out, and it’s his process, to boot… There they are now! All right for them to come back here?”
But Hokusai and Palmer were waiting for no permission. At the moment, Jorgenson was the nerve center of the plant, drawing them back, and they stalked over to stare down at him, then sat where they could be sure of missing no sign of returning consciousness. Palmer picked up the conversation where he’d dropped it, addressing his remarks to both Hokusai and Jenkins.
“Damn that Link-Stevens postulate! Time after time it fails, until you figure there’s nothing to it; then, this! It’s black magic, not science, and if I get out, I’ll find some fool with more courage than sense to discovery why. Hoke, are you positive it’s the theta chain? There isn’t once chance in ten thousand of that happening, you know; it’s unstable, hard to stop, tends to revert to the simpler ones at the first chance.”
Hokusai spread his hands, lifted one heavy eyelid at Jenkins questioningly, then nodded. The boy’s voice was dull, almost uninterested. “That’s what I thought it had to be, Palmer. None of the others throws off that much energy at this stage, the way you described conditions out there. Probably the last thing we tried to quench set it up in that pattern, and it’s in a concentration just right to keep it going. We figured ten hours was the best chance, so it had to pick the six-hour short chain.”
“Yeah.” Palmer was pacing up and down nervously again, his eyes swinging toward Jorgenson from whatever direction he moved. “And in six hours, maybe all the population around here can be evacuated, maybe not, but we’ll have to try it. Doc, I can’t even wait for Jorgenson now! I’ve got to get the Governor started at once!”
“They’ve been known to practice lynch law, even in recent years,” Ferrel reminded him grimly. He’d seen the result of one such case of mob violence when he was practicing privately, and he knew that people remain pretty much the same year after year; they’d move, but first they’d demand a sacrifice. “Better get the men out of here first, Palmer, and my advice is to get yourself a good long distance off; I heard some of the trouble at the gate, and that won’t be anything compared to what an evacuation order will do.”
Palmer grunted. “Doc, you might not believe it, but I don’t give a continental about what happens to me or the plant right now.”
“Or the men? Put a mob in here, hunting your blood, and the men will be on your side, because they know it wasn’t your fault, and they’ve seen you out there taking chances yourself. That mob won’t be too choosy about its targets, either, once it gets worked up, and you’ll have a nice vicious brawl all over the place. Besides, Jorgenson’s practically ready.”
A few minutes would make no difference in the evacuation, and Doc had no desire to think of his partially crippled wife going through the hell evacuation would be; she’d probably refuse, until he returned. His eyes fell on the box Jenkins was playing with nervously, and he stalled for time. “I thought you said it was risky to break the stuff down into small particles, Jenkins. But that box contains the stuff in various sizes, including one big piece we scraped out, along with the contaminated instruments. Why hasn’t it exploded?”
Jenkins’ hand jerked up from it as if burned, and he backed away a step before checking himself. Then he was across the room toward the I-231 and back, pouring the white powder over everything in the box in a jerky frenzy. Hokusai’s eyes had snapped fully open, and he was slopping water in to fill up the remaining space and keep the I-231 in contact with everything else. Almost at once, in spite of the low relative energy release, it sent up a white cloud of steam faster than the air conditioner could clear the room; but that soon faded down and disappeared.
Hokusai wiped his forehead slowly. “The ssuits—armor of the I men?”
“Sent ’em back to the converter and had them dumped into the stuff to be safe long ago,” Jenkins answered. “But I forgot the box, like a fool. Ugh! Either blind chance saved us or else the stuff spit out was all one kind, some reasonably long chain. I don’t know nor care right—”
“S’ot! Nnnuh…Whmah nahh?”
“Jorgenson!” They swung from the end of the room like one man, but Jenkins was the first to reach the table. Jorgenson’s eyes were open and rolling in a semiorderly manner, his hands moving sluggishly. The boy hovered over his face, his own practically glowing with the intensity behind it. “Jorgenson, can you understand what I’m saying?”
“Uh.” The eyes ceased moving and centered on Jenkins. One hand came up to his throat, clutching at it, and he tried unsuccessfully to lift himself with the other, but the aftereffects of what he’d been through seemed to have left him in a state of partial paralysis.
Ferrel had hardly dared hope that the man could be rational, and his relief was tinged with doubt. He pushed Palmer back, and shook his head. “No, stay back. Let the boy handle it; he knows enough not to shock the man now, and you don’t. This can’t be rushed too much.”
“I—uh…Young Jenkins? Whasha doin’ here? Tell y’ur dad to ge’ busy ou’ there!” Somewhere in Jorgenson’s huge frame, an untapped reserve of energy and will sprang up, and he forced himself into a sitting position, his eyes on Jenkins, his hand still catching at the reluctant throat that refused to co-operate. His words were blurry and uncertain, but sheer determination overcame the obstacles and made the words understandable.
“Dad’s dead now, Jorgenson. Now—”
“ ’Sright. ’N’ you’re grown up—’bout twelve years old, y’ were… The plant!”
“Easy, Jorgenson.” Jenkins’ own voice managed to sound casual, though his hands under the table were white where they clenched together. “Listen, and don’t try to say anything until I finish. The plant’s still all right, but we’ve got to have your help. Here’s what happened.”
* * * *
Ferrel could make little sense of the cryptic sentences that followed, though he gathered that they were some form of engineering short-hand; apparently, from Hokusai’s approving nod, they summed up the situation briefly, and Jorgenson sat rigidly still until it was finished, his eyes fastened on the boy.
“Helluva mess! Gotta think…yuh tried—” He made an attempt to lower himself back, and Jenkins assisted him, hanging on feverishly to each awkward, uncertain change of expression on the man’s face. “Uh…da’ sroat! Yuh…uh…urrgh!”
“Uh!” The tone was affirmative, unquestionably, but the clutching hands around his neck told their own story. The temporary burst of energy he’d forced was exhausted, and he couldn’t get through with it. He lay there, breathing heavily and struggling, then relaxed after a few more half-whispered words, none intelligently articulated.
Palmer clutched at Ferrel’s sleeve. “Doc, isn’t there anything you can do?”
“Try.” He metered out a minute quantity of drug doubtfully, felt Jorgenson’s pulse, and decided on half that amount. “Not much hope, though; that man’s been through hell, and it wasn’t good for him to be forced around in the first place. Carry it too far, and he’ll be delirious if he does talk. Anyway, I suspect it’s partly his speech centers as well as the throat.”
But Jorgenson began a slight rally almost instantly, trying again, then apparently drawing himself together for a final attempt. When they came, the words spilled out harshly in forced clearness, but without inflection.
“First…variable…at…twelve…water…stop.” His eyes, centered on Jenkins, closed, and he relaxed again, this time no longer fighting off the inevitable unconsciousness.
Houksai, Palmer, and Jenkins were staring back and forth at one another questioningly. The little Japanese shook his head negatively at first, frowned, and repeated it, to be imitated almost exactly by the manager. “Delirious ravings!”
“The great white hope Jorgenson!” Jenkins’ shoulders drooped and the blood drained from his face, leaving it ghastly with fatigue and despair. “Oh, damn it, Doc, stop staring at me! I can’t pull a miracle out of a hat!”
Doc hadn’t realized that he was staring, but he made no effort to change it. “Maybe not, but you happen to have the most active imagination here, when you stop abusing it to scare yourself. Well, you’re on the spot now, and I’m still giving odds on you. Want to bet, Hoke?”
It was an utterly stupid thing, and Doc knew it; but somewhere during the long hours together, he’d picked up a queer respect for the boy and a dependence on the nervousness that wasn’t fear but closer akin to the reaction of a rear-running thoroughbred on the home stretch. Hoke was too slow and methodical, and Palmer had been too concerned with outside worries to give anywhere nearly full attention to the single most urgent phase of the problem; that left only Jenkins, hampered by his lack of self-confidence.
Hoke gave no sign that he caught the meaning of Doc’s heavy wink, but he lifted his eyebrows faintly. “No, I think I am not bet. Dr. Jenkins, I am to be command!”
Palmer looked briefly at the boy, whose face mirrored incredulous confusion, but he had neither Ferrel’s ignorance of atomic technique nor Hokusai’s fatalism. With a final glance at the unconscious Jorgenson, he started across the room toward the phone. “You men play, if you like. I’m starting evacuation immediately!”
“Wait!” Jenkins was shaking himself, physically as well as mentally. “Hold it, Palmer! Thanks, Doc. You knocked me out of the rut, and bounced my memory back to something I picked up somewhere; I think it’s the answer! It has to work—nothing else can at this stage of the game!”
“Give me the Governor, operator.” Palmer had heard, but he went on with the phone call. “This is no time to play crazy hunches until after we get the people out, kid. I’ll admit you’re a darned clever amateur, but you’re no atomicist!”
“And if we get the men out, it’s too late—there’ll be no one left in here to do the work!” Jenkins’ hand snapped out and jerked the receiver of the plug-in telephone from Palmer’s hand. “Cancel the call, operator; it won’t be necessary. Palmer, you’ve got to listen to me; you can’t clear the whole middle of the continent, and you can’t depend on the explosion to limit itself to less ground. It’s a gamble, but you’re risking fifty million people against a mere hundred thousand. Give me a chance!”
“I’ll give you exactly one minute to convince me, Jenkins, and it had better be good! Maybe the blow-up won’t hit beyond the fifty-mile limit!”
“Maybe. And I can’t explain in a minute.” The boy scowled tensely, “O.K., you’ve been bellyaching about a man named Kellar being dead. If he were here, would you take a chance on him? Or on a man who’d worked under him on everything he tried?”
“Absolutely, but you’re not Kellar. And I happen to know he was a lone wolf; didn’t hire outside engineers after Jorgenson had a squabble with him and came here.” Palmer reached for the phone. “It won’t wash, Jenkins.”
Jenkins’ hand clamped down on the instrument, jerking it out of reach. “I wasn’t outside help, Palmer. When Jorgenson was afraid to run one of the things off and quit, I was twelve; three years later, things got too tight for him to handle alone, but he decided he might as well keep it in the family, so he started me in. I’m Kellar’s stepson!”
Pieces clicked together in Doc’s head then, and he kicked himself mentally for not having seen the obvious before. “That why Jorgenson knew you, then? I thought that was funny. It checks, Palmer.”
For a split second, the manager hesitated uncertainly. Then he shrugged and gave in. “O.K., I’m a fool to trust you, Jenkins, but it’s too late for anything else, I guess. I never forgot that I was gambling the locality against half the continent. What do you want?”
“Men—construction men, mostly, and a few volunteers for dirty work. I want all the blowers, exhaust equipment, tubing, booster blowers, and everything ripped from the other three converters and connected as close to No. 4 as you can get. Put them up some way so they can be shoved in over the stuff by crane—I don’t care how; the shop men will know better than I do. You’ve got sort of a river running off behind the plant; get everyone within a few miles of it out of there, and connect the blower outlets down to it. Where does it end, anyway—some kind of a swamp, or morass?”
“About ten miles farther down, yes; we didn’t bother keeping the drainage system going, since the land meant nothing to us, and the swamps made as good a dumping ground as anything else.” When the plant had first used the little river as an outlet for their waste products, there’d been so much trouble that National had been forced to take over all adjacent land and quiet the owners’ fears of the atomic activity in cold cash. Since then, it had gone to weeds and rabbits, mostly, “Everyone within a few miles is out, anyway, except a few fishers or tramps that don’t know we use it. I’ll have militia sent in to scare them out.”
“Good. Ideal, in fact, since the swamps will hold stuff in there where the current’s slow longer. Now, what about that superthermite stuff you were producing last year. Any around?”
“Not in the plant. But we’ve got tons of it at the warehouse, still waiting for the army’s requisition. That’s pretty hot stuff to handle though. Know much about it?”
“Enough to know it’s what I want.” Jenkins indicated the copy of the Weekly Ray still lying where he’d dropped it, and Doc remembered skimming through the nontechnical part of the description. It was made up of two superheavy atoms, kept separate. By itself, neither was particularly important or active, but together they reacted with each other atomically to release a tremendous amount of raw heat and comparatively little unwanted radiation. “Goes up around twenty thousand centigrade, doesn’t it? How’s it stored?”
“In ten-pound bombs that have a fragile partition; it breaks with shock, starting the action. Hoke can explain it—it’s his baby.” Palmer reached for the phone. “Anything else? Then, get out and get busy! The men will be ready for you when you get there! I’ll be out myself as soon as I can put through your orders.”
* * * *
Doc watched them go out, to be followed in short order by the manager, and was alone in the Infirmary with Jorgenson and his thoughts. They weren’t pleasant; he was both too far outside the inner circle to know what was going on and too much mixed up in it not to know the dangers. Now he could have used some work of any nature to take his mind off useless speculations, but aside from a needless check of the foreman’s condition, there was nothing for him to do.
He wriggled down in the leather chair, making the mistake of trying to force sleep, while his mind chased out after the sounds that came in from outside. There were the drones of crane and tank motors coming to life, the shouts of hurried orders, and above all, the jarring rhythm of pneumatic hammers on metal, each sound suggesting some possibility to him without adding to his knowledge. The Decameron was boring, the whiskey tasted raw and rancid, and solitaire wasn’t worth the trouble of cheating.
Finally, he gave up and turned out to the field hospital tent. Jorgenson would be better off out there, under the care of the staff from Mayo’s, and perhaps he could make himself useful. As he passed through the rear entrance, he heard the sound of a number of helicopters coming over with heavy loads, and looked up as they began settling over the edge of the buildings. From somewhere, a group of men came running forward, and disappeared in the direction of the freighters. He wondered whether any of those men would be forced back into the stuff out there to return filled with radioactive; though it didn’t matter so much, now that the isotope could be eliminated without surgery.
Blake met him at the entrance of the field tent, obviously well satisfied with his duty of bossing and instructing the others. “Scram, Doc. You aren’t necessary here, and you need some rest. Don’t want you added to the casualties. What’s the latest dope from the powwow front?”
“Jorgenson didn’t come through, but the kid had an idea, and they’re out there working on it.” Doc tried to sound more hopeful than he felt. “I was thinking you might as well bring Jorgenson in here; he’s conscious, but there doesn’t seem to be anything to worry about. Where’s Brown? She’ll probably want to know what’s up, if she isn’t asleep.”
“Asleep when the kid isn’t? Uh-huh. Mother complex, has to worry about him.” Blake grinned. “She got a look at him running out with Hoke tagging at his heels, and hiked out after him, so she probably knows everything now. Wish Anne’d chase me that way, just once—Jenkins, the wonder boy! Well, it’s out of my line; I don’t intend to start worrying until they pass out the order. O.K., Doc, I’ll have Jorgenson out here in a couple of minutes, so you grab yourself a cot and get some shut-eye.”
Doc grunted, looking curiously at the refinements and well-equipped interior of the field tent. “I’ve already prescribed that, Blake, but the patient can’t seem to take it. I think I’ll hunt up Brown, so give me a call over the public speaker if anything turns up.”
He headed toward the center of action, knowing that he’d been wanting to do it all along, but hadn’t been sure of not being a nuisance. Well, if Brown could look on, there was no reason why he couldn’t. He passed the machine shop, noting the excited flurry of activity going on, and went past No. 2, where other men were busily ripping out long sections of big piping and various other devices. There was a rope fence barring his way, well beyond No. 3, and he followed along the edge, looking for Palmer or Brown.
She saw him first. “Hi, Dr. Ferrel, over here in the truck. I thought you’d be coming soon. From up here we can get a look over the heads of all these other people, and we won’t be tramped on.” She stuck down a hand to help him up, smiled faintly as he disregarded it and mounted more briskly than his muscles wanted to. He wasn’t so old that a girl had to help him yet.
“Know what’s going on?” he asked, sinking down onto the plank across the truck body, facing out across the men below toward the converter. There seemed to be a dozen different centers of activity, all crossing each other in complete confusion, and the general pattern was meaningless.
“No more than you do. I haven’t seen my husband, though Mr. Palmer took time enough to chase me here out of the way.”
Doc centered his attention on the copters, unloading, rising, and coming in with more loads, and he guessed that those boxes must contain the little thermodyne bombs. It was the one thing he could understand, and consequently the least interesting. Other men were assembling the big sections of piping he’d seen before, connecting them up in almost endless order, while some of the tanks hooked on and snaked them off in the direction of the small river that ran off beyond the plant.
“Those must be the exhaust blowers, I guess,” he told Brown, pointing them out. “Though I don’t know what any of the rest of the stuff hooked on is.”
“I know— I’ve been inside the plant Bob’s father had.” She lifted an inquiring eyebrow at him, went on as he nodded. “The pipes are for exhaust gases, all right, and those big square things are the motors and fans—they put in one at each five hundred feet or less of piping. The things they’re wrapping around the pipe must be the heaters to keep the gases hot. Are they going to try to suck all that out?”
Doc didn’t know, though it was the only thing he could see. But he wondered how they’d get around the problem of moving in close enough to do any good. “I heard your husband order some thermodyne bombs, so they’ll probably try to gassify the magma; then they’re pumping it down the river.”
As he spoke, there was a flurry of motion at one side, and his eyes swung over instantly, to see one of the cranes laboring with a long framework stuck from its front, holding up a section of pipe with a nozzle on the end. It tilted precariously, even though heavy bags were well piled everywhere to add weight, but an inch at a time it lifted its load and began forcing its way forward, carrying the nozzle out in front and rather high.
Below the main exhaust pipe was another smaller one. As it drew near the outskirts of the danger zone, a small object ejaculated from the little pipe, hit the ground, and was a sudden blazing inferno of glaring blue-white light, far brighter than it seemed, judging by the effect on the eyes. Doc shielded his, just as someone below put something into his hands.
“Put ’em on. Palmer says the light’s actinic.”
He heard Brown fussing beside him, then his vision cleared, and he looked back through the goggles again to see a glowing cloud spring up from the magma, spread out near the ground, narrowing down higher up, until it sucked into the nozzle above, and disappeared. Another bomb slid from the tube, and erupted with blazing heat. A sideways glance followed another crane being fitted, and a group of men near it wrapping what might have been oiled rags around the small bombs; probably no tubing fitted them exactly, and they were padding them so pressure could blow them forward and out. Three more dropped from the tube one at a time, and the fans roared and groaned, pulling the cloud that rose into the pipe and feeding it down toward the river.
Then the crane inched back out carefully as men uncoupled its piping from the main line, and a second went in to replace it. The heat generated must be too great for the machine to stand steadily without the pipe fusing, Doc decided; though they couldn’t have kept a man inside the heavily armored cab for any length of time, if the metal had been impervious. Now another crane was ready, and went in from another place; it settled down to a routine of ingoing and outcoming cranes, and men feeding materials in, coupling and uncoupling the pipes and replacing the others who came from the cabs. Doc began to feel like a man at a tennis match, watching the ball without knowing the rules.
* * * *
Brown must have had the same idea, for she caught Ferrel’s arm and indicated a little leather case that came from her handbag. “Doc, do you play chess? We might as well fill our time with that as sitting here on the edge, just watching. It’s supposed to be good for nerves.”
He seized on it gratefully, without explaining that he’d been city champion three years running; he’d take it easy, watch her game, handicap himself just enough to make it interesting by the deliberate loss of a rook, bishop, or knight, as was needed to even the odds—Suppose they got all the magma out and into the river; how did that solve the problem? It removed it from the plant, but far less than the fifty-mile minimum danger limit.
“Check,” Brown announced. He castled, and looked up at the half-dozen cranes that were now operating. “Check! Checkmate!”
He looked back again hastily, then, to see her queen guarding all possible moves, a bishop checking him. Then his eye followed down toward her end. “Umm. Did you know you’ve been in check for the last half-dozen moves? Because I didn’t.”
She frowned, shook her head, and began setting the men up again, Doc moved out the queen’s pawn, looked out at the workers, and then brought out the king’s bishop, to see her take it with her king’s pawn. He hadn’t watched her move it out, and had counted on her queen’s to block his. Things would require more careful watching on this little portable set. The men were moving steadily and there was a growing clear space, but as they went forward, the violent action of the thermodyne had pitted the ground, carefully as it had been used, and going become more uncertain. Time was slipping by rapidly now.
“Checkmate!” He found himself in a hole, started to nod; but she caught herself this time. “Sorry, I’ve been playing my king for a queen, Doctor, let’s see if we can play at least one game right.”
Before it was half finished, it became obvious that they couldn’t. Neither had chess very much on the mind, and the pawns and men did fearful and wonderful things, while the knights were as likely to jump six squares as their normal L. They gave it up, just as one of the cranes lost its precarious balance and toppled forward, dropping the long extended pipe into the bubbling mass below. Tanks were in instantly, hitching on and tugging backward until it came down with a thump as the pipe fused, releasing the extreme forward load. It backed out on its own power, while another went in. The driver, by sheer good luck, hobbled from the cab, waving an armored hand to indicate he was all right. Things settled back to an excited routine again that seemed to go on endlessly, though seconds were dropping off too rapidly, turning into minutes that threatened to be hours far too soon.
“Uh!” Brown had been staring for some time, but her little feet suddenly came down with a bang and she straightened up, her hand to her mouth. “Doctor, I just thought; it won’t do any good—all this!”
“Why?” She couldn’t know anything, but he felt the faint hopes he had go downward sharply. His nerves were dulled, but still ready to jump at the slightest warning.
“The stuff they were making was a superheavy—it’ll sink as soon as it hits the water, and all pile up right there! It won’t float down river!”
Obvious, Ferrel thought; too obvious. Maybe that was why the engineers hadn’t thought of it. He started from the plank, just as Palmer stepped up, but the manager’s hand on his shoulder forced him back.
“Easy Doc, it’s O.K. Umm, so they teach women some science nowadays, Mrs. Jenkins…Sue…Dr. Brown, whatever your name is? Don’t worry about it, though—the old principle of Brownian movement will keep any colloid suspended, if it’s fine enough to be a real colloid. We’re sucking it out and keeping it pretty hot until it reaches the water—then it cools off so fast it hasn’t time to collect in particles big enough to sink. Some of the dust that floats around in the air is heavier than water, too. I’m joining the bystanders, if you don’t mind; the men have everything under control, and I can see better here than I could down there, if anything does come up.”
Doc’s momentary despair reacted to leave him feeling more sure of things t han was justified. He pushed over on the plank, making room for Palmer to drop down beside him. “What’s to keep it from blowing up anyway, Palmer?”
“Nothing! Got a match?” He sucked in on the cigarette heavily, relaxing as much as he could. “No use trying to fool you, Doc, at this stage of the game. We’re gambling, and I’d say the odds are even; Jenkins thinks they’re ninety to ten in his favor, but he has to think so. What we’re hoping is that by lifting it out in a gas, thus breaking it down at once from full concentration to the finest possible form, and letting it settle in the water in colloidal particles, there won’t be a concentration at any one place sufficient to set it all off at once. The big problem is making sure we get every bit of it cleaned out here, or there may be enough left to take care of us and the nearby city! At least, since the last change, it’s stopped spitting, so all the man have to worry about is burn!”
“How much damage, even if it doesn’t go off all at once?”
“Possibly none. If you can keep it burning slowly, a million tons of dynamite wouldn’t be any worse than the same amount of wood, but a stick going off at once will kill you. Why the dickens didn’t Jenkins tell me he wanted to go into atomics? We could have fixed all that—it’s hard enough to get good men as it is!”
Brown perked up, forgetting the whole trouble beyond them, and went into the story with enthusiasm, while Ferrel only partly listened. He could see the spot of magma growing steadily smaller, but the watch on his wrist went on ticking off minutes remorselessly, and the time was growing limited. He hadn’t realized before how long he’d been sitting there. Now three of the crane nozzles were almost touching, and around them stretched the burned-out ground, with no sign of converter, masonry, or anything else; the heat from the thermodyne had gassified everything, indiscriminately.
* * * *
“Palmer!” The portable ultrawave set around the manager’s neck came to life suddenly. “Hey, Palmer, these blowers are about shot; the pipe’s pitting already. We’ve been doing everything we can to replace them, but that stuff eats faster than we can fix. Can’t hold up more’n fifteen minutes more.”
“Check, Briggs. Keep ‘em going the best you can.” Palmer flipped the switch and looked out toward the tank standing by behind the cranes. “Jenkins, you get that?”
“Yeah. Surprised they held out this long. How much time till deadline?” The boy’s voice was completely toneless, neither hope nor nerves showing up, only the complete weariness of a man almost at his limit.
Palmer looked and whistled. “Twelve minutes, according to the minimum estimate Hoke made! How much left?”
“We’re just burning around now, trying to make sure there’s no pocket left; I hope we’ve got the whole works, but I’m not promising. Might as well send out all the I-231 you have and we’ll boil it down the pipes to clear out any deposits on them. All the old treads and parts that contacted the R gone into the pile?”
“You melted the last, and your cranes haven’t touched the stuff directly. Nice pile of money’s gone down that pipe—converter, machinery, everything!”
Jenkins made a sound that was expressive of his worry about that. “I’m coming in now and starting the clearing of the pipe. What’ve you been paying insurance for?”
“At a lovely rate, too! O.K., come on in, kid; and if you’re interested, you can start sticking A.E. after the M.D., any time you want. Your wife’s been giving me your qualifications, and I think you’ve passed the final test, so you’re now an atomic engineer, duly graduated from National!”
Brown’s breath caught, and her eyes seemed to glow, even through the goggles, but Jenkins’ voice was flat. “O.K., I expected you to give me one if we don’t blow up. But you’ll have to see Dr. Ferrel about it; he’s got a contract with me for medical practice. Be there shortly.”
Nine of the estimated twelve minutes had ticked by when he climbed up beside them, mopping off some of the sweat that covered him, and Palmer was hugging the watch. More minutes ticked off slowly, while the last sound faded out in the plant, and the men stood around, staring down toward the river or at the hole that had been No. 4. Silence. Jenkins stirred, and grunted.
“Palmer, I know where I got the idea, now. Jorgenson was trying to remind me of it, instead of raving, only I didn’t get it, at least consciously. It was one of dad’s, the one he told Jorgenson was a last resort, in case the thing they broke up about went haywire. It was the first variable dad tried. I was twelve, and he insisted water would break it up into all its chains and kill the danger. Only dad didn’t really expect it to work!”
Palmer didn’t look up from the watch, but he caught his breath and swore. “Fine time to tell me that!”
“He didn’t have your isotopes to heat it up with, either,” Jenkins answered mildly. “Suppose you look up from that watch of yours for a minute, down the river.”
As Doc raised his eyes, he was aware suddenly of a roar from the men. Over to the south, stretching out in a huge mass, was a cloud of steam that spread upward and out as he watched, and the beginnings of a mighty hissing sound came in. Then Palmer was hugging Jenkins and yelling until Brown could pry him away and replace him.
“Ten miles or more of river, plus the swamps, Doc!” Palmer was shouting in Ferrel’s ear. “All that dispersion, while it cooks slowly from now until the last chain is finished, atom by atom! The theta chain broke, unstable, and now there’s everything there, too scattered to set itself off! It’ll cook the river bed up and dry it, but that’s all!”
Doc was still dazed, unsure of how to take the relief. He wanted to lie down and cry or to stand up with the men and shout his head off. Instead, he sat loosely, gazing at the cloud. “So I lose the best assistant I ever had! Jenkins, I won’t hold you; you’re free for whatever Palmer wants.”
“Hoke wants him to work on R—he’s got the stuff for his bomb now!” Palmer was clapping his hands together slowly, like an excited child watching a steam shovel. “Heck, Doc, pick out anyone you want until your own boy gets out next year. You wanted a chance to work him in here, now you’ve got it. Right now I’ll give you anything you want.”
“You might see what you can do about hospitalizing the injured and fixing things up with the men in the tent behind the Infirmary. And I think I’ll take Brown in Jenkins’ place, with the right to grab him in all emergency, until that year’s up.”
“Done.” Palmer slapped the boy’s back, stopping the protest, while Brown winked at him. “Your wife likes working, kid; she told me that herself. Besides, a lot of the women work here where they can keep an eye on their men; my own wife does, usually. Doc, take these two kid and head for home, where I’m going myself. Don’t come back until you get good and ready, and don’t let them start fighting about it!”
Doc pulled himself from the truck and started off with Brown and Jenkins following, through the yelling, relief-crazed men. The three were too thoroughly worn out for any exhibition themselves, but they could feel it. Happy ending! Jenkins and Brown where they wanted to be, Hoke with his bomb, Palmer with proof that atomic plants were safe where they were, and he—well, his boy would start out right, with himself and the widely differing but competent Blake and Jenkins to guide him. It wasn’t a bad life, after all.
Then he stopped and chuckled. “You two wait for me, will you? If I leave here without making out that order of extra disinfection at the showers, Blake’ll swear I’m growing old and feeble-minded. I can’t have that.”
Old? Maybe a little tired, but he’d been that before, and with luck would be again. He wasn’t worried. His nerves were good for twenty years and fifty accidents more, and by that time Blake would be due for a little ribbing himself.



SPAWNING GROUND
The star ship Pandora creaked and groaned as her sunken pads settled unevenly in the mucky surface of the ugly world outside. She seemed to be tearing herself free from her fool’s errand here, two hundred light years from the waiting hordes on Earth. Straining metal plates twanged and echoed through her hallways.
Captain Gwayne cursed and rolled over, reaching for his boots. He was a big, rawboned man, barely forty, but ten years of responsibility had pressed down his shoulders and put age-feigning hollows under his reddened eyes. The starlanes between Earth and her potential colonies were rough on the men who traveled them now. He shuffled towards the control room, grumbling at the heavy gravity below him.
Lieutenant Jane Corey looked up, nodding a blonde head at him as he moved towards the ever-waiting pot of murky coffee. “Morning, Bob. You need a shave.”
“Yeah.” He swallowed the hot coffee without tasting it, then ran a hand across his chin, feeling the dark stubble. It could wait. “Anything new during the night?”
“About a dozen blobs held something like a convention a little way north of us. They broke up about an hour ago and streaked off into the clouds.” The blobs were a peculiarity of this planet about which nobody knew anything. They looked like overgrown fireballs, but seemed to have an almost sentient curiosity about anything moving on the ground. “And our two cadets sneaked out again. Barker followed them, but lost them in the murk. I’ve kept a signal going to guide them back.”
Gwayne swore softly to himself. Earth couldn’t turn out enough starmen in the schools, so promising kids weir being shipped out for training as cadets on their twelfth birthday. The two he’d drawn seemed to be totally devoid of any sense of caution, to add to his responsibility.
Of course there was no obvious need for caution here. The blobs hadn’t seemed dangerous, and the local animals were apparently all herbivorous and harmless. They were ugly enough, looking like insects in spite of their internal skeletons, with anywhere from four to twelve legs each on their segmented bodies. None acted like dangerous beasts. But something had happened to the exploration party fifteen years back and the more recent ship under Hennessy that was sent to check up.
He turned to the port to stare out at the planet. The Sol-type sun must be rising, since there was a dim light, but the thick clouds that wrapped the entire world diffused its rays into a haze. For a change, it wasn’t raining, but the ground was covered by thick swirls of fog. In the distance, the tops of shrubs that made a scrub forest glowed with a yellow-green, and motions around it suggested a herd of feeding animals. Details were impossible to see through the haze. Even the deep gorge where they’d found Hennessy’s carefully buried ship was completely hidden by the fog.
There were three of the blobs dancing about over the grazing animals now, as they often seemed to do. Gwayne stared at them for a minute, trying to read sense into the things. If he had time to study them…
But there was no time. Earth had ordered him to detour here, after leaving his load of deep-sleep stored colonists on Official World 71, to check on any sign of Hennessy. He’d been here a week longer than he should have stayed already. If there was no sign in another day or so of what had happened to the men who’d deserted their ship and its equipment, he’d have to report back. He’d have left before, if a recent landslip hadn’t exposed enough of the buried ship for his metal locators to spot it from the air by luck. It had obviously been hidden deep enough to foil the detectors originally.
“Bob!” Jane Corey’s voice cut through his pondering. “Bob, there are the kids!”
Before he could swing to follow her pointing finger, movement caught his attention. The blobs had left the herd. Now the three were streaking at fantastic speed to a spot near the ship, to begin hovering excitedly above something that moved there.
He saw the two cadets then. They were obviously heading back to the waiting ship, just beyond the movement he’d seen through the mist.
Whatever was making the fog swirl must have reached higher ground. Something began to heave upwards. It was too far to see clearly, but Gwayne grabbed the microphone, yelling into the radio towards the cadets.
They must have seen whatever it was just as the call reached them. Young Kaufman grabbed at Pinelli, and they swung around together.
Then the mists cleared. Under the dancing blobs, a horde of things was heading for the cadets. Shaggy heads, brute bodies vaguely manlike! One seemed to be almost eight feet tall and was leading the others directly towards he spacesuited cadets. Some of the horde were carrying spears or sticks. There was a momentary halt, and then the leader lifted one arm, as if motioning the others forward.
“Get the jeeps out!” Gwayne yelled at Jane. He yanked the door of the little officers’ lift open and jabbed the down button. It was agonizingly slow, but faster than climbing down. He ripped the door back at the exit deck. Men were dashing in, stumbling around in confusion. But someone was taking over now—one of the crew women. The jeeps were lining up. One, at the front, was stuttering into life, and Gwayne dashed for it as the exit port slid back.
There was no time for suits or helmets. The air on the planet was irritating and vile smelling, but it could be breathed. He leaped to the seat, to see that the driver was Doctor Barker. At a gesture, the jeep rolled down the ramp, grinding its gears into second as it picked up speed. The other two followed.
There was no sign of the cadets at first. Then Gwayne spotted them, surrounded by the menacing horde. Seen from here, the things looked a horrible travesty of mankind. They had been red before; now they were blue, and beginning to change to green as he spotted them.
The huge leader suddenly waved and pointed towards the jeeps that were racing towards him. He made a fantastic leap backwards. Others swung about, two of them grabbing up the cadets. The jeep was doing twenty miles an hour now, but the horde began to increase the distance in spite of the load of the two struggling boys! The creatures dived downwards into lower ground, beginning to disappear into the mists.
“Follow the blobs,” Gwayne yelled. He realized now he’d been a fool to leave his suit; the radio would have let him keep in contact with the kids. But it was too late, to go back.
The blobs danced about, apparently following the horde. Barker bounced the jeep downwards into a gorge. Somewhere, the man had learned to drive superlatively, but he had to slow as the fog thickened at the lower levels.
Then it cleared farther down suddenly, just in time to show a mob of creatures doubling back on their own trail to confuse the pursuers. There was no time to stop. The jeep ploughed through them. Gwayne had a glimpse of five-foot bodies tumbling out of the way. They were bright yellow now. Monstrously coarse faces were half hidden by thick, hairy growths on most of them. A spear crunched against the windshield from behind, and Gwayne caught it before it could drop against the steering wheel. It had a wickedly beautiful point of stone.
The creatures vanished as Barker fought to turn and follow them. The other jeeps were coming up, by the sound of their motors, but too late to help. They’d have to get to the group with the cadets in a hurry or the horde would nil vanish in the uneven ground, hidden by the fog.
A blob dropped down, almost touching Gwayne. He threw up an instinctive hand. There was a tingling as the creature seemed to pass around it. It lifted a few inches and drifted off.
Abruptly, Barker’s foot ground at the brake. Gwayne jolted forward against the windshield, just as he made out the now grey-brown form of the eight-foot leader. The thing was standing directly ahead of him, holding a cadet on each shoulder.
The wheels locked and the jeep slid protestingly forward. The creature leaped back. But Gwayne was out of the jeep before it stopped, diving for the figure. It dropped the boys with a surprised grunt.
The arms were thin and grotesque below the massively distorted shoulders, but amazingly strong. Gwayne felt them wrench at him as his hands locked on the thick throat. A stench of alien flesh was in his nose as the thing fell backwards. Doc Barker had hit it seconds after the captain’s attack. Its head hit rocky ground with a dull, heavy sound, and it collapsed. Gwayne eased back slowly, But it made no further move, though it was still breathing.
Another jeep had drawn up, and men were examining the cadets. Pinelli was either laughing or crying and Kaufman was trying to break free to kick at the monster. But neither had been harmed. The two were loaded on to a jeep while men helped Barker and Gwayne stow the bound monster on another before heading back. It was now a dull grey.
“No sign of skull fracture. My God, what a tough brute!” Barker shook his own head, as if feeling the shock of the monster’s landing.
“I hope so,” Gwayne told him. “I want that thing to live—and you’re detailed to save it and revive it. Find out if it can make sign language or draw pictures. I want to know what happened to Hennessy and why that ship was buried against detection. This thing may have the answer.”
Barker nodded grimly. “I’ll try, though I can’t risk drugs on an alien metabolism.” He sucked in on the cigarette he’d dug out, then spat sickly. Smoke and this air made a foul combination. “Bob, it still makes no sense. We’ve scoured this planet by infrared, and there was no sign of native villages or culture. We should have found some.”
“Troglodytes, maybe,” Gwayne guessed. “Anyhow, send for me when you get anything. I’ve got to get this ship back to Earth. We’re overstaying our time here already.”
The reports from the cadets were satisfactory enough. They’d been picked up and carried, but no harm had been done them. Now they were busy being little heroes. Gwayne sentenced them to quarters as soon as he could, knowing their stories would only get wilder and less informative with retelling.
If he could get any story from the captured creature, he might save time and be better off than by trying to dig through Hennessy’s ship. That was almost certainly a spoorless thing by now. The only possible answer seemed to be that the exploring expedition and Hennessy’s rescue group had been overcome by the aliens. It was some answer, but it left a lot of questions. How could the primitives have gotten to the men inside Hennessy’s ship? Why was its fuel dumped? Only men would have known how to do that. And who told these creatures that a space ship’s metal finders could be fooled by little more than a hundred feet of solid rock? They’d buried the ship cunningly, and only the accidental slippage had undone their work.
Maybe there would never be a full answer, but he had to find something, and find it fast. Earth needed every world she could make remotely habitable, or mankind was probably doomed to extinction. The race had blundered safely through its discovery of atomic weapons into a peace that had lasted two hundred years. It had managed to prevent an interplanetary war with the Venus colonists. It had found a drive that led to the stars, and hadn’t even found intelligent life there to be dangerous on the few worlds that had cultures of their own.
But forty years ago, observations from beyond the Solar system had finally proved that the sun was going to go nova. It wouldn’t be much of an explosion, as such things go—but it would render the whole Solar System uninhabitable for millennia. To survive, man had to colonize. And there were no world’s perfect for him, as Earth had been. The explorers went out in desperation to find what was the best; terranizing teams did what they could. And then the big star ships began filling worlds with colonists, carried in deep sleep to conserve space. Almost eighty worlds, the nearest a four-month journey from Earth and Four months back. In another ten years, the sun would explode, leaving man only on the footholds he was trying o dig among the solar systems. Maybe some of the strange worlds would let man spread his seed again. Maybe none would be spawning grounds for mankind in spite of the efforts. Each was precious as a haven for the race. And if this world could be used, it would be nearer than most. If not, as it now seemed, no more time could be wasted here.
Primitives could be overcome, maybe. It would be ruthless and unfair to strip them of their world, but the first law was for survival. But how could primitives do what these must have done ?
He studied the spear he had salvaged. It was on a staff made of cemented bits of smaller wood from the scrub growth, skillfully laminated. The point was of delicately chipped flint, done as no human hand had been able to do for centuries.
“Beautiful primitive work,” he muttered.
Jane pulled the coffee cup away from her lips and snorted. “You can see a lot more of it out there,” she suggested.
He went to the port and glanced out. About sixty of the things were squatting in the clearing fog, holding lances and staring at the ship. They were perhaps a thousand yards away, waiting patiently. For what? For the return of their leader—or for something that would give the ship to them?
Gwayne grabbed the phone and called Barker. “How’s the captive coming?”
Barker’s voice sounded odd. “Physically fine. You can see him. But—Gwayne dropped the phone and headed for the little sick bay. He swore at Doc for not calling him at once, and then at himself for not checking up sooner. Then he stopped at the sound of voices.
There was the end of a question from Barker and a thick, harsh growling sound that lifted the hair along the nape of Gwayne’s neck. Barker seemed to understand, and was making a comment as the captain dashed in.
The captive was sitting on the bunk, unbound and oddly unmenacing. The thick features were relaxed and yet somehow intent. He seemed to make some kind of a salute as he saw Gwayne enter, and his eyes turned up unerringly towards the device on the officer’s cap. His color had been a light blue, but now it began to blush gradually towards a pink.
“Haarroo, Cabbaan!” the thing said.
“Captain Gwayne, may I present your former friend, Captain Hennessy,” Barker said. There was a grin on the doctor’s lips, but his face was taut with strain.
The creature nodded slowly and drew something from the thick hair on its head. It was the golden comet of a captain.
“He never meant to hurt the kids—just to talk to them,” Barker cut in quickly. “I’ve got some of the story. He’s changed—he can’t talk very well. Says they’ve had to change the language around to make the sounds fit, and he’s forgotten how to use what normal English he can. But it gets easier as you listen. It’s Hennessy, all right. I’m certain.”
Gwayne had his own ideas on that. It was easy for an alien to seize on the gold ornament of a captive earthman, even to learn a little English, maybe. But Hennessy tad been his friend.
“How many barmaids in the Cheshire Cat? How many pups did your oldest kid’s dog have? How many were brown?”
“Brown?”
The lips contorted into something vaguely like a smile, and the curiously shaped fingers that could handle no human-designed equipment spread out. Three. Seven. Zero. The answers were right.
By the time the session was over, Gwayne had begun to understand the twisted speech from inhuman vocal cords better. But the story took a long time telling.
When it was finished, Gwayne and Barker sat for long minutes in silence. Finally Gwayne drew a shuddering breath and stood up. “Is it possible, Doc?”
“No,” Barker said flatly. He spread his hands and grimaced. “No. Not by what I know. But it happened. I’ve looked at a few tissues under the microscope. The changes are there. It’s hard to believe about their kids. They reach adulthood in eight years, but they stay shorter. It can’t be a normal hereditary change—the things that affect the mature body don’t change the germ plasm. But in this case, what changed Hennessy is outside our experience, so maybe the fact that the change is passed on is as real as he claims.”
Gwayne led the former Hennessy to the exit. The waiting blobs dropped down to touch the monstrous man, then leaped up again. The crowd of monsters began moving forward towards their leader. A few were almost as tall as Hennessy, but most were not more than five feet high—the kids of the original exploring party.
Back in the control room, Gwayne found the emergency release levers, set the combinations, and pressed the studs. There was a hiss and gurgle as the great tanks of fuel discharged their contents out on to the ground where no ingenuity could ever recover it to bring life to the ship again.
He’d have to tell the men and women of the crew later, after he’d had time to organize things and present it all in a way they could accept, however much they might hate it at first. But there was no putting off the gist of it to Jane.
“It was the blobs,” he summarized it. “They seem to be amused by men. They don’t require anything from us, but they like us around. Hennessy doesn’t know why. They can change our cells, adapt us. Before men came, all life here had twelve legs. Now they’re changing that, as we’ve seen.
“And they don’t have to be close to do it. We’ve all been outside the hull, though it doesn’t show yet—but we’re changed. In another month Earth food would kill us. We’ve got to stay here. We’ll bury the ships deeper this time, and Earth won’t find us. They can’t risk trying a colony where three ships vanish, so we’ll just disappear, and they’ll never know.”
Nobody would know. Their children—odd children who matured in eight years—would be primitive savages in three generations. The earth tools would be useless, impossible for the hands so radically changed. Nothing from the ship would last. Books could never be read by the new eyes. And in time, Earth wouldn’t even be a memory to this world.
She was silent a long time, staring out of the port towards what must now be her home. Then she sighed. “You’ll need practice, but the others don’t know you as well as I do, Bob. I guess we can fix it so they’ll believe it all. And it’s too late now. But we haven’t all been changed yet, have we?”
“No,” he admitted. Damn his voice! He’d never been good at lying. “No. They do have to touch us. I’ve been touched, but the rest could go back.”
She nodded. He waited for the condemnation, but there was only puzzlement in her face. “Why?” And then, before he could answer, her own intelligence gave her the same answer he had found for himself. “The spawning ground!”
It was the only thing they could do. Earth needed a place to plant her seed, but no world other than Earth could ever be trusted to preserve that seed for generation after generation. Some worlds already were becoming uncertain.
Here though, the blobs had adapted men to the alien world instead of men having to adapt the whole planet to their needs. Here the strange children of man’s race could grow, develop and begin the long trek back to civilization. The gadgets would be lost for a time—but perhaps some of the attitudes of civilized man would remain to make the next rise to culture a better one.
“We’re needed here,” he told her, his voice pleading for the understanding he couldn’t yet fully give himself.
“These people need as rich a set of bloodlines as possible to give the new race strength. The fifty men and women on this ship will be needed to start them with a decent chance. We can’t return to Earth, where nobody would believe or accept the idea—or even let us come back. We have to stay here.”
She smiled then, and moved towards him, groping for his strength. “Be fruitful,” she whispered. “Be fruitful and spawn and replenish an earth.”
“No,” he told her. “Replenish the stars.” But she was no longer listening, and that part of his idea could wait.
Some day, though, their children would find a way to the starlanes again, looking for other worlds. With the blobs to help them, they could adapt to most worlds. The unchanged spirit would lead them through all space, and the changing bodies would claim worlds beyond numbering.
Some day, the whole universe would be a spawning ground for the children of men.
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