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FOREWORD

The book vou hold in your hand is a classic. It is one of the very
first anthologies of science fiction ever published. The thirty stories
presented here were originally published in science fiction maga-
zines. The earliest dates from 1929, the most recent from 1947; the
bulk were written in the forties. During this period, science fiction
was undergoing upheavals that would change the style and subject
matter of the genre and would greatly increase its popularity and
influence. The pulp magazines of the twenties and thirties had
relied heavily on stock cardboard characters, warmed-over plots
borrowed from Western and adventure varns, and inexplicable,
often macabre creatures from bevond. The stories had become
limited, predictable, and dull. Science fiction had fallen into the
doldrums, and heroic measures were required to rescue it.

In 1937, the hero came upon the scene in the person of John W.
Campbell, Jr., the new editor of Street and Smith's Astounding
Science-Fiction. To gauge the impact of the man and his magazine
on the field, it is only necessary to note that of the thirty stories in
this book twenty-five originally appeared in the pages of Astounding,
and all but one of these under Campbell’s editorial aegis. He
introduced readers to the first efforts of such fledgling writers as
Robert A. Heinlein, A. E. van Vogt, Isaac Asimov, and Theodore
Sturgeon. He encouraged readers to respond to his magazine; he
conducted polls and contests to select new story ideas; he
reanimated writers who had lost virtually all interest in the field.
But most importantly, he changed the direction of science fiction
writing. He adamantly refused to accept the tired old BEM (Bug-
Eved Monster) space-operas; he wanted hard, logical science,
presented in the context of real, believable characters. He encour-
aged writers to pursue social and political themes; he urged them to
dream clearly; he asked them to examine the world that was and to
extrapolate what it might be. And the world of science fiction—
writers and fans alike—responded enthusiastically. Small wonder
that Isaac Asimov has called the period from 1938 to 1950 “‘the
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Campbell Era.” In a relatvely short time, Campbell left an
indelible stamp on his chosen field.

As a case in point, consider Arthur C. Clarke’s ““‘Rescue Party.”
The main theme of this tale concerns the relative specds of
development of different cultures, a reflection on the insights
offered by cultural anthropology. The striking and almost un-
noticed aspect is that none of the protagonists is human! Clarke has
instead populated his stories with quite believable aliens, at once
strange and sympathetic. Here is a decided switch from the
xenophobic horrors that typified the old pulps.

In a different vein, we have “Mimsy Were the Borogroves,”
written by Henry Kuttner under the pseudonym of Lewis Padgett.
In this quictly chilling story, Kuttner explores the nature of
learning, and the relationship of world and mind. He probes the
question of what is known, how we come to know it, and how our
acquired perceptual habits define and limit our world. Throughout,
the innate terror remains, but the writer is free to develop a striking
and thoughtful chain of reasoning in the same story.

These are only two examples of the new spirit that swept
through science fiction at the time. In this collection, you will find
many more tributes to the guiding force of John W. Campbell and
to the incredibly fertile period that he helped to usher in.

From a thirty years vantage point, it is uncanny to witness the
accuracy with which the social and psychological concerns of
America in the fifties were anticipated in the mid-forties. It is in the
nature of science fiction to try to foretell the mood (if not the
specific situations) of the future and to reflect the unspoken
anxicties of the times. From the tongue-in-check *“‘Housing Short-
age,” to the apocalyptic “Nightmare,” the stories in this book
plainly portray the buoyant hopes and hidden fears of the postwar
generation. Although the majority of these tales appeared before
the war'’s end, we can already see a strong foretaste of the Cold War
paranoia which was to sweep the country in the coming decade.
Distrust—whether of one’s fellow man, oneself, or the awesome
possibilities of the new technology—is a common theme. The
Pandora’s box opened over Hiroshima had unleashed demons,
which science fiction immediately perceived and struggled to
exorcise. The image of technology as uncontrolled—and uncon-
trollable—appears in “With Folded Hands,” *“The Last Objec-
tive,” and ““T'he Figure,” to name but a few. The war-weary world
was trying to pick up the pieces, but it lacked any assurance that
they would cver fit together again. And although events happily did
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not come to pass as these stories suggest, the feelings captured
became a part of our lives.

Thus it is that this collection is special in two ways. First, for what
it shows about the development of science fiction at a very crucial
epoch in its history. Second, for what it was able to show about our
own inner concerns, about our desires and despairs, and about how
we faced them. But the most important value lies within the stories
themselves and is as new and challenging to us now as the day this
volume first hit the bookstore. Here are thirty tales of wonder, of
speculation about the nature and meaning of man, of glimpses of
what might have been and what might still be. Enter into the
special worlds presented in these pages, warily and with marvel.

R. Scorr LATHAM
New York, 1979






INTRODUCTION

IT WAS not until after THE BEST oF SCIENCE F1cTION had been pub-
lished, two years ago, that I realized how far the science fiction epidemic
had gone. Nearly the whole population, it seemed to me, was infected.
Friends in droves—solid citizens with both feet firmly planted on Terra
—blushingly admitted that they had been fans for years. Correspondents
all the way from Augusta, Maine to Tokyo, Japan, from Nome, Alaska
to Rome, Italy, wrote to thank me for putting their hobby on a “recog-
nized basis.” Neophytes discovering science fiction for the first time
through the volume wrote paeans of praise for the introduction to new
worlds that it gave them.

With all this exhibition of interest to inspire me, I can hardly be
blamed for following up with a second collection. For one thing, the di-
mensions of the first book, being limited by the exigencies of publishing
economics, forced me to omit some scintillating items which should have
been included in it. No Woman Born, the C. L. Moore masterpiece, is
an example. D. D. Sharp’s sinister Eternal Man is another—this one
from way back in the pre-Hiroshima, or archaic, period of science fiction.

For another, many correspondents recommended stories I had not dis-
covered myself—stories like Oscar Friend’s Of Jovian Build, the chiller
about a resuscitated giant from Jupiter, and Polton Cross’s disquieting
Wings across the Cosmos. Yarns such as these could not be left lying
forgotten in the deciduous backfiles of the science fiction pulps. They
deserved a better fate.

But there is still another reason why I think a new science fiction an-
thology is due. Today science fiction is in the air—literally. As I write,
the newspapers are carrying accounts of an event which, ten or fifteen
years ago, would have been greeted with polite incredulity by all but
hardened science fiction fans: the flight at nearly 6oo miles an hour—a
mile every six seconds—of a jet-propelled Army plane. At that speed,
the imaginary dream of “circumnavigating the globe in forty hours” is a
frightening reality—and at the Equator, too; not around the receding
forehead of the globe, as most world aero-navigators are accustomed
to go. It is pure science fiction!

Not only in the field of aviation is the impossible happening. In
many other branches of science and engineering, developments are daily
being announced in the press which give people a feeling that anything
—absolutely anything—can happen. Well, the place where anything
does happen is in science fiction. For those who have had their imagina-
tions titivated by the innumerable new wonders of science, from bounc-
ing sand (the silicones) to messages to the moon (radar-reflections),

X1



xii GROFF CONKLIN

science fiction is likely to prove an enthralling extension of the possible.
Weirdly intriguing reading in any case, but even more intriguing these
days when the impossible is catching up with the probable, and both
are hard on the heels of the achieved.

WL

Meanwhile, what has been going on in the realm of science fiction
itself since my first collection came out in the spring of 1946? Mostly,
I am glad to report, just the same sort of exploration of the undiscovered
as before. The expert SF writers have continued to delve in the Unknown
in their accustomed fashion, and have brought back some really novel
examples of imaginary reality. An adequate cross-section of their latest
reports is, I believe, presented between the covers of this book.

In two particulars, moreover, the present collection may be said to
take a few hesitant steps beyond the boundaries established in the first
anthology. Two years ago I remarked upon the paucity of stories deal-
ing with the social sciences and with the science of the mind. A few
narratives of this type had been written, true, and one or two appeared
in THE BEST OF ScCIENCE FictioN. But since then, they have been
proliferating rapidly; science fiction writers have begun to probe into
both these fields with vigor.

Take stories of the possible powers of the human brain. It is a great
deal easier to explore the supposititious planets of Sirius in the imagina-
tion than it is to investigate the areas of the brain which medical science
tells us seem to have no useful function—areas which can be removed
without affecting the present activities of the human organism to any
noticeable extent. What is all that gray matter for? What capacities,
senses, abilities are still to be developed within that now amorphous mass
of tissue? I am pleased to report that a few brave writers are beginning
to look into the possibilities of the whole mind—though none as yet
have gone as far as did that eminent science fiction author, George
Bernard Shaw, in his Back to Methuselah twenty-five years ago. But a
beginning has been made—as witness Raymond Jones’ T/e Person from
Porlock, or—on a grimmer level—Anderson’s and Waldrop’s Tomorrow’s
Children.

Or take the much larger, more inchoate “brain,” the social organism.
In the past, stories about social organization were likely to fall into the
class of dream Utopia, in which science appeared only as a mess of
super-gadgets, or did not appear at all. The Flight of the Dawn Star
by Robert Moore Williams, for example, is a very pretty approach to
the social science field via the Utopia; but today we have few such
tales.

Probably the times are too awry for truly creative stories about the
possibilities of the social sciences. These days we are in a period of
world upheaval which reflects itself in the field of science fiction as
social criticism, or social prophecy, rather than social creation. Indeed,
habitual readers of the science fiction pulps are beginning to complain
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that they are ‘“tired of a steady diet of war and desolation.” The point
is that many SF writers are feeling the urgent need for social controls
over our physical powers, and the only outlet they have for their feel-
ings is in writing stories of what the lack of such controls may mean
to civilization—‘war and desolation.” Chan Davis’ The Nightmare is
a story of a near-miss at such desolation; Paul Carter’s The Last Ob-
jective really sets you down right where the war and desolation are at
their worst; and Edward Grendon’s The Figure and H. F. Heard’s
subtly optimistic The Great Fog shows you what may come after.

These and a few others in this collection are stories in the social
science field which should give the reader pause. That is why they were
written. However, the great majority of the yarns you are about to read
have been put down on paper solely to entertain you, and to provide
you with some rugged exercises for your imagination. In the long run,
those are the major purposes of the art. And if you do enjoy this book,
if you get from it a few hours’ relaxation from the tensions of modern
living, its reasons for being will have been justified.

III.

My thanks are again due to the Library of Congress for the courteous
assistance of its curators of ephemera; to Mr. Julius Unger of Brooklyn,
New York, purveyor extraordinary of out-of-print science fiction maga-
zines, for obtaining for me some early and excessively rare issues of
Amazing Stories and Wonder Stories; and to Mr. Edmund Fuller, of
Crown Publishers, for taking much of the detail work incident to pre-
paring this book for the press off my hands.

GrOFF CONKLIN
Washington, D. C,
March, 1948


















CuanN Davis

THE NIGHTMARE

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

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

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

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

Cicconk Frays Cr1y’s GEIGER SEARCH Poricy; WARNS PErRIL GROWS

Dr. Robert A. Ciccone, chief of the Bronx Sector Radioactive
Search Commission, stated last night that the present system of
Geiger-counter search would not be adequate for the prevention of
an A-bomb being planted in the New York area. Addressing the
Bronx Chapter of the Society of Nuclear Physicists, he said: “No
number of successes in preventing the importing of dangerous radio-
actives can compensate for just one failure, and I feel unable to
state positively that failure, and disastrous failure, is impossible.”

So far so good, thought Rob. At least they were quoting directly. Of
course the sentence quoted was the most outspoken of the whole thing;

Copyright, 1946, by Street & Smith Publications, Inc. Published in Astounding
Science-Fiction.
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4 CHAN DAVIS

it read like a much stronger attack on the search program than he had
actually dared to make.

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

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

He thought of calling Crate Macomb, but looked at his watch and
decided he’d have to wait. All through dressing, shaving, and breakfast,
he was too preoccupied either to finish the paper or to give any thought
to the rather suspicious results of some of the recent searches. Which in
itself was unusual, for normally results that were not thoroughly in-
nocuous were enough to take his mind off anything else.

At 8:15, when he was ready to leave for work, he dialed the Dispatch,
gave an extension number.

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

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

“T...er...1Ijustcalled up to congratulate yoh on making the
front page. Congratulate myself, too, of course.”

“Congratulate—?” He sounded puzzled.

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

“Oh, I get it. You’ve only seen the home edition, not the later edi-
tions.”

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

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

“I thought you gave that up.”

“I gave up bucking editorial policy openly, because it wasn’t healthy,
but I thought I'd take a chance on this story. The City Ed got it past
His Nibs without too much trouble, it made the first edition O.K., and
we thought the thing would come off. But—"
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“Yeah, but. I knew that was coming. What about those later edi-
tions?”’

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

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

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

““And they ran it.”

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

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

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

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

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

“Whew— So?”

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

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

On his way to the subway station he picked up a Dispatck. Hz was
still on the front page, and, as Crate had indicated, the treatment of
him was rather different. He had not merely addressed the Society of
Nuclear Physicists; in this edition he had done much more. He had
failed his trust as Sector Search Commissioner. The high aerial radio-
activity indicated that an A-bomb was being assembled somewhere in
his sector, although his search groups had failed to detect the importing
of the bomb materials. It was hinted that the reason he had stressed,
in his speech, the impossibility of adequate searches, was to cover up
his own incompetence when news of his failure broke.
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The slur, he reflected, would probably not hurt him much. His job
was not political, and if he were incompetent no amount of fast talking
would help him. Conversely, the press couldn’t hurt him, outside of dis-
crediting his statement. Still, you had to be careful not to underesti-
mate the power of the press.

The other angle was much more important. Suppose the paper’s first
charge were right. Suppose that yesterday’s test results had been more
than chance, and that for some reason, maybe for the purpose of build-
ing a bomb, radioactives really had been smuggled into his sector. He
wouldn’t try to guess who might be doing it; he didn’t know politics.
But the thing was possible. Well? ‘

Before meeting Crate, he slipped into a phone booth and held a con-
versation—consisting chiefly of code phrases—with the Bronx Sector
headquarters. When it was done he hurried into the cafeteria and spot-
ted Macomb. He asked abruptly, “Your car in town today?”’

“Yes, it is.”

“The usual parking lot?”

“Yeah.”

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

“T just phoned Charlie. They’re still getting the same results, a little
bit stronger, and consistent. The wind’s changed to east, and the meteor-
ologist says if the readings keep coming this way another hour there’s no
chance that it’s a false alarm. They really should have got in touch with
me earlier, but as it is I'll have to get there as quickly as I can.”

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

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

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

“The Ed does a pretty fair job.”

“Yes, but . . . you told me once the Ed takes orders from some-
body.”

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

Ellsworth Bates. Ciccone ran over in his mind what he knew of the
man. Bates was not, to the public, a prominent name. On the society
page it was inconspicuous. In political news the name seldom appeared.
Even in business news it ordinarily occurred only in listings of corpora-
tion boards. Yet apparently behind the scenes this Bates was a power;
Macomb certainly should know.
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“I was thinking,” Rob went on. “Suppose for a minute a bomb is
being assembled, and suppose Bates is connected with it. Wouldn’t that
explain what happened this morning?”

(l‘Vhy__’)

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

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

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

“It’d be a good guess, all right.”

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

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

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

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

“Use my radiophone if you want.”

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

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

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

“You sound pretty certain that it is a bomb.”
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“Without having any idea who would want to build one here and now,
I'd say the probability was about twenty-five percent and growing all
the time.”

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

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

“Cadmium? Why?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Been getting many?”

“Yeah, a good few.”

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

“Yeah, we’ve been doing that.”

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

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

“No, why?”

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

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

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

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

“Who buys watches from you?” Rob prompted.

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

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

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

“T think you know.”

“What is this about, anyway?”

Rob debated whether to fib or to bully the man with his F.B.L.
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badge; he decided on the former course. “There’s been some highjack-
ing of watches, and we're trying to track it down.” It didn’t sound at all
plausible, but the man, though baffled, was apparently satisfied.
“Well, now that you mention it,” he admitted, “Grelner’s has speci-
fied shipments several times.” He stopped, tentatively.
“That’s all,” said Ciccone, and he and Macomb left, trying to look
like G-men.

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

“Might T ask you something, sir?”

“Ask me what?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Import Station Three.”

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

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

“Hello. Hello, Sam. Send down—antipasto—send down all your mo-
biles, except for one full battery to be left at the station. Grelner’s De-
partment Store. Know where it is?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Say, Sam,” began Rob.

“Oh, there you are,” said Sam.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“__enters this particular building, then the bomb, which is in readi-
ness, will be exploded. We will leave our laboratory—"

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

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

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

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

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

Rob stared at the unknown in dumb amazement. The confidence and
precision with which he had spoken were—inhuman.

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

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

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

They advanced, and one by one disappeared through the gap. Ciccone
waited. Maybe the men inside, whoever they were, had not observed the
violation of their conditions. Yet.

Except for the loudspeaker, the whole street was in intolerable si-
lence, as everyone—waited. Finally, as one, they relaxed and breathed
more easily. It was not that they were absolutely certain yet that no
bomb would go off, but simply that the tension could not be borne any
longer.

The police captain turned to his car radio.

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

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

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

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

“Ellsworth Bates.”

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

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

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

He paused. “Sabotage bomb attack is the only method of atomic war-
fare that can be used as long as the Security Council controls the world’s
atomic power. Fissionable elements are rigidly controlled, they’re hard
to get, no one can get enough of them away from the Security Council’s
jurisdiction to arm a fleet of rockets. And a fleet is what you’d need to
stand a chance of getting through a modern radar-rocket defense
screen. Sabotage bomb attack is the only thing left.

“Until open warfare breaks out. Then, one or both of the warring na-
tions defy the Security Council, grab all the fissionable elements they
can, and what have you? Chaos. Ruin. If you like to put it that way,
the end of civilization. Once the Security Council’s power is broken and
the rocket-atomic war starts, we're lost, that’s all.

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

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

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

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

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

“You heard what he said?”

((Yes.ﬂ

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

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

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

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

Bates smiled. “Unless I miss my guess, you’re getting back to decen-
tralization.”

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

“T’ll try to explain the thing to you,” Bates began slowly. “You’re
right, that would be the only way to safety. You’re also right in think-
ing that I’ve been suppressing the movement toward decentralization.
Now wait a minute; please don’t interrupt. I know I seem to be contra-
dicting mysel{f, but let me start from the beginning.

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

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

“And stopped,” put in Ciccone.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“In the last ten years, many things have changed. Reconstruction of
the destruction of World War II is to all intents and purposes finished;
capital is freed and looking for new investment opportunities; manufac-
tured goods are looking around for markets. It’s the type of situation
where motives for aggression may be present, and everyone’s jittery
again. The jitters are not nearly so widespread as they were before, or
even as they were after Hiroshima and Nagasaki, but they’re having a
much worse effect, and they’re building up. Certain groups in several
different countries are beginning to think seriously of atomic warfare,
of beating the other guy to the punch and grabbing whatever’s left when-
the smoke clears. Many of those who aren’t considering it, are suspecting
others. And everybody has to keep his defenses up.

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

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

“You certainly would. New York could be blasted before it had got
well started moving. Another thing: atomic power plants, too, are cen-
tralized, to simplify the Security Council’s job of control, so no doubt
you’d ask that they be included in the program of dispersal. But think
of the confusion involved in moving billions of dollars’ worth of indus-
trial plant. How could a merely human Security Council prevent the
smuggling out, somewhere, of a few hundred pounds of U-235 or Pu-
2397

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

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

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

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

Bates stopped speaking, but neither Ciccone nor Macomb answered.
There was no answer. Ten years ago, there might perhaps have been,
but not now.
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TOMORROW’S CHILDREN

On the world’s loom

Weave the Norns doom,

Nor may they guide it nor change.
—Wagner, Siegfried

TEN miles up, it hardly showed. Earth was a cloudy green and brown
blur, the vast vault of the stratosphere reaching changelessly out to spa-
tial infinities, and beyond the pulsing engine there was silence and se-
renity no man could ever touch. Looking down, Hugh Drummond could
see the Mississippi gleaming like a drawn sword, and its slow curve
matched the contours shown on his map. The hills, the sea, the sun and
wind and rain, they didn’t change. Not in less than a million slow-strid-
ing years, and human efforts flickered too briefly in the unending night
for that.

Farther down, though, and especially where cities had been— The
lone man in the solitary stratojet swore softly, bitterly, and his knuck-
les whitened on the controls. He was a big man, his gaunt rangy form
sprawling awkwardly in the tiny pressure cabin, and he wasn’t quite
forty. But his dark hair was streaked with gray, in the shabby flying
suit his shoulders stooped, and his long homely face was drawn into
haggard lines. His eyes were black-rimmed and sunken with weariness,
dark and dreadful in their intensity. He’d seen too much, survived too
much, until he began to look like most other people of the world. Heir
of the ages, he thought dully.

Mechanically, he went through the motions of following his course.
Natural landmarks were still there, and he had powerful binoculars to
help him. But he didn’t use them much. They showed too many broad
shallow craters, their vitreous smoothness throwing back sunlight in the
flat blank glitter of a snake’s eye, the ground about them a churned and
blasted desolation. And there were the worse regions of—deadness.
Twisted dead trees, blowing sand, tumbled skeletons, perhaps at night
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a baleful blue glow of fluorescence. The bombs had been nightmares,
riding in on wings of fire and horror to shake the planet with the death
blows of cities. But the radioactive dust was worse than any nightmare.

He passed over villages, even small towns. Some of them were de-
serted, the blowing colloidal dust, or plague, or economic breakdown
making them untenable. Others still seemed to be living a feeble half-
life. Especially in the Midwest, there was a pathetic struggle to return
to an agricultural system, but the insects and blights—

Drummond shrugged. After nearly two years of this, over the scarred
and maimed planet, he should be used to it. The United States had
been lucky. Europe, now—

Der Untergang des Abendlandes, he thought grayly. Spengler fore-
saw the collapse of a topheavy civilization. He didn’t foresee atomic
bombs, radioactive-dust bombs, bacteria bombs, blight bombs—the
bombs, the senseless inanimate bombs flying like monster insects over
the shivering world. So he didw’t guess the extent of the collapse.

Deliberately he pushed the thoughts out of his conscious mind. He
didn’t want to dwell on them. He’d lived with them two years, and that
was two eternities too long. And anyway, he was nearly home now.

The capital of the United States was below him, and he sent the strat-
ojet slanting down in a long thunderous dive toward the mountains.
Not much of a capital, the little town huddled in a valley of the Cas-
cades, but the waters of the Potomac had filled the grave of Washington.
Strictly speaking, there was no capital. The officers of the government
were scattered over the country, keeping in precarious touch by plane
and radio, but Taylor, Oregon, came as close to being the nerve center
as any other place.

He gave the signal again on his transmitter, knowing with a faint
spine-crawling sensation of the rocket batteries trained on him from the
green of those mountains. When one plane could carry the end of a city,
all planes were under suspicion. Not that anyone outside was supposed
to know that that innocuous little town was important. But you never
could tell. The war wasn'’t officially over. It might never be, with sheer
personal survival overriding the urgency of treaties.

A light-beam transmitter gave him a cautious: “O.K. Can you land
in the street?”

It was a narrow, dusty track between two wooden rows of houses,
but Drummond was a good pilot and this was a good jet. “Yeah,” he
said. His voice had grown unused to speech.

He cut speed in a spiral descent until he was gliding with only the
faintest whisper of wind across his ship. Touching wheels to the street,
he slammed on the brake and bounced to a halt.

Silence struck at him like a physical blow. The engine stilled, the sun
beating down from a brassy blue sky on the drabness of rude “tempo-
rary” houses, the total-seeming desertion beneath the impassive moun-
tains—Home! Hugh Drummond laughed, a short harsh bark with noth-
ing of humor in it, and swung open the cockpit canopy.



TOMORROW’S CHILDREN 21

There were actually quite a few people, he saw, peering from door-
ways and side streets. They looked fairly well fed and dressed, many in
uniform; they seemed to have purpose and hope. But this, of course,
was the capital of the United States of America, the world’s most fortu-
nate country.

“Get out—quick!”

The peremptory voice roused Drummond from the introspection into
which those lonely months had driven him. He looked down at a gang
of men in mechanics’ outfits, led by a harassed-looking man in captain’s
uniform. “‘Oh—of course,” he said slowly. “You want to hide the plane,
And, naturally, a regular landing field would give you away.”

“Hurry, get out, you infernal idiot! Anyone, anyone might come over
and see—"

“They wouldn’t go unnoticed by an efficient detection system, and
you still have that,” said Drummond, sliding his booted legs over the
cockpit edge. “And anyway, there won’t be any more raids. The war’s
over.”

“Wish I could believe that, but who are you to say? Get a move on!”

The grease monkeys hustled the plane down the street. With an odd
feeling of loneliness, Drummond watched it go. After all, it had been his
home for—how long?

The machine was stopped before a false house whose whole front was
swung aside. A concrete ramp led downward, and Drummond could see
a cavernous immensity below. Light within it gleamed off silvery rows
of aircraft.

“Pretty neat,” he admitted. “Not that it matters any more. Probably
it never did. Most of the hell came over on robot rockets. Oh, well.” He
fished his pipe from his jacket. Colonel’s insignia glittered briefly as the
garment flipped back.

“Oh . . . sorry, sir!” exclaimed the captain. “I didn’t know—"

“’S O.K. I've gotten out of the habit of wearing a regular uniform.
A lot of places I've been, an American wouldn’t be very popular.”

Drummond stuffed tobacco into his briar, scowling. He hated to think
how often he’d had to use the Colt at his hip, or even the machine guns
in his plane, to save himself. He inhaled smoke gratefully. It seemed
to drown out some of the bitter taste.

“General Robinson said to bring you to him when you arrived, sir,”
said the captain. “This way, please.”

They went down the street, their boots.scuffing up little acrid clouds
of dust. Drummond looked sharply about him. He’d left very shortly
after the two-month Ragnarok which had tapered off when the organiza-
tion of both sides broke down too far to keep on making and sending
the bombs, and maintaining order with famine and disease starting
their ghastly ride over the homeland. At that time, the United States
was a cityless, anarchic chaos, and he’d had only the briefest of radio
exchanges since then, whenever he could get at a long-range set still in
working order. They’d made remarkable progress meanwhile. How
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much, he didn’t know, but the mere existence of something like a capi-
tal was sufficient proof.

Robinson— His lined face twisted into a frown. He didn’t know the
man. He’d been expecting to be received by the President, who had
sent him and some others out. Unless the others had— No, he was the
only one who had been in eastern Europe and western Asia. He was sure
of that.

Two sentries guarded the entrance to what was obviously a converted
general store. But there were no more stores. There was nothing to put
in them. Drummond entered the cool dimness of an antechamber. The
clatter of a typewriter, the Wac operating it— He gaped and blinked.
That was—impossible! Typewriters, secretaries—hadn’t they gone out
with the whole world, two years ago? If the Dark Ages had returned to
Earth, it didn’t seem—right—that there should still be typewriters. It
didn’t fit, didn’t—

He grew aware that the captain had opened the inner door for him.
As he stepped in, he grew aware how tired he was. His arm weighed a
ton as he saluted the man behind the desk.

“At ease, at ease,” Robinson’s voice was genial. Despite the
five stars on his shoulders, he wore no tie or coat, and his round face
was smiling. Still, he looked tough and competent underneath. To run
things nowadays, he’d have to be.

“Sit down, Colonel Drummond.” Robinson gestured to a chair near
his and the aviator collapsed into it, shivering. His haunted eyes tra-
versed the office. It was almost well enough outfitted to be a prewar
place.

Prewar! A word like a sword, cutting across history with a brutality
of murder, hazing everything in the past until it was a vague golden
glow through drifting, red-shot black clouds. And—only two years. Only
two years! Surely sanity was meaningless in a world of such nightmare
inversions. Why, he could barely remember Barbara and the kids. Their
faces were blotted out in a tide of other visages—starved faces, dead
faces, human faces become beast-formed with want and pain and eating
throttled hate. His grief was lost in the agony of a world, and in some
ways he had become a machine himself.

“You look plenty tired,” said Robinson.

“Yeah . . . yes, sir—"

“Skip the formality. I don’t go for it. We’ll be working pretty close to-
gether, can’t take time to be diplomatic.”

“Uh-huh. I came over the North Pole, you know. Haven’t slept since—
Rough time. But, if I may ask, you—" Drummond hesitated.

“I? I suppose I'm President. Ex officio, pro tem, or something. Here,
you need a drink.” Robinson got bottle and glasses from a drawer. The
liquor gurgled out in a pungent stream. “Prewar Scotch. Till it gives out
I'm laying off this modern hooch. Gambai.”

The fiery, smoky brew jolted Drummond to wakefulness. Its glow
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was pleasant in his empty stomach. He heard Robinson’s voice with a
surrealistic sharpness:

“Yes, I’'m at the head now. My predecessors made the mistake of
sticking together, and of traveling a good deal in trying to pull the coun-
try back into shape. So I think the sickness got the President, and I
know it got several others. Of course, there was no means of holding an
election. The armed forces had almost the only organization left, so we
had to run things. Berger was in charge, but he shot himself when he
learned he’d breathed radiodust. Then the command fell to me. I've
been lucky.”

“I see.” It didn’t make much difference. A few dozen more deaths
weren’t much, when over half the world was gone. “Do you expect to—
continue lucky?” A brutally blunt question, maybe, but words weren’t
bombs.

“I do.” Robinson was firm about that. “We’ve learned by experience,
learned a lot. We’ve scattered the army, broken it into small outposts
at key points throughout the country. For quite a while, we stopped
travel altogether except for absolute emergencies, and then with elab-
orate precautions. That smothered the epidemics. The microorganisms
were bred to work in crowded areas, you know. They were almost im-
mune to known medical techniques, but without hosts and carriers they
died. I guess natural bacteria ate up most of them. We still take care
in traveling, but we’re fairly safe now.”

“Did any of the others come back? There were a lot like me, sent out
to see what really had happened to the world.”

“One did, from South America. Their situation is similar to ours,
though they lacked our tight organization and have gone further toward
anarchy. Nobody else returned but you.”

It wasn’t surprising. In fact, it was a cause for astonishment that
anyone had come back. Drummond had volunteered after the bomb
erasing St. Louis had taken his family, not expecting to survive and not
caring much whether he did. Maybe that was why he had.

“You can take your time in writing a detailed report,” said Robinson,
“but in general, how are things over there?”

Drummond shrugged. “The war’s over. Burned out. Europe has gone
back to savagery. They were caught between America and Asia, and the
bombs came both ways. Not many survivors, and they’re starving ani-
mals. Russia, from what I saw, has managed something like you’ve done
here, though they’re worse off than we. Naturally, I couldn’t find out
much there. I didn’t get to India or China, but in Russia I heard ru-
mors— No, the world’s gone too far into disintegration to carry on
war.”

“Then we can come out in the open,” said Robinson softly. “We can
really start rebuilding. I don’t think there’ll ever be another war, Drum-
mond. I think the memory of this one will be carved too deeply on the
race for us ever to forget.”
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“Can you shrug it off that easily?”

“No, no, of course not. Our culture hasn’t lost its continuity, but it’s
had a terrific setback. We’ll never wholly get over it. But—we’re on our
way up again.”

The general rose, glancing at his watch. “Six o’clock. Come on, Drum-
mond, let’s get home.”

“Home?”

“Yes, you'll stay with me. Man, you look like the original zombie.
You'll need a month or more of sleeping between clean sheets, of home
cooking and home atmosphere. My wife will be glad to have you; we
see almost no new faces. And as long as we’ll work together, I'd like to
keep you handy. The shortage of competent men is terrific.”

They went down the street, an aide following. Drummond was again
conscious of the weariness aching in every bone and fiber of him. A
home—after two years of ghost towns, of shattered chimneys above
blood-dappled snow, of flimsy lean-tos housing starvation and death.

“Your plane will be mighty useful, too,” said Robinson. ‘“Those
atomic-powered craft are scarcer than hens’ teeth used to be.” He
chuckled hollowly, as at a rather grim joke. “Got you through close to
two years of flying without needing fuel. Any other trouble?”

“Some, but there were enough spare parts.” No need to tell of those
frantic hours and days of slaving, of desperate improvisation with hun-
ger and plague stalking him who stayed overlong. He’d had his troubles
getting food, too, despite the plentiful supplies he’d started out with.
He’d fought for scraps in the winter, beaten off howling maniacs who
would have killed him for a bird he’'d shot or a dead horse he’d scav-
enged. He hated that plundering, and would not have cared personally
if they’d managed to destroy him. But he had a mission, and the mis-
sion was all he’d had left as a focal point for his life, so he’d clung to it
with fanatic intensity.

And now the job was over, and he realized he couldn’t rest. He didn’t
dare. Rest would give him time to remember. Maybe he could find sur-
cease in the gigantic work of reconstruction. Maybe.

“Here we are,” said Robinson.

Drummond blinked in new amazement. There was a car, camouflaged
under brush, with a military chauffeur—a cer/ And in pretty fair shape,
too.

“We've got a few oil wells going again, and a small patched-up refin-
erv,” explained the general. “It furnishes enough gas and oil for what
traffic we have.”

They got in the rear seat. The aide sat in front, a rifle ready. The car
started down a mountain road.

“Where to?” asked Drummond a little dazedly.

Robinson smiled. “Personally,” he said, “I’'m almost the only lucky
man on Earth. We had a summer cottage on Lake Taylor, a few miles
from here. My wife was there when the war came, and stayed, and no-



TOMORROW’S CHILDREN 25

body came along till I brought the head offices here with me. Now I've
got a home all to myself.”

“Yeah. Yeah, you're lucky,” said Drummond. He looked out the win-
dow, not seeing the sun-spattered woods. Presently he asked, his voice
a little harsh: “How is the country really doing now?”

“For a while it was rough. Damn rough. When the cities went, our
transportation, communication, and distribution systems broke down. In
fact, our whole economy disintegrated, though not all at once. Then
there was the dust and the plagues. People fled, and there was open
fighting when overcrowded safe places refused to take in any more ref-
ugees. Police went with the cities, and the army couldn’t do much pa-
trolling. We were busy fighting the enemy troops that’d flown over the
Pole to invade. We still haven’t gotten them all. Bands are roaming the
country, hungry and desperate outlaws, and there are plenty of Ameri-
cans who turned to banditry when everything else failed. That’s why we
have this guard, though so far none have come this way.

“The insect and blight weapons just about wiped out our crops, and
that winter everybody starved. We checked the pests with modern
methods, though it was touch and go for a while, and next year got some
food. Of course, with no distribution as yet, we failed to save a lot of
people. And farming is still a tough proposition. We won’t really have
the bugs licked for a long time. If we had a research center as well
equipped as those which produced the things— But we’re gaining. We're
gaining.”

“Distribution—"" Drummond rubbed his chin. “How about railroads?
Horse-drawn vehicles?”

“We have some railroads going, but the enemy was as careful to dust
most of ours as we were to dust theirs. As for horses, they were nearly all
eaten that first winter. I know personally of only a dozen. They’re on
my place; I'm trying to breed enough to be of use, but”—Robinson
smiled wryly—by the time we’ve raised that many, the factories
should have been going quite a spell.”

“And so now—?"

“We're over the worst. Except for outlaws, we have the population
fairly well controlled. The civilized people are fairly well fed, with some
kind of housing. We have machine shops, small factories, and the like
going, enough to keep our transportation and other mechanism ‘level.’
Presently we'll be able to expand these, begin actually increasing what
we have. In another five years or so, I guess, we'll be integrated enough
to drop martial law and hold a general election. A big job ahead, but a
good one.”

The car halted to let a cow lumber over the road, a calf trotting at her
heels. She was gaunt and shaggy, and skittered nervously from the ve-
hicle into the brush.

“Wild,” explained Robinson. “Most of the real wild life was killed off
for food in the last two years, but a lot of farm animals escaped when
their owners died or fled, and have run free ever since. They—” He no-



26 POUL ANDERSON AND F. N. WALDROP

ticed Drummond’s fixed gaze. The pilot was looking at the calf. Its legs
were half the normal length.

“Mutant,” said the general. “You find a lot such animals. Radiation
from bombed or dusted areas. There are even a lot of human abnormal
births.”” He scowled, worry clouding his eyes. “In fact, that’s just about
our worst problem. It—"

The car came out of the woods onto the shore of a small lake. It was a
peaceful scene, the quiet waters like molten gold in the slanting sun-
light, trees ringing the circumference and all about them the mountains.
Under one huge pine stood a cottage, a woman on the porch.

It was like one summer with Barbara—Drummond cursed under his
breath and followed Robinson toward the little building. It wasn’t, it
wasn’t, it could never be. Not ever again. There were soldiers guarding
this place from chance marauders, and— There was an odd-looking
flower at his foot. A daisy, but huge and red and irregularly formed.

A squirrel chittered from a tree. Drummond saw that its face was so
blunt as to be almost human.

Then he was on the porch, and Robinson was introducing him to “my
wife Elaine.” She was a nice-looking young woman with eyes that were
sympathetic on Drummond’s exhausted face. The aviator tried not to
notice that she was pregnant.

He was led inside, and reveled in a hot bath. Afterward there was
supper, but he was numb with sleep by then, and hardly noticed it when
Robinson put him to bed.

Reaction set in, and for a week or so Drummond went about in a
haze, not much good to himself or anyone else. But it was surprising
what plenty of food and sleep could do, and one evening Robinson came
home to find him scribbling on sheets of paper.

“Arranging my notes and so on,” he explained. “I’ll write out the
complete report in a month, I guess.”

“Good. But no hurry.” Robinson settled tiredly into an armchair.
“The rest of the world will keep. I'd rather you’d just work at this off
and on, and join my staff for your main job.”

“0.K. Only what’ll T do?”

“Everything. Specialization is gone; too few surviving specialists and
equipment. I think your chief task will be to head the census bureau.”

“Eh?),

Robinson grinned lopsidedly. “You’ll be the census bureau, except
for what few assistants I can spare you.” He leaned forward, said ear-
nestly: “And it’s one of the most important jobs there is. You'll do for
this country what you did for central Eurasia, only in much greater de-
tail. Drummond, we have to know.”

He took a map from a desk drawer and spread it out. “Look, here’s
the United States. I've marked regions known to be uninhabitable in
red.” His fingers traced out the ugly splotches. “Too many of ‘em, and
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doubtless there are others we haven’t found yet. Now, the blue X’s are
army posts.” They were sparsely scattered over the land, near the cen-
ters of population groupings. “Not enough of those. It’s all we can do to
control the more or less well-off, orderly people. Bandits, enemy troops,
homeless refugees—they’re still running wild, skulking in the back-
woods and barrens, and raiding whenever they can. And they spread the
plague. We won'’t really have it licked till everybody’s settled down, and
that’d be hard to enforce. Drummond, we don’t even have enough sol-
diers to start a feudal system for protection. The plague spread like a
prairie fire in those concentrations of men.

“We have to know. We have to know how many people survived—
half the population, a third, a quarter, whatever it is. We have to know
where they are, and how they’re fixed for supplies, so we can start up an
equitable distribution system. We have to find all the small-town shops
and labs and libraries still standing, and rescue their priceless contents
before looters or the weather beat us to it. We have to locate doctors
and engineers and other professional men, and put them to work re-
building. We have to find the outlaws and round them up. We— I could
go on forever. Once we have all that information, we can set up a master
plan for redistributing population, agriculture, industry, and the rest
most efficiently, for getting the country back under civil authority and
police, for opening regular transportation and communication channels
—for getting the nation back on its feet.”

“I see,” nodded Drummond. “Hitherto, just surviving and hanging
on to what was left has taken precedence. Now you’re in a position to
start expanding, if you know where and how much to expand.”

“Exactly.” Robinson rolled a cigarette, grimacing. “Not much to-
bacco left. What I have is perfectly foul. Lord, that war was crazy!”

“All wars are,” said Drummond dispassionately, “but technology ad-
vanced to the point of giving us a knife to cut our throats with. Before
that, we were just beating our heads against the wall. Robinson, we
can’t go back to the old ways. We’ve got to start on a new track—a track
of sanity.”

“Yes. And that brings up—" The other man looked toward the
kitchen door. They could hear the cheerful rattle of dishes there, and
smell mouth-watering cooking odors. He lowered his voice. “I might as
well tell you this now, but don’t let Elaine know. She . .. she
shouldn’t be worried. Drummond, did you see our horses?”

“The other day, yes. The colts—"

“Uh-huh. There've been five colts born of eleven mares in the last
vear. Two of them were so deformed they died in a week, another in a
few months. One of the two left has cloven hoofs and almost no teeth.
The last one looks normal—so far. One out of eleven, Drummond.”

“Were those horses near a radioactive area?”

“They must have been. They were rounded up wherever found and
brought here. The stallion was caught near the site of Portland, I know.
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But if he were the only one with mutated genes, it would hardly show in
the first generation, would it? I understand nearly all mutations are
Mendelian recessives. Even if there were one dominant, it would show
in all the colts, but none of these looked alike.”

“Hm-m-m—I don’t know much about genetics, but I do know hard
radiation, or rather the secondary charged particles it produces, will
cause mutation. Only mutants are rare, and tend to fall into certain pat-
terns—"

“Were rare!” Suddenly Robinson was grim, something coldly fright-
ened in his eyes. “Haven’t you noticed the animals and plants? They’re
fewer than formerly, and . . . well, I've not kept count, but at least
half those seen or killed have something wrong, internally or exter-
nally.”

Drummond drew heavily on his pipe. He needed something to hang
onto, in a new storm of insanity. Very quietly, he said:

“In my college biology course, they told me the vast majority of mu-
tations are unfavorable. More ways of not doing something than of do-
ing it. Radiation might sterilize an animal, or might produce several de-
grees of genetic change. You could have a mutation so violently lethal
the possessor never gets born, or soon dies. You could have all kinds of
more or less handicapping factors, or just random changes not making
much difference one way or the other. Or in a few rare cases you might
get something actually favorable, but you couldn’t really say the posses-
sor is a true member of the species. And favorable mutations themselves
usually involve a price in the partial or total loss of some other func-
tion.”

“Right.” Robinson nodded heavily. “One of your jobs on the census
will be to try and locate any and all who know genetics, and send them
here. But your real task, which only you and I and a couple of others
must know about, the job overriding all other considerations, will be to
find the human mutants.”

Drummond’s throat was dry. “There’ve been a lot of them?”” he whis-
pered.

“Yes. But we don’t know how many or where. We only know about
those people who live near an army post, or have some other fairly regu-
lar intercourse with us, and they’re only a few thousand all told. Among
them, the birth rate has gone down to about half the prewar ratio. And
over half the births they do have are abnormal.”

“Over half—"

“Yeah. Of course, the violently different ones soon die, or are put in
an institution we’ve set up in the Alleghenies. But what can we do with
viable forms, if their parents still love them? A kid with deformed or
missing or abortive organs, twisted internal structure, a tail, or some-
thing even worse . . . well, i/l have a tough time in life, but it can
generally survive. And perpetuate itself—"

“And a normal-looking one might have some unnoticeable quirk, or a
characteristic that won’t show up for years, Or even a normal one might
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be carrying recessives, and pass them on— God!” The exclamation was
half blasphemy, half prayer. “But how’d it happen? People weren’t all
near atom-hit areas.”

“Maybe not, though a lot of survivors escaped from the outskirts. But
there was that first year, with everybody on the move. One could pass
near enough to a blasted region to be affected, without knowing it. And
that damnable radiodust, blowing on the wind. It’s got a long hali-life.
It'll be active for decades. Then, as in any collapsing culture, promis-
cuity was common. Still is. Oh, it’d spread itself, all right.”

“T still don’t see why it spread itself so much. Even here—”

“Well, I don’t know why it shows up here. I suppose a lot of the local
flora and fauna came in from elsewhere. This place is safe. The nearest
dusted region is three hundred miles off, with mountains between. There
must be many such islands of comparatively normal conditions. We
have to find them too. But elsewhere—"

“Soup’s on,” announced Elaine, and went from the kitchen to the
dining room with a loaded tray.

The men rose. Grayly, Drummond looked at Robinson and said tone-
lessly: “O.K. I'll get your information for you. We’ll map mutation
areas and safe areas, we'll check on our population and resources, we’ll
eventually get all the facts you want. But—what are you going to do
then?”

“I wish I knew,” said Robinson haggardly. “I wish I knew.”

Winter lay heavily on the north, a vast gray sky seeming frozen solid
over the rolling white plains. The last three winters had come early and
stayed long. Dust, colloidal dust of the bombs, suspended in the atmos-
phere and cutting down the solar constant by a deadly percent or two.
There had even been a few earthquakes, set off in geologically unstable
parts of the world by bombs planted right. Half California had been
ruined when a sabotage bomb started the San Andreas Fault on a major
slip. And that kicked up still more dust.

Fimbulwinter, thought Drummond bleakly. The doom of the proph-
ecy. But no, we're surviving. Though maybe not as men—

Most people had gone south, and there overcrowding had made star-
vation and disease and internecine struggle the normal aspects of life.
Those who’d stuck it out up here, and had luck with their pest-ridden
crops, were better off.

Drummond’s jet slid above the cratered black ruin of the Twin Cities.
There was still enough radioactivity to melt the snow, and the pit was
like a skull’s empty eye socket. The man sighed, but he was becoming
calloused to the sight of death. There was so much of it. Only the strug-
gling agony of life mattered any more.

He strained through the sinister twilight, swooping low over the un-
ending fields. Burned-out hulks of farmhouses, bones of ghost towns,
sere deadness of dusted land—but he’d heard travelers speak of a fairly
powerful community up near the Canadian border, and it was up to him
to find it.
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A lot of things had been up to him in the last six months. He’d had to
work out a means of search, and organize his few, overworked assistants
into an efficient staff, and go out on the long hunt.

They hadn’t covered the country. That was impossible. Their few
planes had gone to areas chosen more or less at random, trying to get a
cross section of conditions. They’d penetrated wildernesses of hill and
plain and forest, establishing contact with scattered, still demoralized
out-dv:ellers. On the whole, it was more laborious than anything else.
Most were pathetically glad to see any symbol of law and order and the
paradisical-seeming “old days.” Now and then there was danger and
trouble, when they encountered wary or sullen or outright hostile groups
suspicious of a government they associated with disaster, and once there
had even been a pitched battle with roving outlaws. But the work had
gone ahead, and now the preliminaries were about over.

Preliminaries— It was a bigger job to find out exactly how matters
stood than the entire country was capable of undertaking right now.
But Drummond had enough facts for reliable extrapolation. He and his
staff had collected most of the essential data and begun correlating it.
By questioning, by observation, by seeking and finding, by any means
that came to hand they’d filled their notebooks. And in the sketchy out-
lines of a Chinese drawing, and with the same stark realism, the truth
was there.

Just this one more place, and Ill go home, thought Drummond for
the—thousandth?—time. His brain was getting into a rut, treading the
same terrible circle and finding no way out. Robinson won’t like what I
tell him, but there it is. And darkly, slowly: Barbara, maybe it was best
you and the kids went as you did. Quickly, cleanly, not even knowing it.
This isw't muck of a world. It’ll never be our world again.

He saw the place he sought, a huddle of buildings near the frozen
shores of the Lake of the Woods, and his jet murmured toward the
white ground. The stories he’d heard of this town weren’t overly encour-
aging, but he supposed he’d get out all right. The others had his data
anyway, so it didn’t matter.

By the time he’d landed in the clearing just outside the village, using
the jet’s skis, most of the inhabitants were there waiting. In the gather-
ing dusk they were a ragged and wild-looking bunch, clumsily dressed
in whatever scraps of cloth and leather they had. The bearded, hard-
eyed men were armed with clubs and knives and a few guns. As Drum-
mond got out, he was careful to keep his hands away from his own auto-
matics.

“Hello,” he said. “I’m friendly.”

“Y’ better be,” growled the big leader. “Who are you, where from,
an’ why?”

“First,” lied Drummond smoothly, “T want to tell you I have another
man with a plane who knows where I am. If I'm not back in a certain
time, he’ll come with bombs. But we don’t intend any harm or interfer-
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ence. This is just a sort of social call. I'm Hugh Drummond of the
United States Army.”

They digested that slowly. Clearly, they weren’t friendly to the gov-
ernment, but they stood in too much awe of aircraft and armament to be
openly hostile. The leader spat. “How long you staying?”

“Just overnight, if you’ll put me up. I’ll pay for it.” He held up a
small pouch. “Tobacco.”

Their eyes gleamed, and the leader said, “You’ll stay with me. Come
on.”

Drummond gave him the bribe and went with the group. He didn’t
like to spend such priceless luxuries thus freely, but the job was more
important. And the boss seemed thawed a little by the fragrant brown
flakes. He was sniffing them greedily.

“Been smoking bark an’ grass,” he confided. ‘“Terrible.”

“Worse than that,” agreed Drummond. He turned up his jacket col-
lar and shivered. The wind starting to blow was bitterly cold.

“Just what y’ here for?” demanded someone else.

“Well, just to see how things stand. We've got the government started
again, and are patching things up. But we have to know where folks are,
what they need, and so on.”

“Don’t want nothing t’ do with the gov’ment,” muttered a woman.
“They brung all this on us.”

“Oh, come now, We didn’t ask to be attacked.” Mentally, Drummond
crossed his fingers. He neither knew nor cared who was to blame. Both
sides, letting mutual fear and friction mount to hysteria— In fact, he
wasn’t sure the United States hadn’t sent out the first rockets, on orders
of some panicky or aggressive officials. Nobody was alive who admitted
knowing.

“It’s the jedgment o’ God, for the sins o’ our leaders,” persisted the
woman. ‘“The plague, the fire-death, all that, ain’t it foretold in the
Bible? Ain’t we living in the last days o’ the world?”

“Maybe.” Drummond was glad to stop before a long low cabin. Reli-
gious argument was touchy at best, and with a lot of people nowadays it
was dynamite,

They entered the rudely furnished but fairly comfortable structure. A
good many crowded in with them. For all their suspicion, they were cu-
rious, and an outsider in an aircraft was a blue-moon event these days.

Drummond’s eyes flickered unobtrusively about the room, noticing
details. Three women—that meant a return to concubinage. Only to be
expected in a day of few men and strong-arm rule. Ornaments and uten-
sils, tools and weapons of good quality—yes, that confirmed the stories.
This wasn’t exactly a bandit town, but it had waylaid travelers and
raided other places when times were hard, and built up a sort of domi-
nance of the surrounding country. That, too, was common.

There was a dog on the floor nursing a litter. Only three pups, and
one of those was bald, one lacked ears, and one had more toes than it
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should. Among the wide-eyed children present, there were several two
years old or less, and with almost no obvious exceptions, they were also
different.

Drummond sighed heavily and sat down. In a way, this clinched it.
He’d known for a long time, and finding mutation here, as far as any
place from atomic destruction, was about the last evidence he needed.

He had to get on friendly terms, or he wouldn’t find out much about
things like population, food production, and whatever else there was to
know. Forcing a smile to stiff lips, he took a flask from his jacket. “Pre-
war rye,” he said. “Who wants a nip?”

“Do we!” The answer barked out in a dozen voices and words. The
flask circulated, men pawing and cursing and grabbing to get at it.
Their homebrew must be pretty bad, thought Drummond wryly.

The chief shouted an order, and one of his women got busy at the
primitive stove, “Rustle you a mess o’ chow,” he said heartily. “An’ my
name’s Sam Buckman.”

“Pleased to meet you, Sam.” Drummond squeezed the hairy paw hard.
He had to show he wasn’t a weakling, a conniving city slicker.

“What’s it like, outside?” asked someone presently. “We ain’t heard
for so long—"”

“You haven’t missed much,” said Drummond between bites. The food
was pretty good. Briefly, he sketched conditions. “You’re better off than
most,” he finished.

“Yeah. Mebbe so.” Sam Buckman scratched his tangled beard.
“What I'd give f'r a razor blade—! It ain’t easy, though. The first year
we weren’t no better off 'n anyone else. Me, I'm a farmer, I kept some
ears o’ corn an’ a little wheat an’ barley in my pockets all that winter,
even though I was starving. A bunch o’ hungry refugees plundered my
place, but I got away an’ drifted up here. Next year I took an empty
farm here an’ started over.”

Drummond doubted that it had been abandoned, but said nothing.
Sheer survival outweighed a lot of considerations.

“Others came an’ settled here,” said the leader reminiscently. “We
farm together. We have to; one man couldn’t live by hisself, not with
the bugs an’ blight, an’ the crops sproutin’ into all new kinds, an’ the
outlaws aroun’. Not many up here, though we did beat off some enemy
troops last winter.” He glowed with pride at that, but Drummond
wasn’t particularly impressed. A handful of freezing starveling con-
scripts, lost and bewildered in a foreign enemy’s land, with no hope of
ever getting home, weren’t formidable.

“Things getting better, though,” said Buckman. “We’re heading up.”
He scowled blackly, and a palpable chill crept into the room. “If
’twern’t for the births—”’

“Yes—the births. The new babies. Even the stock an’ plants.” It was
an old man speaking, his eyes glazed with near madness. “It’s the mark
o’ the beast. Satan is loose in the world—"

“Shut up!” Huge and bristling with wrath, Buckman launched him-
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self out of his seat and grabbed the oldster by his scrawny throat. “Shut
up 'r I'll bash y’r lying head in. Ain’t no son o’ mine being marked by
the devil.”

“QOr mine—" “Or mine—"’ The rumble of voices ran about the cabin,
sullen and afraid.

“It’s God’s jedgment, I tell you!” The woman was shrilling again.
“The end o’ the world is near. Prepare f’r the second coming—”

“An’ you shut up too, Mag Schmidt,” snarled Buckman. He stood
bent over, gnarled arms swinging loose, hands flexing, little eyes darting
red and wild about the room. “Shut y’r trap an’ keep it shut. I’'m still
boss here, an’ if you don’t like it you can get out. I still don’t think that
funny-looking brat o’ y’rs fell in the lake by accident.”

The woman shrank back, lips tight. The room filled with a crackling
silence. One of the babies began to cry. It had two heads.

Slowly and heavily, Buckman turned to Drummond, who sat immo-
bile against the wall. “You see?” he asked dully. “You see how it is?
Maybe it is the curse o’ God. Maybe the world is ending. I dunno. I just
know there’s few enough babies, an’ most o’ them deformed. Will it go
on? Will all our kids be monsters? Should we . . . kill these an’ hope
we get some human babies? What is it? What to do?”

Drummond rose. He felt a weight as of centuries on his shoulders, the
weariness, blank and absolute, of having seen that smoldering panic
and heard that desperate appeal too often, too often.

“Don’t kill them,” he said. “That’s the worst kind of murder, and
anyway it’d do no good at all. It comes from the bombs, and you can’t
stop it. You’ll go right on having such children, so you might as well get
used to it.”

By atomic-powered stratojet it wasn’t far from Minnesota to Oregon,
and Drummond landed in Taylor about noon the next day. This time
there was no hurry to get his machine under cover, and up on the moun-
tain was a raw scar of earth where a new airfield was slowly being built.
Men were getting over their terror of the sky. They had another fear to
face now, and it was one from which there was no hiding.

Drummond walked slowly down the icy main street to the central of-
fice. It was numbingly cold, a still, relentless intensity of frost eating
through clothes and flesh and bone. It wasn’t much better inside. Heat-
ing systems were still poor improvisations.

“You're back!” Robinson met him in the antechamber, suddenly gal-
vanized with eagerness. He had grown thin and nervous, looking ten
years older, but impatience blazed from him. “How is it? How is it?”

Drummond held up a bulky notebook. “All here,” he said grimly.
“All the facts we’ll need. Not formally correlated yet, but the picture is
simple enough.”

Robinson laid an arm on his shoulder and steered him into the office.
He felt the general’s hand shaking, but he’d sat down and had a drink
before business came up again.
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“You’ve done a good job,” said the leader warmly. “When the coun-
try’s organized again, I'll see you get a medal for this. Your men in the
other planes aren’t in yet.”

“No, they’ll be gathering data for a long time. The job won’t be fin-
ished for years. I've only got a general outline here, but it’s enough. It’s
enough.” Drummond’s eyes were haunted again.

Robinson felt cold at meeting that too-steady gaze. He whispered
shakily: “Is it—bad?”

“The worst. Physically, the country’s recovering. But biologically,
we’ve reached a crossroads and taken the wrong fork.”

“What do you mean? What do you mean?”’

Drummond let him have it then, straight and hard as a bayonet
thrust. “The birth rate’s a little over half the prewar,” he said, ‘“and
about seventy-five per cent of all births are mutant, of which possibly
two-thirds are viable and presumably fertile. Of course, that doesn’t in-
clude late-maturing characteristics, or those undetectable by naked-eye
observation, or the mutated recessive genes that must be carried by a lot
of otherwise normal zygotes. And it’s everywhere. There are no safe
places.”

“I see,” said Robinson after a long time. He nodded, like a man
struck a stunning blow and not yet fully aware of it. “I see. The rea-
son—"

“Is obvious.”

“Yes. People going through radioactive areas—"

“Why, no. That would only account for a few. But—"

“No matter. The fact’s there, and that’s enough. We have to decide
what to do about it.”

“And soon.” Drummond’s jaw set. “It’s wrecking our culture. We at
least preserved our historical continuity, but even that’s going now. Peo-
ple are going crazy as birth after birth is monstrous. Fear of the un-
known, striking at minds still stunned by the war and its immediate
aftermath. Frustration of parenthood, perhaps the most basic instinct
there is. It’s leading to infanticide, desertion, despair, a cancer at the
root of society. We’ve got to act.”

“How? How?” Robinson stared numbly at his hands.

“I don’t know. You’re the leader. Maybe an educational campaign,
though that hardly seems practicable. Maybe an acceleration of your
program for re-integrating the country. Maybe— I don’t know.”

Drummond stuffed tobacco into his pipe. He was near the end of
what he had, but would rather take a few good smokes than a lot of nig-
gling puffs. “Of course,” he said thoughtfully, “it’s probably not the
end of things. We won’t know for a generation or more, but I rather im-
agine the mutants can grow into society. They’d better, for they’ll out-
number the humans. The thing is, if we just let matters drift there’s no
telling where they’ll go. The situation is unprecedented. We may end
up in a culture of specialized variations, which would be very bad from
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an evolutionary standpoint. There may be fighting between mutant
types, or with humans. Interbreeding may produce worse freaks, partic-
ularly when accumulated recessives start showing up. Robinson, if we
want any say at all in what’s going to happen in the next few centuries,
we have to act quickly. Otherwise it’ll snowball out of all control.”

“Yes. Yes, we'll have to act fast. And hard.” Robinson straightened
in his chair. Decision firmed his countenance, but his eyes were staring.
“We’re mobilized,” he said. “We have the men and the weapons and the
organization. They won’t be able to resist.”

The ashy cold of Drummond’s emotions stirred, but it was with a hor-
rible wrenching of fear. “What are you getting at?” he snapped.

“Racial death. All mutants and their parents to be sterilized when-
ever and wherever detected.”

“You're crazy!” Drummond sprang from his chair, grabbed Robin-
son’s shoulders across the desk, and shook him. “You . . . why, it’s im-
possible! You’ll bring revolt, civil war, final collapse!”

“Not if we go about it right.” There were little beads of sweat stud-
ding the general’s forehead. I don’t like it any better than you, but it’s
got to be done or the human race is finished. Normal births a minor-
ity—"" He surged to his feet, gasping. “I’ve thought a long time about
this. Your facts only confirmed my suspicions. This tears it. Can’t you
see? Evolution has to proceed slowly. Life wasn’t meant for such a
storm of change. Unless we can save the true human stock, it’ll be ab-
sorbed and differentiation will continue till humanity is a collection of
freaks, probably intersterile. Or . . . there must be a lot of lethal re-
cessives. In a large population, they can accumulate unnoticed till
nearly everybody has them, and then start emerging all at once. That’d
wipe us out. It’s happened before, in rats and other species. If we elimi-
nate mutant stock now, we can still save the race. It won’t be cruel. We
have sterilization techniques which are quick and painless, not upsetting
the endocrine balance. But it’s got to be done.” His voice rose to a raw
scream, broke. “It’s got to be done!”

Drummond slapped him, hard. He drew a shuddering breath, sat
down, and began to cry, and somehow that was the most horrible sight
of all.

“You’re crazy,” said the aviator. “You’ve gone nuts with brooding
alone on this the last six months, without knowing or being able to act.
You'’ve lost all perspective.

“We can’t use violence. In the first place, it would break our totter-
ing, cracked culture irreparably, into 2 mad-dog finish fight. We’d not
even win it. We're outnumbered, and we couldn’t hold down a conti-
nent, eventually a planet. And remember what we said once, about
abandoning the old savage way of settling things, that never brings a
real settlement at all? We’d throw away a lesson our noses were rubbed
in not three years ago. We’d return to the beast—to ultimate extinction.

“And anyway,” he went on very quietly, “it wouldn’t do a bit of good.



36 POUL ANDERSON AND F. N. WALDROP

Mutants would still be born. The poison is everywhere. Normal parents
will give birth to mutants, somewhere along the line. We just have to
accept that fact, and live with it. The #ew human race will have to.”

“I’m sorry.” Robinson raised his face from his hands. It was a
ghastly visage, gone white and old, but there was calm on it. “I—blew
my top. You’re right. I've been thinking of this, worrying and wonder-
ing, living and breathing it, lying awake nights, and when I finally sleep
I dream of it. I . . . yes, I see your point. And you’re right.”

“Tt’s O.K. You've been under a terrific strain. Three years with never
a rest, and the responsibility for a nation, and now this— Sure, every-
body’s entitled to be a little crazy. We’'ll work out a solution, somehow.”

“Yes, of course.” Robinson poured out two stiff drinks and gulped his.
He paced restlessly, and his tremendous ability came back in waves of
strength and confidence. ‘“Let me see— Eugenics, of course. If we work
hard, we’ll have the nation tightly organized inside of ten years. Then

. well, T don’t suppose we can keep the mutants from interbreeding,
but certainly we can pass laws to protect humans and encourage their
propagation. Since radical mutations would probably be intersterile
anyway, and most mutants handicapped one way or another, a few gen-
erations should see humans completely dominant again.”

Drummond scowled. He was worried. It wasn’t like Robinson to be
unreasonable. Somehow, the man had acquired a mental blind spot
where this most ultimate of human problems was concerned. He said
slowly, “That won’t work either. First, it’d be hard to impose and en-
force. Second, we’d be repeating the old Herrenvolk notion. Mutants
are inferior, mutants must be kept in their place—to enforce that, espe-
cially on a majority, you'd need a full-fledged totalitarian state. Third,
that wouldn’t work either, for the rest of the world, with almost no ex-
ceptions, is under no such control and we’ll be in no position to take
over that control for a long time—generations. Before then, mutants
will dominate everywhere over there, and if they resent the way we
treat their kind here, we’d better run for cover.”

“You assume a lot. How do yoy know those hundreds or thousands of
diverse types will work together? They’re less like each other than like
humans, even. They could be played off against each other.”

“Maybe. But tkat would be going back onto the old road of treachery
and violence, the road to Hell. Conversely, if every not-quite-human is
called a ‘mutant’, like a separate class, he’ll think he is, and act accord-
ingly against the lumped-together ‘humans.” No, the only way to sanity
—to survival—is to abandon class prejudice and race hate altogether,
and work as individuals. We're all . . . well, Earthlings, and subclassi-
fication is deadly. We all have to live together, and might as well make
the best of it.”

“Yeah . . . yeah, that’s right too.”

“Anyway, I repeat that all such attempts would be useless. All Earth
is infected with mutation. It will be for a long time. The purest human
stock will still produce mutants.”
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“Y-yes, that’s true. Our best bet seems to be to find all such stock and
withdraw it into the few safe areas left. It’ll mean a small human popu-
lation, but a Auman one.”

“T tell you, that’s impossible,” clipped Drummond. “There is no safe
place. Not one.”

Robinson stopped pacing and looked at him as at a physical antag-
onist. “That so?” he almost growled. “Why?”

Drummond told him, adding incredulously, “Surely you knew that.
Your physicists must have measured the amount of it. Your doctors,
your engineers, that geneticist I dug up for you. You obviously got a lot
of this biological information you’ve been slinging at me from him.
They must all have told you the same thing.”

Robinson shook his head stubbornly. “It can’t be. It’s not reasonable.
The concentration wouldn’t be great enough.”

“Why, you poor fool, you need only look around you. The plants, the
animals— Haven't there been any births in Taylor?”

“No. This is still a man’s town, though women are trickling in and
several babies are on the way—" Robinson’s face was suddenly twisted
with desperation. “Elaine’s is due any time now. She’s in the hospital
here. Don’t you see, our other kid died of the plague. This one’s all we
have. We want him to grow up in a world free of want and fear, a world
of peace and sanity where he can play and laugh and become a man, not
a beast starving in a cave. You and I are on our way out. We’re the old
generation, the one that wrecked the world. It’s up to us to build it
again, and then retire from it to let our children have it. The future’s
theirs. We’ve got to make it ready for them.”

Sudden insight held Drummond motionless for long seconds. Under-
standing came, and pity, and an odd gentleness that changed his sunken
bony face. “Yes,” he murmured, “yes, I see. That’s why you’re working
with all that’s in you to build a normal, healthy world. That’s why you
nearly went crazy when this threat appeared. That . . . that’s why you
can’t, just can’t comprehend—"

He took the other man’s arm and guided him toward the door. “Come
on,” he said. “Let’s go see how your wife’s making out. Maybe we can
get her some flowers on the way.”

The silent cold bit at them as they went down the street. Snow crack-
led underfoot. It was already grimy with town smoke and dust, but
overhead the sky was incredibly clean and blue. Breath smoked whitely
from their mouths and nostrils. The sound of men at work rebuilding
drifted faintly between the bulking mountains.

“We couldn’t emigrate to another planet, could we?” asked Robinson,
and answered himself: “No, we lack the organization and resources to
settle them right now. We'll have to make out on Earth. A few safe
spots—there must be others besides this one—to house the true humans
till the mutation period is over. Yes, we can do it.”
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“There are no safe places,” insisted Drummond. “Even if there were,
the mutants would still outnumber us. Does vour geneticist have any
idea how this’ll come out, biologically speaking?”.

“He doesn’t know. His specialty is still largely unknown. He can
make an intelligent guess, and that’s all.”

“Yeah. Anyway, our problem is to learn to live with the mutants, to
accept anyone as—Earthling—no matter how he looks, to quit thinking
anything was ever settled by violence or connivance, to build a culture
of individual sanity. Funny,” mused Drummond, “how the impractical
virtues, tolerance and sympathy and generosity, have become the funda-
mental necessities of simple survival. I guess.it was always true, but it
took the death of half the world and the end of a biological era to make
us see that simple little fact. The job’s terrific. We’ve got half a million
years of brutality and greed, superstition and prejudice, to lick in a few
generations. If we fail, mankind is done. But we’ve got to try.”

They found some flowers, potted in a house, and Robinson bought
them with the last of his tobacco. By the time he reached the hospital, he
was sweating. The sweat froze on his face as he walked.

The hospital was the town’s biggest building, and fairly well
equipped. A nurse met them as they entered.

“T was just going to send for you, General Robinson,” she said. “The
baby’s on the way.”

“How . . . isshep”

“Fine, so far. Just wait here, please.”

Drummond sank into a chair and with haggard eyes watched Robin-
son’s jerky pacing. The poor guy. Why is it expectant fathers are sup-
posed to be so funny? It’s like laughing at a man on the rack. I know,
Barbara, I know.

“They have some anaesthetics,” muttered the general. “They . . .
Elaine never was very strong.”

“She’ll be all right.” It's afterward that worries me.

“Yeah— Yeah— How long, though, how long?”

“Depends. Take it easy.” With a wrench, Drummond made a sacri-
fice to a man he liked. He filled his pipe and handed it over. “Here, you
need a smoke.”

“Thanks.” Robinson puffed raggedly.

The slow minutes passed, and Drummond wondered vaguely what
he’d do when—it—happened. It didn’t have to happen. But the chances
were all against such an easy solution. He was no psychologist. Best
just to let things happen as they would.

The waiting broke at last. A doctor came out, seeming an inscrutable
high priest in his white garments. Robinson stood before him, motion-
less.

“You’re a brave man,” said the doctor. His face, as he removed the
mask, was stern and set. “You’ll need your courage.”

“She—" It was hardly a human sound, that croak.

“Your wife is doing well. But the baby—"
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A nurse brought out the little wailing form. It was a boy. But his
limbs were rubbery tentacles terminating in boneless digits.

Robinson looked, and something went out of him as he stood there.
When he turned, his face was dead.

“You're lucky,” said Drummond, and meant it. He’d seen too many
other mutants. “After all, if he can use those hands he’ll get along all
right. He'll even have an advantage in certain types of work. It isn’t a
deformity, really. If there’s nothing else, you've got a good kid.”

“If! You can’t tell with mutants.”

“I know. But you've got guts, you and Elaine. You’'ll see this through,
together.” Briefly, Drummond felt an utter personal desolation. He
went on, perhaps to cover that emptiness:

“I see why you didn’t understand the problem. You wouldn’t. It was
a psychological bloc, suppressing a fact you didn’t dare face. That boy
is really the center of your life. You couldn’t think the truth about him,
so vour subconscious just refused to let you think rationally on that sub-
ject at all.

“Now you know. Now you realize there’s no safe place, not on all the
planet. The tremendous incidence of mutant births in the first genera-
tion could have told you that alone. Most such new characteristics are
recessive, which means both parents have to have it for it to show in the
zygote. But genetic changes are random, except for a tendency to fall
into roughly similar patterns. Four-leaved clovers, for instance. Think
how vast the total number of such changes must be, to produce so many
corresponding changes in a couple of years. Think how many, many re-
cessives there must be, existing only in gene patterns till their mates
show up. We'll just have to take our chances of something really deadly
accumulating. We’d never know till too late.”

“The dust—"

“Yeah. The radiodust. It’s colloidal, and uncountable other radio-col-
loids were formed when the bombs went off, and ordinary dirt gets into
unstable isotopic forms near the craters. And there are radiogases too,
probably. The poison is all over the world by now, spread by wind and
air currents. Colloids can be suspended indefinitely in the atmosphere.

“The concentration isn’t too high for life, though a physicist told me
he’d measured it as being very near the safe limit and there’ll probably
be a lot of cancer. But it’s everywhere. Every breath we draw, every
crumb we eat and drop we drink, every clod we walk on, the dust is
there. It’s in the stratosphere, clear on down to the surface, probably a
good distance below. We could only escape by sealing ourselves in air-
conditioned vaults and wearing spacesuits whenever we got out, and
under present conditions that’s impossible.

“Mutations were rare before, because a charged particle has to get
pretty close to a gene and be moving fast before its electromagnetic
effect causes physico-chemical changes, and then that particular chro-
mosome has to enter into reproduction. Now the charged particles, and
the gamma rays producing still more, are everywhere. Even at the com-
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paratively low concentration, the odds favor a given organism having so
many cells changed that at least one will give rise to a mutant. There’s
even a good chance of like recessives meeting in the first generation, as
we’ve seen. Nobody’s safe, no place is free.”

“The geneticist thinks some true humans will continue.”

“A few, probably. After all, the radioactivity isn’t too concentrated,
and it’s burning itself out. But it’ll take fifty or a hundred years for the
process to drop to insignificance, and by then the pure stock will be way
in the minority. And there’ll still be all those unmatched recessives,
waiting to show up.”

“You were right. We should never have created science. It brought
the twilight of the race.”

“T never said that. The race brought its own destruction, through
misuse of science, Our culture was scientific anyway, in all except its
psychological basis. It’s up to us to take that last and hardest step. If we
do, the race may yet survive.”

Drummond gave Robinson a push toward the inner door. “You're ex-
hausted, beat up, ready to quit. Go on in and see Elaine. Give her my
regards. Then take a long rest before going back to work. I still think
you've got a good kid.”

Mechanically, the de facto President of the United States left the
room. Hugh Drummond stared after him a moment, then went out into
the street.

Paur CARTER

THE LAST OBJECTIVE

FOR uncounted eons the great beds of shale and limestone had known
the stillness and the darkness of eternity. Now they trembled and shud-
dered to the passage of an invader; stirred and vibrated in sleepy protest
at a disturbance not of Nature’s making.

Tearing through the masses of soft rock, its great duralloy cutters
screaming a hymn of hate into the crumbling crust, its caterpillar treads
clanking and grinding over gravel shards fresh-torn from their age-old
strata, lurched a juggernaut—one of the underground cruisers of the
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Combined Western Powers. It was squat, ugly; the top of its great cut-
ting head full forty feet above the clattering treads, its square stern
rocking and swaying one hundred and fifty feet behind the diamond-
hard prow. It was angular, windowless; there were ugly lumps just be-
hind the shrieking blades which concealed its powerful armament.

It had been built for warfare in an age when the sea and air were
ruled by insensate rocket projectiles which flashed through the skies to
spend their atomic wrath upon objectives which had long since ceased to
exist; where infantry no longer was Queen of Battles, since the ravages
of combat had wiped out the armies which began the war. And floods of
hard radiation, sterilizing whole populations and making hideous muta-
tional horrors of many of those who were born alive, had prevented the
conscription of fresh armies which might have won the war.

The conflict had been going on for more than a generation. The causes
had long been forgotten; the embattled nations, burrowing into the
earth, knew only a fiery longing for revenge. The chaos produced by the
first aerial attacks had enabled the survivors to hide themselves beyond
the reach even of atomic bombs to carry on the struggle. Navies and
armored divisions exchanged knowledge; strategy and tactics under-
went drastic revamping. Psychology, once the major hope of mankind
for a solution to the war problem, now had become perverted to the ends
of the militarists, as a substitute for patriotism to motivate the men at
war. In new ways but with the old philosophies, the war went on; and
therefore this armored monster clawed its way through the earth’s crust
toward its objective.

On the “bridge” of the underground warship, a small turret in the
center of its roof, Commander Sanderson clung to a stanchion as he
barked orders to his staff through the intercom. The ship proper was
swung on special mountings and gyro-stabilized to divorce it from the
violent jolting of the lower unit, consisting of the drill, the treads, and
the mighty, earth-moving atomic engines. But still some of the lurching
and jouncing of the treads was transmitted up through the store rooms
through the crew’s quarters to the bridge, and the steel deck underfoot
swayed and shook drunkenly. However, men had once learned to accus-
tom themselves to the fitful motions of the sea; and the hardened skip-
per paid no attention to the way his command pounded forward.

Commander Sanderson was a thickset man, whose hunched shoulders
and bull neck suggested the prize ring. But he moved like a cat, even
here inside this vibrating juggernaut, as he slipped from one command
post to another, reading over the shoulders of unheeding operators the
findings of their instruments. The Seismo Log was an open book to his
practiced eye; his black brows met in a deep frown as he noticed a se-
vere shock registered only two minutes previously, only a few hundred
vards to starboard. He passed by the radio locator and the radioman;
their jobs would come later, meantime radio silence was enforced on
both sides. The thin little soundman adjusted his earphones as the “Old
Man” came by: “No other diggers contacted, sir,” he muttered auto-
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matically and continued listening. The optical technician leaped to his
feet and saluted smartly as the commander passed; he would have noth-
ing to do unless they broke into a cavern, and so.he rendered the mili-
tary courtesy his fellows could not.

Sanderson halted beside the post of the environmental technician.
This man’s loosely described rating covered many fields; he was at once
geologist, radarman, vibration expert, and navigator. It was his duty to
deduce the nature of their surroundings and suggest a course to follow.

“Your report,” demanded Sanderson.

“Igneous rock across our course at fifteen thousand feet, I believe,
sir,”” he replied promptly. “It’s not on the chart, sir—probably a new
formation.”

Sanderson swore. This meant volcanic activity—and whether man-
made or accidental, that spelled trouble. “Course?” he asked.

“Change course to one hundred seventy-five degrees—and half speed,
sir, if you please, until I can chart this formation more accurately.”

Sanderson returned his salute, turned on his heel. “Mr. Culver!”

The young lieutenant commander saluted casually. “Sir?”

Sanderson repressed another oath. He did not like the young execu-
tive officer with his lordly manners, his natty uniform and the coat of
tan he had acquired from frequent ultraviolet exposure—a luxury be-
yond the means of most of the pasty-faced undermen. But, duty is duty.
—“Change course to one seven five. Half speed,” he ordered.

“Aye, aye, sir.” Culver picked up a microphone, jabbed a phone jack
into the proper plug, and pressed the buzzer.

Far below, near the clanking treads, Lieutenant Watson wiped the
sweat from his brow—most of the ship was not as well insulated as the
bridge, whose personnel must be at their physical peak at all times. He
jumped as the intercom buzzed, then spoke into his chest microphone.
“Navigation,” he called.

“Bridge,” came Culver’s voice. ‘“Change course to one seven five.
Over.”

“Navigation to bridge. Course, one seven five, aye, aye,” said Watson
mechanically. Then: “What is it, Culver?”

“Environmental thinks it’s lava.”

“Damnation.” The old lieutenant—one of the few able-bodied survi-
vors of the surface stages of the war—turned to his aides. “Change
course to one seven five.”

Peterson, brawny Navigator Third Class, stepped up to a chrome
handle projecting from a circular slot and shoved it to “175,” then
turned a small crank for finer adjustment. Slowly the pitch of the great
blades shifted—the sound of their turning, muffled by layers of armor,
abruptly changed in tone.

Chief Navigator Schmidt looked up from a pile of strata charts. “Ask
the exec to have a copy of the new formation sent down here,” he said,
speaking as calmly as if he were a laboratory technician requesting a
routine report. Schmidt was the psycho officer’s pride and joy; he was
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the only person aboard the underground cruiser who had never been
subjected to a mental manhandling as a result of that worthy’s suspi-
cions. He was slightly plump, pink-cheeked, with a straggling yellow
mustache—just a little childish; perhaps that was why he had never
cracked.

His request was transmitted; up on the bridge, the environmental
technician threw a switch, cutting a remote repeater into the series of
scanners which brought him his information. Chief Navigator Schmidt
heard the bell clang, fed a sheet of paper into the transcriber, and sat
back happily to watch the results.

The great drillhead completed its grinding turn; the blades tore into
the rock ahead of it again.

“Navigation to bridge: bearing one seven five,” reported Watson.

“Carry on,” returned young Culver. He pulled out the phone jack,
plugged it in elsewhere.

Ensign Clark stroked the slight, fuzzy black beard which was one of
many ego-boosters for his crushing introversion, along with the tattoos
on his arms and the book of physical exercises which he practiced when-
ever he thought he was alone. At Culver’s buzz, he cursed the exec vig-
orously, then opened the circuit. “Power,” he replied diffidently.

“Bridge to power: reduce speed by one half. Over.”

“Power to bridge: speed, one half—aye, aye.” Clark put his hand
over the mike, shouted at the nonrated man stationed at the speed lever.
“You! Half speed, and shake the lead out of your pants!”

The clanking of the treads slowed; simultaneously the whine of the
blades rose, cutting more rapidly to compensate for the decreased pres-
sure from behind the drill.

In the hot, steam-filled galley, fat Chief Cook Kelly lifted the lid
from a kettle to sniff the synthetic stew. “What stinkin’ slum—an’ to
think they kicked about the chow back in the Surface Wars.”

“Chief, they say there was real meat in the chow then,” rejoined
Marconi, Food Chemist First Class.

“Why, Marc, even I can remember—” he was interrupted by the in-
tercom’s buzz.

“Attention all hands!” came Culver’s voice. “Igneous rock detected,
probably a fresh lava flow. We have changed our course. Action is ex-
pected within a few hours—stand by to go to quarters. Repeating—"’

Kelly spat expertly. His face was impassive, but his hand trembled as
he replaced the lid on the kettle. “We better hurry this chow up, Marc.
Heaven only knows when we’ll eat again.”

Lieutenant Carpenter raised his hand, slapped the hysterical Private
Worth twice.

“Now shut up or I'll have the psych corpsmen go over you again,” he
snapped.

Worth dropped his head between his hands, said nothing.

Carpenter backed out of the cell. “I’'m posting a guard here,” he
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warned. “One peep out of you and the boys will finish what they
started.”

He slammed the door for emphasis. :

“Well, sir, you did it again,” said the sentry admiringly. “He was
throwing things when you got here, but you tamed him in a hurry.”

“We’ve got to get these cells soundproofed,” muttered Carpenter ab-
stractedly, putting on his glasses. “The combat detachment bunks are
right next to them.”

“Yeah, sir, I guess it’s harder on the combat detachment than the rest
of us. We’ve all got our watches and so forth, but they haven’t got a
thing to do until we hit an enemy city or something. They crack easy—
like this Worth guy in here now.”

Carpenter whirled on him. “Listen, corpsman, I’m too busy a man to
be chasing up here to deal with every enlisted man in this brig—I’ve got
the other officers to keep in line. And let’s not be volunteering informa-
tion to superiors without permission!” he hissed.

“P’'m sorry, sir—" the guard began—but the lieutenant was gone!

The sentry smiled crookedly. “O. K., Mr. Carpenter, your big job is
to keep the officers in line. I’'m just wonderin’ who’s supposed to keep
you out of this cell block.”

Corporal Sheehan dealt the cards with sudden, jerky motions; his
brow was furrowed, his face a study in concentration. One would have
thought him a schoolboy puzzling over a difficult final examination.

Sergeants Fontaine and Richards snatched each card as it came,
partly crushing the pasteboards as they completed their hands. Fat old
Koch, Private First Class, waited until all the cards had been dealt,
then grabbed the whole hand and clutched it against his broad stomach,
glancing suspiciously at his fellow players.

Their conversation was in terse, jerky monosyllables—but around
them other men of the combat detachment talked, loudly and inces-
santly. Private Carson sat in a corner, chain smoking in brief, nervous
puffs, Coarse jokes and harsh laughter dominated the conversation. No-
body mentioned Culver’s “alert” of a few minutes before.

“Three,” grunted the obese Koch. Sheehan dealt him the cards
swiftly.

“Hey!” Richards interrupted, before play could begin. “I didn’t like
that deal. Let’s have a look at that hand.”

“Know what you’re callin’ me?” retorted Sheehan, snatching the
deck as Richards was about to pick it up.

“Yeah—1I know what to call you, you lyin’, yella cheat—"

Sheehan lurched to his feet, lashed out with a hamlike fist. Richards
scrambled out of the way, bringing chair and table down with a crash. A
moment later both men were on their feet and squared off.

Conversation halted; men drifted over toward the table even as Fon-
taine stepped between the two players. Koch had not yet fully reacted
to the situation and was only halfway out of his chair.
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“You fools!” shouted Fontaine. “You want the psych corpsmen on
our necks again? That louse Carpenter said if there was another fight
we’d all get it.”

Corporal Sheehan’s big fists unclenched slowly. “That low, stinkin’—”

“Sit down,” said Koch heavily. “Fontaine’s right. The psychs prob-
ably have a spy or two planted in this room.” His eye rested briefly on
Carson, still smoking silently alone in the corner, seemingly oblivious of
the commotion.

“That Carson,” muttered Richards, shifting the object of his anger.
“I’ll bet any money you want he’s a stool for Carpenter.”

“Always by himself,” corroborated Sheehan. “What’s the story
about him—born in a lab somewhere, wasn’t he?”

The others were moving away now that it was plain there was to be
no fight. Koch picked up the cards, stacked them. “Carson may not
even be human,” he suggested. “The science profs have been workin’ on
artificial cannon fodder for years, and you can be sure if they ever do
make a robot they’re not goin’ to talk about it until it’s been tried in
combat.”

Carson overheard part of his statement; smiled shortly. He rose and
left the room.

“See?” Richards went on. “Probably puttin’ all four of us on report
right now.”

Lieutenant Carpenter placed the wire recorder back inside its con-
cealed niche, polished his glasses carefully, opened his notebook, and
made several entries in a neat schoolteacher’s hand:

Friction betw. Sheehan, Richards worse—psych. reg. next time
back to Gen. Psych. Hosp. New Chicago. No sign men susp. Koch
my agent; K. planting idea of robots in crew’s minds per order.
Can reveal Carson whenever enemy knows Powers mfg. robots in
quantity. Fontaine well integrated, stopped fight—recomm, transfer
my staff to Sanderson.

He put the notebook away, began to climb the nearest metal ladder
with the mincing, catlike tread which the whole crew had learned to
hate.

The lone guard before the massive lead-and-steel door of the central
chamber saluted as the lieutenant passed. His task was to safeguard the
ship’s most important cargo—its sole atomic bomb. Carpenter asked
him several routine word-association questions before proceeding.

The lieutenant paused just once more in his progress upward. This
was to play back the tape of another listening device, this one piped
into the quarters of the men who serviced the mighty atomic engines.
Making notes copiously, he proceeded directly to the bridge.

“Captain, my report,” he announced, not without some show of
pride.
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“Later,” said Sanderson shortly, without looking up from a rough
strata chart the environmental technician had just handed him.

“But it’s rather important, sir. Serious trouble is indicated in the com-
bat detachment—"

“It always is,” retorted Sanderson in some heat. “Take your report to
Culver; I'm busy.”

Carpenter froze, then turned to the young lieutenant commander. “If
you will initial this, please—"

Culver repressed a shudder. He couldn’t keep back the rebellious
feeling that the ancient navies had been better off with their primitive
chaplains than the modern underground fleets with their prying psy-
chiatrists. Of course, he hastily told himself, that was impossible today—
organized religion had long since ceased to sanction war and had been
appropriately dealt with by the government.

The Seismo Log recorded a prolonged disturbance directly ahead, and
as Sanderson began his rounds the environmental technician called to him.
“Sudden fault and more igneous activity dead ahead, sir,” he reported.

“Carry on,” replied Sanderson. “Probably artificial,” he muttered half
to himself. “Lot of volcanism in enemy territory . . . Mr. Culver!”

Culver hastily initialed the psycho officer’s notebook and handed it
back. “Sir?”

“Elevate the cutters twenty-five degrees—we’re going up and come
on the enemy from above.”

The order was soon transmitted to navigation; Lieutenant Watson’s
efficient gang soon had the metallic behemoth inclined at an angle of
twenty-five degrees and rising rapidly toward the surface. Chief
Schmidt dragged out new charts, noted down outstanding information
and relayed data topside.

The ship’s body swung on its mountings as the treads assumed the
new slant, preserving equilibrium throughout. An order from Ensign
Clark of power soon had the ship driving ahead as fast as the cutters
could tear through the living rock.

“Diggers ahead,” the thin soundman called out suddenly, adjusting
his earphones. He snapped a switch; lights flickered on a phosphores-
cent screen. “Sounds like about three, sir—one is going to intersect our
course at a distance of about five thousand yards.”

“Let him,” grunted Sanderson. “Mr. Culver, you may level off now.”

“Electronic activity dead ahead,” and “Enemy transmitter dead
ahead,” the radio locator and radioman reported almost simultaneously,
before Culver’s quiet order had been carried out.

“Go to general quarters, Mr. Culver,” ordered Sanderson quickly.
The exec pressed a button.

Throughout the ship was heard the tolling of a great bell—slowly the
strokes lost their ponderous beat, quickened in tempo faster and faster
until they became a continuous pandemonium of noise; simultaneously
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the pitch increased. All of this was a trick devised by staff psych offi-
cers, believing it would produce a subconscious incentive to greater
speed and urgency.

The observational and operational posts were already manned; now,
as quickly as possible, reliefs took over the more grueling watches such
as that of the environmental technician. Medical and psych corpsmen
hurriedly unpacked their gear, fanned out through the ship. Ensign
Clark’s voice faltered briefly as he ordered the power consumption
cut to a minimum.The great cruiser slowed to a crawl.

The galley was bedlam as Kelly and Marconi rushed from one kettle
to the next, supervising the ladling of hot food into deep pans by the ap-
prentices who had assembled in haste in response to Kelly’s profane
bellowing. Chow runners dashed madly out the door, slopping over the
contents of the steaming dishes as they ran. “Battle breakfast” was on
its way to the men; and even as the last load departed, Kelly shut off all
power into the galley and shrugged his squat form into a heavy coverall.
Marconi snatched two empty trays, filled them, and the two men wolfed
their meal quickly and then ran at full tilt down toward the combat
detachment’s briefing room.

Here the scene was even more chaotic. Men helped one another hastily
into coveralls, rubber-and-steel suits, metallic boots. They twisted each
other’s transparent helmets into place, buckled on oxygen tanks, kits of
emergency rations, first-aid equipment, and great nightmarish-looking
weapons. Richards and Sheehan, their quarrel temporarily forgotten,
wrestled with the latter’s oxygen valve. Koch struggled mightily with
the metal joints of his attack suit, Fontaine checked the readings of the
dials on a long, tubular “heat ray” machine. Carson, fully outfitted,
manipulated the ingenious device which brought a cigarette to his lips
and lit it. He took a few puffs, pressed another lever to eject the butt,
and wrenched his helmet into place with gloved hands. From now until
the battle was over, the men would carry all their air on their backs,
compressed in cylinders. Underneath the shouts and the rattling noises
of the armor could be heard the screams of Private Worth from his cell
next door. They were suddenly cut off; one of Lieutenant Carpenter’s
watchful corpsmen had silenced the boy.

And now there was nothing to do but wait. The combat detachment’s
confusion subsided; but a subdued clatter of shifting armor, helmets
being adjusted, tightening of joints, the rattle of equipment, and tele-
phoned conversation continued. The new bridge watch checked their
instruments, then settled down to careful, strained waiting. Sanderson
paced his rounds, hearing reports and issuing occasional orders. Culver
stood by the intercom, told the crew all their superiors knew of the op-
position as the information came in. Carpenter cat-footed through the
ship, followed at a discreet distance by four of his strong-arm men.

Ensign Clark was white with fear. He sat stiffly at his post like a pris-
oner in death row; the sweat rolled down his face and into his soft black
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beard. He tried to repeat the auto-suggestion formulae Carpenter had
prescribed for him, but all that he could choke out was a series of earn-
est curses which a kinder age would have called prayers.

He jumped as if he had been shot at Culver’s sudden announcement:
“Attention all hands. Enemy digger believed to have sighted this ship.
Prepare for action at close quarters.” The voice paused, and then added:
“Bridge to power: full speed ahead for the next half hour, then bring
the ship to a halt. We'll let the enemy carry the fight to us.”

Clark automatically repeated, “Full speed ahead—"’ then cringed as
the crewman slammed the lever over and the cruiser leaped forward with
a shrill whine of its blades. “No!” he suddenly yelled, leaping out of his
seat. “Not another inch,—stop this ship!”’ He ran over to the speed
lever, pushed at the crewman’s hands. “I won’t be killed, I won’t, I
won’t!” The brawny crewman and the maddened officer wrestled des-
perately for a moment then the crewman flung his superior on his back
and stood over him, panting. “I’'m sorry, sir—"’

Clark lay there whimpering for a few seconds, then made a quick
grab inside his shirt and leveled a pistol at the towering crewman. “Get
over there,” he half-sobbed, “and stop this ship before I shoot you.”

The white-uniformed psych corpsman flung open the door and fired,
all in one motion. The crewman instinctively backed away as the little
pellet exploded, shredding most of Clark’s head into his cherished beard;
the crewman stood over the body, making little wordless sounds.

“Go off watch,” ordered Carpenter, coming into the room on the heels
of his henchman. “Get a sedative from the medics.” He gazed linger-
ingly, almost appreciatively, on the disfigured face of the dead man be-
fore covering it with the ensign’s coat. Then he called Culver and told
him briefly what had happened.

“T’ll send a relief,” promised the exec. “Tell him to reduce speed in
another twenty minutes. That was quick thinking, Carpenter; the cap-
tain says you rate a citation.” The psycho officer had failed to give the
corpsman credit for firing the shot.

Sanderson caught Culver’s eye, put a finger to kis lips.

“Huh?” Culver paused, then got the idea. “Oh—and, say, Carpen-
ter—don’t let the crew hear of this. It wouldn’t do for them to know an
officer was the first to crack.” There was a very faint trace of sarcasm
in his tone.

But Sanderson’s warning was already too late. The power crewman
who had witnessed Clark’s death agonies talked before he was put to
sleep; the medic who administered the sedative took it to the crew. By
the time Carpenter had received the new order from Culver, his efficient
corpsmen had disposed of Clark’s body and the whole ship knew the
story. It hit the combat detachment like a physical blow; their strained
morale took a serious beating, and the officers grew alarmed.

“Pass the word to let them smoke,” Sanderson finally ordered, after
the great ship had shuddered to a halt and backed a short distance up
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the tunnel on his order. “Give them ten minutes—the enemy will take at
least twice that to get here. Have Carpenter go down and administer
drugs at his own discretion—maybe it will slow them for fighting, but if
they crack they’ll be of no use anyway.”

And so for ten minutes the combat crewmen removed their helmets
and relaxed, while the psychos moved unobtrusively throughout the
room, asking questions here and there, occasionally giving drugs. Once
they helped a man partially out of his armor for a hypo. Tension re-
laxed somewhat; the psych corpsmen could soothe as well as coerce.

Kelly and Marconi were engaged in a heated argument over the rel-
ative merits of synthetic and natural foods—a time-tested emotional
release the two veterans used habitually. Koch was up to his ears in a
more serious controversy—for Sheehan and Richards were practically
at each other’s throats again. Carson as usual said nothing, smoked con-
tinuously; even the level-headed Fontaine got up and paced the floor,
his armor clanking as he walked. Three men had to be put to sleep.
Then the ten-minute break was over and the strain grew even worse.

Carpenter spoke softly into the intercom. “Tell the commander that
if battle is not joined in another hour I cannot prevent a mutiny. Culver,
I told you not to leave that man on watch—if you had listened to me
Ensign Clark need not have been liquidated.”

Culver’s lip curled; he opened his mouth to reply in his usual irritat-
ing manner—but at that moment the soundman flung the earphones off
his head. The roar of shearing duralloy blades was audible several feet
away as the phones bounced to the deck. “Enemy digger within one
hundred feet and coming in fast!”’ the soundman shouted.

“Don’t reverse engines!” Sanderson roared as Culver contacted the
new power officer. “Turn on our drill, leaving the treads stationary—
we’ll call his bluff.”

Culver issued the necessary order, then alerted the crew again. The
great blades began to whirl once more; there was a brief shower of
rocks, and they churned emptiness—their usual throbbing, tearing
chant became a hair-raising shriek; the blast of air they raised kicked
up a cloud of dust which blanketed the fresh-carved tunnel—“That’s for
their optical technician,” explained Sanderson. “He’ll be blind when he
comes out—and we've a sharp gunnery officer down in fire control
that will catch them by surprise.”

The soundman gingerly picked up the headphones; the roar of the
enemy’s drill had dropped to a whisper—Sanderson’s curious tactics
evidently had him guessing, for he had slowed down—

The sound of the approaching drill was now audible without the bene-
fit of electronic gear, as a muffled noise like the chewing of a great rat.
Then came the chattering break-through, and Sanderson knew he had
contacted the enemy, despite the dust clouds which baffled even the
infrared visual equipment.

Temporarily blind, confused by the whirling blades of their motion-
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less opponent, the enemy hesitated for the precious seconds that meant
the difference between victory and destruction.

As the enemy warhead broke through, the cruiser’s whirling blades
suddenly came to a quivering halt. Simultaneously the forward bat-
teries opened fire.

Gone were the days of laboring, sweating gun crews and ammunition
loaders. All the stubby barrels were controlled from a small, semicir-
cular control panel like an organ console. Lieutenant Atkins, a cool,
competent, graying officer who had once been an instructor at the mili-
tary academy, calmly pressed buttons and pulled levers and interestedly
watched the results by means of various types of mechanical “eyes.”
And so it was that when the sweep second hand of his chronometer
crossed the red line, Atkins’ sensitive fingers danced over the keys and
the ship rocked to the salvos of half its guns.

Magnified and echoed in the narrow tunnel, the crash of the barrage
rolled and reverberated and shouted in an uninterrupted tornado of
pure noise, roar upon roar—the light of the explosions was by contrast
insignificant, a vicious reddish flare quickly snuffed in the dust. The
ship jerked with each salvo; faint flashes and Olympian thunders
tossed the great cruiser like a raft on the wild Atlantic. The fury of
sound beat through the thick armor plate, poured and pounded savagely
past the vaunted “Soundproof” insulation. The decks lurched and
reeled underfoot; instruments and equipment trembled with bone-shak-
ing vibrations. Crash upon thunderous crash filled the air with new
strains of this artillery symphony; and then Culver pressed a button.
His voice could not be heard through the racket, but the sudden glow
of a red light in the combat detachment’s assembly room transmitted
his order instantly—‘Away landing party!”

And then the trap between the great, flat treads was sprung, and the
mechanical monster spawned progeny, visible only by infrared light in
the underground gloom—little doll-like figures in bulky, nightmarish
costumes, dropping from a chain ladder to the broken shale underfoot,
running and stumbling through the debris, falling and picking them-
selves up and falling again like so many children—Marconi and Kelly
and Carson and Sheehan and Richards and Fontaine and Koch, trip-
ping over the debris and fragments which the great machine had made.

And at last the ememy cruiser replied, even as the landing party
picked its way through the obscuring dust and fanned out from its source.
Though confused and blind, the men of the other ship, too, had been
prepared for action, and thus new sounds were added to the din that
were not of the attackers’ making.

A titanic explosion rocked the carriage of Sanderson’s cruiser; then
another, and still another, strewing steel fragments indiscriminately
among the men in the tunnel. The ferocity of the defense was less than
the attack; much of their armament must have been destroyed on the
first salvo—but what remained wrought havoc. Some quick-witted
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commander of the enemy must have anticipated the landing of a ground
party for fragmentation shells burst near the embattled cruisers, and
here and there the armored figures began to twist and jerk and go down.
Their comrades dropped into the partial protection of the broken
rock and continued their advance.

Fontaine ran and crawled and scrambled and crouched over the tun-
nel floor, which was visible to his infrared-sensitive helmet, and torn
now even more by narrowing slivers of steel. His hand found a valve,
twisted it to give him more oxygen for this most critical part of the
struggle. He did not think much; he was too busy keeping alive. But a
bitter thought flashed across his mind— This part of war hasw't
changed a bit. He leaped over a strange and terrible object in which
armor, blood, rock, and flesh made a fantastic jigsaw puzzle which had
lost its meaning. Once again he merely noted the item in his subcon-
scious mind; he did not think.

Lieutenant Atkins’ fingers still danced over the console; his face was
exalted like that of a man playing a concerto. And into the symphony of
death which he wove with subtle skill there crept fewer and fewer of
the discords of the enemy’s guns.

Sanderson paced the deck moodily, communicating briefly with his
subordinates by means of lip reading which Culver swiftly translated
into many-colored lights. Information came back to the bridge in the
same manner. Sanderson smiled with grim satisfaction at the scarcity of
dark lamps on the master damage control board. Those mighty walls
could take a lot of punishment, and damage so far had been superficial
—one blast in the psycho ward; Private Worth would suffer Carpenter’s
displeasure no longer.

The helmeted monstrosities grew bolder in their advance as the coun-
ter-barrage slackened. Now there was but one battery in action, far to
the left—all the thunder came from their own ship.

Fontaine rose from the little depression in which he had been crouch-
ing. Another man waved to him; from that outsized suit it would have
to be Koch. The big man’s armor was dented, the rubber portions torn—
his steel right boot looked like a large, wrinkled sheet of tinfoil, and he
dragged the leg behind him. But he saw Fontaine, pointed a gauntleted
finger into the gloom. The enemy ship must be up there; yes, there was
the flash of the one operating gun—Fontaine moved forward.

There was another, nearer flash; something exploded on Koch’s
chestplate, knocking him down. He moved, feebly, like a crushed in-
sect, then lay still. Fontaine immediately slipped back into his hollow;
for here was the enemy.

A man in a light, jointed metal suit of Asian make appeared from
behind a boulder, slipped over to Koch’s body to examine it, felt for
Koch’s weapons.

Fontaine unslung the long, bazookalike heat ray tube—an adapta-
tion of very slow atomic disintegration—and pressed the firing stud. The
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weapon contributed no noise and no flare to the hellish inferno of the
tunnel, but the Asiatic suddenly straightened up, took a step forward.
That was all he had time for. .

Accident and his jointed armor combined to keep his body standing.
Fontaine made sure of his man by holding the heat ray on him until
the enemy’s armor glowed cherry-red, then released the stud. He came
forward, gave the still-glowing figure a push. The body collapsed with a
clatter across Koch. Fontaine pushed on—the dust was at last clearing
slightly, and directly ahead loomed the enemy ship.

Another Asiatic appeared over a short ridge; too quick for the heat
ray. Fontaine drew his pistol and fired. The pellet flared; another enemy
went down.

Something whizzed over Fontaine’s head; he ducked, ran for cover.
Somebody was firing highspeed metallic slugs from an old-fashioned
machine gun, and his partly-rubber suit would not stop them. Miracu-
lously he found himself unharmed in front of the enemy ship.

Its drill was torn and crumpled, blades lying cast off amongst the
rocks; one of the treads was fouled, and the forward part of the carriage
was smashed in completely. This war vehicle would obviously never
fight again—another volley of slugs chattered overhead, and Fontaine
rolled back out of the way. Suap judgment, he told himself ironically
in another rare flash of lucidity. Maybe she’ll never fight after this time,
but she’s got plenty of spirit right now.

He dug a hole in the loose shale and tried to cover himself as much
as possible, meanwhile surveying the layout. They couldn’t know he was
here, or his life would have been snuffed out; but he could neither ad-
vance nor retreat. He absently transmitted the prearranged “contact”
signal back to the cruiser. Then he settled himself, soldierwise, to wait
as long as might be necessary.

Fontaine’s “contact,” and several others, returned to their ship as
lights on a board. The landing party could proceed no further or they
would encounter their own barrage. Sanderson immediately gave the
“cease fire” order. The barrage lifted.

Culver shouted down an immediate flood of radio reports that broke
the sudden, aching silence. “Lieutenant Atkins, you will continue action
against the remaining enemy battery until you have destroyed it, or
until T inform you that members of the task force have neutralized it.”

“Aye, aye, sir.” Atkins turned back to his guns, studied the image
of the battered enemy ship which was becoming increasingly visible
as the dust settled. He restored all the automatic controls to manual,
pressed several buttons judiciously, and fingered a firing switch.

To Fontaine, crouching in his retreat under the enemy ship, the sud-
den silence which followed the barrage was almost intolerable. One mo-
ment the guns had thundered and bellowed overhead; the next, there
were a few echoes and reverberations and then all was over.

His ears sang for minutes; his addled brains slowly returned to a
normal state. And he realized that the silence was not absolute. It was
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punctually broken by the crash of the remaining enemy battery, and
soon at less frequent intervals by the cautious probing of Atkins’ tur-
rets. And between the blows of this duel of giants he could at last hear
the whine of metal slugs over his head.

This weapon had him stumped. The Asiatic explosive bullets, such as
the one that had killed Koch, only operated at fairly close quarters; the
rubber suits were fairly good insulation against death rays; and the
Asiatics had no heat ray. But with an antiquated machine gun an Asi-
atic could sit comfortably at a considerable distance from him and send
a volley of missiles crunching through the flimsy Western armor to rip
him apart in helpless pain. He raised his head very slightly and looked
around. The detachment was well trained; he could see only three of
his fellows and they were well concealed from the enemy. Under infrared
light—the only possible means of vision in the gloom of the tunnel—
they looked like weird red ghosts.

Something gleamed ahead of him. He sighted along the tubular barrel
of the heat ray, energized its coils. The mechanism hummed softly; the
Asiatic jumped out of his hiding place and right into the machine gun’s
line of fire. The singing bits of metal punched a neat line of holes across
his armor and knocked him down, twisting as he fell. Moments later the
chattering stream stopped flowing, and Fontaine dashed for more ade-
quate cover. Bullets promptly kicked up dust in little spurts in the hol-
low he had just vacated.

He searched the darkness, a weird, shimmering ghostland revealed to
him by its own tremendous heat through his infrared equipment.
The ship and his armor were very well insulated; he had not been con-
scious of the stifling heat or the absolute night-gloom which would have
made combat impossible for an unprepared, unprotected soldier of the
Surface Wars.

Atkins’ insistent batteries spoke; there was a great flash and a series
of explosions at the enemy target to the left. Fontaine seized the oppor-
tunity to make a charge on the loosely-piled boulders which, his prac-
ticed eye told him, sheltered the deadly machine gun. He fell and rolled
out of the line of fire as the opposing gunner found him and swerved
his weapon; then began to fire explosive pellets at the crude nest, show-
ering it with a series of sharp reports. The enemy machine gun swung
back and forth, raking the terrain in search of the invader.

Fontaine unloaded his heat ray, placed it in a well-sheltered crevice
and worked it around until it was aimed at the enemy, then shorted the
coils. The weapon throbbed with power; rocks began to glow, and the
flying slugs poured down upon the menacing heat ray, trying to silence
it. Meanwhile Fontaine, like uncounted warriors of all ages, began cau-
tiously to work his way around to the left for a flank attack. Indeed,
there were many things in war that had not changed.

“Fire control to bridge: enemy battery silenced,” Atkins reported
firmly.
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“Secure fire control,” Culver ordered, then turned on his heel. “The
enemy’s ordnance is destroyed, sir,” he asserted. “Our combat crewmen
are engaging the enemy in front of his ship.”

“Send Mr. Atkins my congratulations,” Sanderson replied promptly.
“Then inform the combat detachment of the situation.”

Culver turned back to the intercom—then started, as a siren wailed
somewhere in the bowels of the ship. A station amidships was buzzing
frantically; he plugged in the mike. “Bridge,” he answered.

“Atomic bomb watch to bridge: instruments show unprecedented
activity of the bomb. Dangerous reaction predicted.”

Culver fought to keep his voice down as he relayed the information.
The bridge watch simply came to a dead stop; all eyes were on Sander-
son.

Even the phlegmatic commander hesitated. Finally: “Prepare to
abandon ship,” he ordered, heavily.

At once the confusion which had accompanied the preparations of the
combat detachment was repeated throughout the ship. Atomic bombs
by this time were largely made of artificial isotopes and elements; the
type which they carried had never been tested in combat—and radio-
active elements can do strange and unpredictable things when stimu-
lated. Mere concussion had started the trouble this time, and the mind
of man was incapable of prophesying the results. The bomb might
merely increase in the speed of its radioactive decay, flooding the ship
and the bodies of its men with deadly gamma rays; it might release
enormous heat and melt the cruiser into a bubbling pool of metal; it
might blast both of the ships and a mile or cubic mile of rock out of
existence—but all they could do was abandon the cruiser and hope for
the best. All mankind was unable to do more.

Sanderson’s forceful personality and Carpenter’s prowling corpsmen
prevented a panic. Men cursed as they struggled with obstinate clasps
and joints. A few of Kelly’s apprentices who had not gone into combat
flung cases of concentrated food through the landing trap to the tunnel
floor. Culver packed the ship’s records—logs, papers, muster sheets,
inventories—into an insulated metal can for preservation. A picked force
of atomic technicians in cumbersome lead suits vanished into the
shielded bomb chamber with the faint hope of suppressing the reaction.

Sanderson paused before sealing his belmet. “Mr. Culver, you will
have all hands assemble in or near the landing trap. We must advance,
destroy the enemy and take refuge in his ship; it is our only hope.”

Navigation buzzed; Culver made the necessary connection. “One
moment, sir,” he murmured to Sanderson. “Bridge.”

The young exec could visualize old Lieutenant Watson’s strained ex-
pression, his set jaw. “Navigation requests permission to remain aboard
when ship is abandoned,” Watson said slowly. “Chances of crew’s sur-
vival would be materially increased if the ship reversed engines and de-

parted this area—"
Sanderson was silent a long moment. “Permission granted,” he finally
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answered in a low voice. He started to say more; caught Carpenter’s
eye and was silent.

But Culver could not maintain military formality in answering
Watson’s call. “Go ahead, Phil, and—thanks,” he replied, almost in a
whisper.

Carpenter stepped forward quickly. “This is no time for sentiment,
Mr. Culver,” he snapped. “Lieutenant Watson’s behavior was a little
naive for an officer, but the important fact remains that his antiquated
altruism may be the means of preserving the lives of more important
personnel.” He waved a sheaf of loose papers excitedly. “This report of
mine, for example, on the psychiatric aspects of this battle will be in-
valuable to the Board—"

Crack!

All the wiry power of the young exec’s rigidly trained body went into
the punch; literally traveled through him from toe to fist and exploded
on the psycho officer’s jaw. Months of harsh discipline—psychological
manhandling—the strain of combat—repressed emotions, never really
unhampered since his childhood—the sense of the war’s futility which
had not been completely trained out of anyone—his poorly-concealed
hatred for Carpenter—all these subconscious impressions came boiling
up and sped the blow—and his hand was incased in a metal glove.

Carpenter’s head snapped back. His feet literally flew off the deck as
his body described a long arc and slammed into the far wall. He
sprawled there grotesquely like a discarded marionette. Miraculously
his glasses were unbroken.

The iron reserve which Sanderson had kept throughout the battle left
him with the disruption of his neat, disciplined little military cosmos.
For a long time he was unable to speak or move.

Two tough-looking psych corpsmen closed in on the exec, who stood
facing the fallen officer, his fists clenched. He twisted angrily as they
grabbed his arms.

“Let him alone,” Sanderson ordered, coming to his senses. They
reluctantly released Culver.

“Mr. Culver,” the skipper said very quietly, “I need you now. You
will resume your duties until this crisis is over. But, if we come through
this, I’'m going to see that you’re broken.”

Culver faced him, anger draining out of him like the color from his
flushed face. He saluted, turned back to the intercom to give out the last
order Sanderson had issued. “Attention all hands,” he called mechani-
cally. “Fall in at the landing trap to abandon ship.”

Sanderson beckoned to the two psych corpsmen. “Please take Lieu-
tenant Carpenter to sick bay,” he ordered. “Bring him around as soon
as you can.”

The Asiatic squatted crosslegged behind his shining pneumatic ma-
chine gun, frantically raking the rock-strewn ground before him. The
air ahead shimmered and danced with heat; the other side of his crude
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stone shelter must be glowing whitely, and the sweat ran down his yel-
low face even though the tiny cooling motor within his armor hummed
savagely as it labored to keep him from suffocating. He must destroy
the offending heat ray or abandon his position.

A confused impression of rubber-and-metal armor was all he received
as Fontaine rushed upon him from the side. The two men came together
and went down with a loud clatter of armor; rolled over and over in
quick, bitter struggle. Even in the Atomic age there could be hand-to-
hand combat.

It was an exhausting fight; the battle suits were heavy, and awkward.
They wrestled clumsily, the clank of their armor lending an incon-
gruously comic note. The lithe Asiatic broke a hold, cleared his right
hand. Fontaine rolled over to avoid the glittering knife his opponent had
succeeded in drawing. Here beneath the crust a rip in his rubberized
suit would spell disaster. The Asiatic jumped at him to follow up his ad-
vantage. Fontaine dropped back on his elbows, swung his feet around
and kicked viciously.

The metal boot shattered the Asiatic’s glass face plate, nearly broke
his neck from its impact. Shaken by the cruel blow to his face, blinded
by blood drawn by the jagged glass, gasping from the foul air and the
oppressive heat, he desperately broke away and ran staggeringly toward
the right, misjudging the direction of his ship.

Fontaine estimated the number of explosive bullets he had left, then
let his enemy go, knowing there would be no more danger from that
quarter. He lay unmoving beside the abandoned machine gun, breath-
ing heavily. His near-miraculous survival thus far deserved a few min-
utes’ rest.

The enemy’s landing trap, like the Western one, was under the ship’s
carriage; instead of a chain ladder, a ramp had been let down. A terrific
melee now raged around the ramp—Fontaine and his opponent had
been so intent on their duel they had not seen the tide of battle wash
past them. Here and there lay dead men of both sides; his recent enemy
had soon been overcome and lay not a score of feet away, moving spas-
modically. Battle-hardened as he was, Fontaine seriously debated put-
ting the fellow out of his misery—death from armor failure was the
worst kind in this war except radioactive poisoning—then carefully
counted his explosive pellets again. Only six—he might need them. He
dismissed the writhing Asiatic from his mind.

He looked up at the smashed hull of the enemy ship, and an idea
came to him. They wouldn’t be watching here, with their ship in dan-
ger of being boarded elsewhere.

He rose, moved quietly to the great right-hand tread. The flat links
here were torn and disconnected; he seized a loose projection and hauled
himself upward. Slipping and scrambling, using gauntleted hands and
booted feet, he reached the top of the tread.

Directly above him was a jagged hole in the ship’s carriage, about
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four feet long. He seized the edges and somehow managed to wriggle
his way inside.

The interior was a shambles of smashed compartments, with men
and metal uncleanly mated. Fontaine laboriously pushed his way for-
ward, climbing over and around barriers flung up at the caprice of At-
kins’ guns. Once he was forced to expend one of the precious pellets;
the recoil nearly flattened him at such close quarters, but he picked
himself up and climbed through the still-smoking hole into a passage-
way which was buckled somewhat but still intact.

He looked carefully in both directions, then saw a ladder and began
to ascend. It brought him into a small storage compartment which was
still illuminated. He grunted in satisfaction; if he had reached the still-
powered portion of the ship, he was going in the right direction.

He eased the door open three inches; air hissed—this compartment
must be sealed off. He quickly passed through, closed the door, and
cautiously tested the air—good; this part of the ship still had pure air
and insulation. Confidently he continued forward and climbed another
ladder toward the bridge.

He had to wait at one level until a sentry turned his back. Then be
sprang, and his steel fingers sank into the Asiatic’s throat. There was no
outcry.

Faintly from below there came the sounds of a struggle; his comrades
had successfully invaded the ship. Curiously, Fontaine tried his helmet
radio. It had been put out of commission in his fight with the machine
gunner outside.

There were no more sentries; that was odd. He proceeded with ex-
treme caution as he came to the ladder leading up to the bridge. Here
would be the brains of the Asiatic ship; his five remaining pellets could
end the engagement now that the battle was raging on enemy territory.

He stumbled over something—a man’s foot. He dragged the body
out of the shadows which had concealed it.

“What the devil—"

The man had been another guard. His chest was shattered; an explo-
sive pistol was clutched in his right hand. One pellet was missing from
the chamber.

Wonderingly Fontaine climbed the ladder, halted at the door.

Lying at his feet was another sentry. The man’s body was unmarked,
but his face bore signs of a painful death. A small supersonic projector
lay near him.

Fontaine opened the door—and turned away, sick.

Somebody had turned on a heat ray at close quarters. Officers and en-
listed men lay in charred horror. And in the center of the room, the
ship’s commanding officer slumped on a bloodstained silken cushion.
The man had committed honorable suicide with a replica of an ancient
Japanese samurai sword.

In his left hand was a crumpled sheet of yellow paper, evidently a
radiogram.
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Fontaine took the scrap from the lax yellow fingers, puzzled over the
Oriental characters.

Then he went outside, and closed the door, and sat down at the head
of the ladder to await the coming of men who might be able to solve the
mystery.

The last man scrambled down the swaying chains and dropped to the
ground from the Western cruiser.

Lieutenants Watson and Atkins were alone in the ship.

“Why did you stay?” demanded Watson, throwing the starting
switch. He had hastily rigged an extension from the power room to
navigation. “Only one man is needed to operate the ship, in an emer-
gency.”

Lieutenant Atkins found a fine cigar in his uniform. “I’ve been sav-
ing this,” he remarked, stripping off the cellophane wrapper lovingly.
“The condemned man indulges in the traditional liberties.”

“Answer my question,” Watson insisted, advancing the speed lever.

Atkins pressed a glowing heating-coil “lighter” to the tip of the cigar.
“Let me ask you this—why did yox make this heroic gesture?”

Watson flushed. “You might as well ask—why fight at all?”

“You might,” Atkins said, smiling slightly.

“I did this because our men come first!” Watson shouted almost in
fury.

Atkins chuckled. “Forgive me, old friend—I find it hard to shake
off the illusions I had back in the Last Surface War, myself.” He blew
a huge cloud of smoke. “But when Culver sent down the commander’s
congratulations to me for silencing that enemy battery, it struck me how
empty all our battles and decorations are.”

Watson shoved the speed lever to maximum; the cruiser rolled back-
ward down the tunnel at a terrific velocity, no longer impeded by masses
of rock. After a long silence he asked: “Atkins—what were you fighting
for?”

Atkins looked him squarely in the eye. “Well, I managed to hypnotize
myself into a superficial love of massed artillery—it’s a perversion of
my love for the symphony—used to conduct a small orchestra at the
academy before it was dissolved and the funds allocated to a military
band. I liked that orchestra; felt I was doing something constructive
for once.” He was silent for a while, smoking and reminiscing. Coming
back to reality with a start, he went on hastily: “Of course underneath
it all T guess T was motivated just the way you were—to maintain the
dead traditions of the service, to save our shipmates who would have
died anyway, and to advance a cause which no longer exists.”

Watson buried his head in his hands. “I fought because I thought it
was the right thing to do.”

Atkins softened. “So did I, my friend,” he admitted. “But it’s all
over now—"

He paused to flick ashes from the cigar. “I saved something else for
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this,” he went on irrelevantly. “Carpenter is gone now, Watson, so we
can dispense with his psychopathic mummery. What a joke if he should
ever know I had this aboard.” He laughed lightly, producing a small,
gold-stamped book bound in black leather. “This sort of thing is the
only value left, for us,” he asserted. “Let us pray.”

And thus, a few minutes later, the two elderly officers died. It was not
a great blast, as atomic explosions go, but ship and men and rock puffed
and sparkled in bright, cleansing flame.

The bridge of the captured enemy ship looked fresh and clean. The
remains of the Asiatic commanders’ gruesome self-destructon had been
cleared away; blackened places about the room glistened with new
paint. It was several hours after the battle.

Sanderson stood at attention reading a report to his surviving offi-
cers. Sergeant Fontaine, permitted to attend as the first witness to the
baffling slaughter, fidgeted in the presence of so much gold braid. Pri-
vate Carson, the strange child of the laboratory, present to assist Fon-
taine in guarding the disgraced executive officer, stood stolidly, a de-
tached expression on his face.

“_and therefore the atomic explosion, when it did come, was hardly
noticed here,” the commander concluded his report. “Lieutenant Wat-
son did his duty”—he glared covertly at Culver, manacled between
Fontaine and Carson—“and if we can return safely to our Advance Base
this will go down as one of the greatest exploits in the history of war-
fare.”

He cleared his throat. “At ease,” he said offhandedly, straightening
his papers. The officers and crewmen relaxed, shifted position, as San-
derson went on more informally: “Before we discuss any future action,
however, there is this business of the Asiatic warlords—their inexplica-
ble suicide. Lieutenant Carpenter?”

The psycho officer stepped forward, caressing his bandaged jaw. “I
have questioned the ten prisoners we took,” he announced as clearly as
he could through the bandages, “and my men have applied all of the
standard means of coercion. I am firmly convinced that the Asiatic
prisoners are as ignorant as we are of the reason for their masters’
strange behavior.”

Sanderson motioned him back impatiently. “Ensign Becker?”

The personnel officer rustled some sheets of paper. “I have checked
the records carefully, sir,” he asserted, “and Lieutenant Commander
Culver is the only man aboard this ship who understands written Asi-
atic.”

Sanderson’s gaze swept over all his officers. “Gentlemen, the execu-
tive officer was guilty of striking the psycho officer shortly before we
abandoned ship—TI witnessed the action. I want to know if you will ac-
cept as valid his translation of the radiogram which Sergeant Fontaine
found on the body of the enemy leader.”

“T object!” shouted Carpenter immediately. “Culver violated one of



60 PAUL CARTER

the basic principles of the officers’ corps—he can’t be completely sasne.”

“True, perhaps,” admitted Sanderson testily, “but, lieutenant, would
you care to suggest a plan of action—before we discover why our late
enemies killed themselves so conveniently?”’

“Commander, are you trying to vindicate this man?” Carpenter de-
manded indignantly.

Sanderson looked at the psycho officer with an expression almost con-
temptuous. “You should know by this time, lieutenant, that I have
never liked Mr, Culver,” he snorted. “Unfortunately this could be a
question of our own survival. If the officers present accept Culver’s
translation of the message, I shall act on it.”

“But we came here to begin court-martial proceedings—"’

“That can wait,” the skipper interrupted impatiently. “This is my
command, Carpenter, and I wish you'd remember that. Well, gentle-
men? A show of hands, please—"" He paused to count. “Very well”
he decided shortly. “Sergeant Fontaine, give the message to the pris-
oner.”

Fontaine threw a snappy salute and handed the yellow scrap of paper
silently to the exec. Carson loosened his grip somewhat; Culver began
to work out the translation—

FROM: Supreme Headquarters in Mongolia

TO: All field commanders

SUBJECT: Secret weapon X-39, failure of.

1. Research project X-39, a semiliving chemical process attack-
ing all forms of protoplasm, was released on the South American
front according to plan last night.

2. Secret weapon X-39 was found to be uncontrollable and is
spreading throughout our own armies all over the world. In addi-
tion, infection centering on the secret research laboratories has cov-
ered at least one third of Asia.

3. You are directed to—

“Well?”” demanded Sanderson.

“That’s all, sir,” Culver replied quietly.

The room immediately exploded into conversation, all pretense at
military discipline forgotten. The commander shouted for order. He
stood even straighter than his normally stiff military bearing allowed;
he was the picture of triumph and confidence.

“This interrupted message can be interpreted in only one way,” he de-
clared ringingly. “Ensign Becker, you will inform all hands that the
enemy'’s suicide is worldwide and that tke war is over!”

For a long, long moment there was dead silence. The last peace ru-
mor had died when most of these men were children. It took much time
for the realization to sink in that the senseless murder was over at last.

Then—cheering, laughing, slapping one another’s backs, the officers
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gave way to their emotions. Many became hysterical; a few still stood
dumbly, failing to comprehend what “peace’” was.

Battle-hardened, stiffly militaristic Sanderson’s face was wet with
tears.

And then Lieutenant Carpenter screamed.

All eyes were riveted on the psycho officer, a hideous suspicion grow-
ing in their minds as he cringed in a corner and yelled meaninglessly, his
whole body shaking with unutterable terror. They had all seen men
afraid of death—but in Carpenter’s mad eyes was reflected the essence
of all the hells conceived in the ancient religions—he slavered, he whim-
pered, and suddenly his body began to ripple.

His fellow officers stood rooted to the deck in sheer fright as he slid
rather than fell into a huddled heap that continued to sink down after he
had fallen, spreading and flowing and finally running like water.

Sanderson stared in stunned horror at a pool of sticky yellow fluid
that dripped through a bronze grating in the floor.

Culver grinned foolishly. “Yes, commander,” he said airily, “you
were right—the war is over.”

Sanderson gingerly picked Carpenter’s notebook out of the sodden
pile of clothing and bandages and the broken glass of the psycho officer’s
spectacles. “Read that radiogram again,” he ordered hoarsely, signaling
to the two crewmen to release their prisoner.

The exec rubbed his wrists to restore circulation as the handcuffs
were removed. Then he picked up the crumpled paper, smoothed it out.

“Research Project X-39, a semiliving chemical process attacking all
forms of protoplasm, was released—"" Culver choked over the words.
“Sir, I—”

And then in a few terrible minutes of screams and curses and hideous
dissolution, all the officers understood why the Asiatics had committed
suicide.

Sergeant Fontaine for some reason kept his head. He fired four shots
rapidly from his pistol; one missed Carson, the others found their mark
in Sanderson, Culver, and Becker, who looked oddly grateful as their
bodies jerked under the impact and they slumped in unholy disintegra-
tion.

Sanderson saluted solemnly with a dissolving arm.

Fontaine had one more pellet in his gun. He hesitated, looked in-
quiringly for a moment at the inscrutable Carson, then as he felt a sub-
tle loosening under his skin he turned the weapon on himself and fired.

Private Carson puffed nervously at a cigarette, staring in shocked,
horrible fascination at the weird carnage—then ran blindly, fleeing from
he knew not what.

The terror flew on wings of light through the ruined enemy ship.
Technicians, bridge watches, the ten enemy prisoners, psych corpsmen,
navigators, combat crewmen—even the dead Oriental commanders
joined the dissolving tide. Richards and Sheehan were the last to go;
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they hysterically accused each other of causing the horror, trying des-
perately to find some tangible cause for the Doom—they fought like
great beasts, and fat Koch was not there to stop the fight—they strug-
gled, and coalesced suddenly into one rippling yellow pool.

Carson, still incased in his armor, raced and clattered through the de-
serted ship—the sound of his passing was almost sacrilegious, like the
desecration of a tomb. Everywhere silence, smashed walls, empty suits
of armor, little bundles of wet clothing, and curious yellow stains. Die,
why can’t you die?

Carson, the strange one—separated by more than aloofness from his
fellows—spawned in a laboratory, the culmination of thousands of ex-
periments in the vain hope of circumventing the extremity of the
slaughter by manufacturing men. His metabolism was subtly different
from that of normal man; he needed nicotine in his system for some
reason—that was why he chain-smoked-—but tobacco was a narcotic; it
could not protect protoplasm. Why can’t you die, Carson? All through
the ship, silence, wet clothing, little pools—not even the dead had es-
caped—nothing moved or lived except this running, half-mad man—
or Thing—born in a laboratory, if one could say he kad been “born.”

A quick movement of his gloved hands sealed the round helmet on
his shoulders. He ran and stumbled and climbed through passageways
and down ladders; he fairly flew down the landing ramp and soon dis-
appeared in the black depths of the tunnel.

And the nighted cavern so recently hacked from the outraged crust
was given back to the darkness and the silence it had always known.

ARTHUR C. CLARKE

LOOPHOLE

From: President
To: Secretary, Council of Scientists.

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

K.K. 1V,

Copyright, 1946, by Street & Smith Publications, Inc. Published in Astounding
Science-Fiction.



LOOPHOLE 63

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

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

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

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

Trescon.

(Added in manuscript.)

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

it

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

You have seen Trescon’s minutes.

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

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

KK.IV
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From: President.
To: C.B.EE.PS.
Where is the report on Earth?!!
K.K. IV.
From: C.B.E.PS.
To: President.
The delay is regretted. It was caused by the breakdown of the ship
carrying the report.

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

: Ranthe.
From: C.B.EP.S.
To: President.

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

Rocket projectile, apparently atomically propelled, left Earth’s at-

mosphere today from Northern land-mass, traveling into space for

one quarter diameter of planet before returning under control.

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

From: Chief of State.
To: President.

This means the end of our traditional policy.

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

Since its high gravity makes it impossible to land on the planet, our
sphere of action is restricted. The problem was discussed nearly a cen-
tury ago by Anvar, and I agree with his conclusions. We must act -
mediately along those lines.

F.KX.S.
From: President.
To: Secretary of State.

Inform the Council that an emergency meeting is convened for noon
tomorrow.

K.K. V.
From: President.
To: C.B.EPS.

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

K.K. V.
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From: C.B.E.P.S.
To: President.
Nineteen ships are now completed. The twentieth is still delayed
owing to hull failure and will not be ready for at least a month.
Ranthe.

From: President.
To: C.B.E.P.S.
Nineteen will be sufficient. I will check the operational plan with you
tomorrow. Is the draft of our broadcast ready yet?
KXK. V.

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

Draft herewith:

People of Earth!

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

We have set up an observatory on your Moon and can immediately
detect any violation of these orders. If you obey them, we will not inter-
fere with you again. Otherwise, one of your cities will be destroyed
every time we observe a rocket leaving the Earth’s atmosphere.

By order of the President and Council of Mars.

Ranthe.

From: President.
To: C.B.E.PS.
I approve. The translation can go ahead.
1 shall not be sailing with the fleet, after all. You will report to me in

detail immediately on your return.
KX. V.

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

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

I shall report in detail within two days.

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

The psychologists have completed their report, which is attached
herewith.

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

However, within a few weeks there was a rather unexpected change
in the tone of their statements. They had begun to realize that we were
intercepting all their radio transmissions, and some messages have been
broadcast directly to us. They state that they have agreed to ban all
rocket experiments, in accordance with our wishes. This is as unex-
pected as it is welcome. Even if they are trying to deceive us, we are
perfectly safe now that we have established the second station just out-
side the atmosphere. They cannot possibly develop spaceships without
our seeing them or detecting their tube radiation.

The watch on Earth will be continued rigorously, as instructed.

Trescon.

From: C.B.E.PS.
To: President.

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

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

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

Ranthe.

End of Document

From: Lieutenant Commander Henry Forbes, Intelligence Branch,

Special Space Corps.

To: Professor S. Maxton, Philological Department, University of Ox-
ford.
Route: Transender II (via Schenectady.)

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

H. Forbes, Lt/Cdr.
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(Added in manuscript.)
Dear Max,

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

Gosh! Mars 45 in a mess! Our co-ordinates were dead accurate
and the bombs materialized right over their cities, just as the Mount
Wilson boys predicted.

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

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

Yours in haste,
Henry.

EpwaArp GRENDON

THE FIGURE

IT’S a funny sort of deal and I don’t mind admitting that we’re scared.
Maybe not so much scared as puzzled or shocked. I don’t know, but it’s
a funny deal—. Especially in these days.

The work we have been doing is more secret than anything was dur-
ing the war. You would never guess that the firm we work for does this
kind of research. It’s a very respectable outfit, and as I said, no one
would ever guess that they maintained this lab, so T guess it’s safe to
tell you what happened. 1t looks like too big a thing to keep to ourselves
anyhow, although of course it may mean nothing at all. You judge for
yourself.

There are three of us who work here. We are all pretty highly trained
in our field and get paid pretty well. We have a sign on our door that
has nothing whatsoever to do with our work, but keeps most people
away. In any case we leave by a private exit and never answer a knock.
There’s a private wire to the desk of the guy who hired us and he calls
once in awhile, but ever since we told him that we were making progress
he has more or less left us alone. I promised him—I’m chief here insofar
as we have one—that I'd let him know as soon as we had something to
report.

Copyright, 1947, by Street & Smith Publications, Inc. Published in Astounding
Science-Fiction.
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It’s been a pretty swell setup. Dettner, Lasker, and myself, have got
along fine. Dettner is young and is an electrical physicist as good as
they make them. Studied at M.I.T., taught at Cal. Tech., did research
for the Army, and then came here. My own background is mostly bio-
electrics. I worked at designing electroencephalographs for awhile, and
during the war worked at Oak Ridge on nuclear physics. I'm a Jack of
All Trades in the physics field. Lasker is a mathematician. He special-
izes in symbolic logic and is the only man I know who can really under-
stand Tarski. He was the one who provided most of the theoretical back-
ground for our work. He says that the mathematics of what we are do-
ing is not overly difficult, but we are held back by the language we think
in and the unconscious assumptions we make. He has referred me to
Korzybski’s Science and Sanity a number of times, but so far I
baven’t had a chance to read it. Now I think I will. I kave to know the
meaning of our results. It’s too important to let slide. Lasker and Det-
tner have both gone fishing. They said they would be back, but I'm not
sure they will. I can’t say I would blame them, but I've got to be more
certain of what it means before I walk out of here for good.

We have been here over a year now. Ever since they gave me that
final lecture on Secrecy at Oak Ridge, and let me go home. We have
been working on the problem of time travel. When we took the job, they
told us that they didn’t expect any results for a long time, that we were
on our own as far as working hours went, and that our main job was to
clarify the problem and make preliminary experiments. Thanks to Las-
ker, we went ahead a lot faster than either they or we had expected.
There was a professional philosopher working here with us at first. He
taught philosophy at Columbia and was supposed to be an expert in
his field. He quit after two months in a peeve. Couldn’t stand it when
Lasker would change the logic we were working with every few weeks.
He had been pretty pessimistic about the whole thing from the first and
couldn’t understand how it was possible to apply scientific methods to
a problem of this sort.

I still don’t understand all the theory behind what we’ve done. The
mathematics are a bit too advanced for me, but Lasker vouches for
them.

Some of the problems we had should be fairly obvious. For instance,
you can’t introduce the concept “matter’’ into space-time mathematics
without disrupting the space-time and working with Newtonian space
and time mathematics. If you handle an “object’”’—as we sense it as a
curvature of space-time—as Einstein does, it’s pretty hard to do much
with it theoretically. Lasker managed that by using Einstein formula-
tions and manipulating them with several brands of Tarski’s non-Aris-
totelian logic. As I said, we did it, although Dettner and I don’t fully
understand the mathematics and Lasker doesn’t understand the gadget
we used to produce the electrical fields.

There had been no hurry at all in our work up to the last month. At
that time the Army wrote Dettner and myself and asked us to come back
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and work for them awhile. Neither of us wanted to refuse under the cir-
cumstances so we stalled them for thirty days and just twenty-two days
later made our first test. The Army really wanted us badly and in a
hurry and it took a lot of talking to stall them.

What the Army wanted us for was to help find out about the cock-
roaches. That sounds funny, but it’s true. It didn’t make the newspapers,
but about a year after the New Mexico atom bomb test, the insect prob-
lem at the testing ground suddenly increased a hundredfold. Apparently
the radiation did something to them and they came out in force one day
against the control station. They finally had to dust the place with DDT
to get rid of them.

Looking over the dead insects, all the government entomologists
could say was that the radiation seemed to have increased their size
about forty percent and made them breed faster. They never did agree
whether it was the intense radiation of the blast, or the less intense, but
longer continued radiation from fused sand and quartz on the ground.

New Mexico was nothing to Hiroshima and Nagasaki. After all, there
are comparatively few ‘“true bugs” in the desert and a great many in a
Japanese city. About a year and a half after Japan got A-bombed, they
really swarmed on both cities at the same time. They came out suddenly
one night by the millions. It’s been estimated that they killed and ate
several hundred people before they were brought under control. To
stop them, MacArthur had his entire Chemical-Warfare Service and a
lot of extra units concentrated on the plague spots. They dusted with
chemicals and even used some gas. At that, it was four days before the
bugs were brought under control.

This time the government experts really went into the problem. They
traced the insect tunnels about ten feet down and examined their breed-
ing chambers and what not. According to their reports,—all this is still
kept strictly hush-hush by the Army, but we’ve seen all the data—the
radiation seems to drive the insects down into the earth. They stay
down for awhile and breed and then seem to have a “blind urge” to go
to the surface. This urge “seems to affect the entire group made up of
an immense number of connected colonies at the same time.” That’s a
quote from their report. One other thing they mentioned is that there
were large breeding chambers and some sort of communal life that—to
their knowledge—had not been observed in these particular insects
before. We told Lasker about it and showed him the reports. He was
plenty worried, but he wouldn’t say why.

Don’t know why I wandered so far afield. I just wanted to explain
that if this test wasn’t successful, we would probably have to put things
off for quite a while. We were interested in the beetle problem as it not
only has some interesting implications, but the effect of radiation on
protoplasm is a hard nut to crack. However we had come so far on our
time gadget that we wanted to finish it first. Well, we finished and
tested it and now Dettner and Lasker are out fishing. As I said, they
probably won’t come back.
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It was the day before yesterday that we made the final test. Looked
at one way, we had made tremendous progress. Looked at another we
had made very little. We had devised an electric field that would oper-
ate in the future. There were sixteen outlets forming the sides of a cube
about four feet in diameter. When switched on, an electric field was
produced which “existed” at some future time. I know Lasker would
say this was incorrect, but it gets the general idea over. He would say
that instead of operating in “Here-Now,” it operates in ‘“Here-Then.”
He’d get angry every time we'd separate “space” and “time’” in our
talk and tell us that we weren’t living in the eighteenth century.

“Newton was a great man,” he’d say, “but he’s dead now. If you talk
as if it were 1750, you’ll think and act as if it were 1750 and then we
won'’t get anywhere. You use non-Newtonian formulations in your work,
use them in everyday speech, too.”

How far in the future our gadget would operate we had no way of
knowing. Lasker said he would not even attempt to estimate ‘““when”
the field was active. When the power was turned off, anything that was
in the cube of forces would be brought back to the present space-time.
In other words, we had a “grab” that would reach out and drag some-
thing back from the future. Don’t get the idea we were sending some-
thing into the future to bring something back with it, although that’s
what it amounts to for all practical purposes. We were warping space-
time curvature so that anything ‘“Here-Then” would be something
“Here-Now.”

We finished the gadget at three a.m. Tuesday morning. Lasker had
been sleeping on the couch while we worked on it. He had checked and
rechecked his formulae and said that if we could produce the fields he’d
specified, it would probably work. We tested each output separately and
then woke him up. I can’t tell you how excited we were as we stood
there with everything ready. Finally Dettner said, “Let’s get it done,”
and T pressed the start button.

The needles on our ammeters flashed over and back, the machine
went dead as the circuit breakers came open, and there was an object
in the cube.

We looked it over from all sides without touching it. Then the im-
plications of it began to hit us. It’s funny what men will do at a time
like that. Dettner took out his watch, examined it carefully, as if he had
never seen it before, and then went over and turned on the electric per-
colator. Lasker swore quietly in Spanish or Portuguese, I'm not sure
which. I sat down and began a letter to my wife. I got as far as writing
the date and then tore it up.

What was in the cube—it’s still there, none of us have touched it—
was a small statue about three feet high. It’s some sort of metal that
looks like silver. About half the height is pedestal and half is the statue
itself. It’s done in great detail and obviously by a skilled artist. The
pedestal consists of a globe of the Earth with the continents and is-
lands in relief. So far as I can determine it’s pretty accurate, although I
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think the continents are a little different shape on most maps. But I may
be wrong. The figure on top is standing up very straight and looking up-
wards. It’s dressed only in a wide belt from which a pouch hangs on one
side and a flat square box on the other. It looks intelligent and is obvi-
ously representing either aspiration or a religious theme, or maybe both.
You can sense the dreams and ideals of the figure and the obvious sym-
pathy and understanding of the artist with them. Lasker says he thinks
the statue is an expression of religious feeling. Dettner and I both think
it represents aspirations: Per adra ad astra or something of the sort. It’s
a majestic figure and it’s easy to respond to it emphatically with a sort
of “upward and onward” feeling. There is only one thing wrong. The
figure is that of a beetle.












H. F. HEARD

THE GREAT FOG

THE first symptom was a mildew.

Very few people have ever looked carefully at such “molds”; indeed,
only a specialized branch of botanists knows about them. Nor is this
knowledge—except rarely—of much use. Every now and then a low
growth of this sort may attack a big cash crop. Then the mycologists,
whose lifework is to study these spore growths, are called in by the
growers. These botanists can sometimes find another mold which will
eat its fellow. That closes the matter. The balance of life, which had
been slightly upset, has been righted. It is not a matter of any general
interest.

This particular mildew did not seem to have even that special im-
portance. It did not, apparently, do any damage to the trees on which it
grew. Indeed, most fruit growers never noticed it. The botanists found
it themselves; no one called their attention to it. It was simply a form
of spore growth different in its growth rate from any previously re-
corded. It did not seem to do any harm to any other form of life. But it
did do amazingly well for itself. It was not a new plant, but a plant
with quite a new power of growth.

It was this fact which puzzled the botanists, or rather that special
branch of the botanists, the mycologists. That was why they finally
called in the meteorologists. They asked for “another opinion,” as baf-
fled doctors say. What made the mycologists choose the meteorologists
for consultation was this: Here was a mildew which spread faster than
any other mold had ever been known to grow. It flourished in places
where such mildews had been thought incapable of growing. But there
seemed to be no botanical change either in the mold or in the plants it
grew on. Therefore the cause must be climatic: only a weather change
could account for the unprecedented growth.

The meteorologists saw the force of this argument. They became in-
terested at once. The first thing to do, they said, was to study the mil-
dew, not as a plant, but as a machine, an indicator. “You know,” said
Sersen the weatherman to Charles the botanist (they had been made
colleagues for the duration of the study), “the astronomers have a thing
called a thermocouple that will tell the heat of a summer day on the

Reprinted by permission from “The Great Fog and Other Weird Tales” by H. F.
Heard. Copyright, 1944, by Vanguard Press, Inc.
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equator of Mars. Well, here is a little gadget I’ve made. It’s almost as
sensitive to damp as the thermocouple is to heat.”

Sersen spent some time rigging it up and then “balancing” it, as he
called it. “Find the normal humidity and then see how much the damp
at a particular spot exceeds that.”. But he went on fiddling about far
longer than Charles thought an expert who was handling his own gadget
should. He was evidently puzzled. And after a while he confessed that
he was.

“Queer, very queer,” said Sersen. “Of course, I expected to get a good
record of humidity around the mold itself. As you say, it can’t grow
without that: it wouldn’t be here unless the extra damp was here too.
But, look here,” he said, pointing to a needle that quivered near a high
number on a scale. “T#at is the humidity actually around the mold it-
self—what we might expect, if a trifle high. That’s not the surprise. It’s
this.” He had swung the whole instrument on its tripod until it pointed
a foot or more from the mold; for the tree they were studying was a
newly attacked one and, as far as Charles had been able to discover, had
on it only this single specimen of the mildew.

Charles looked at the needle. It remained hovering about the high
figure it had first chosen. “Well?” he queried.

“Don’t you see?” urged Sersen. “This odd high humidity is present
not only around the mold itself but for more than a foot beyond.”

“T don’t see much to that.”

“T see two things,” snapped Sersen; ‘“‘one’s odd; the other’s damned
odd. The odd one anyone not blind would see. The other one is perhaps
too big to be seen until one can stand well back.”

“Sorry to be stupid,” said Charles, a gentle-spoken but close-minded
little fellow; “we botanists are small-scale men.”

“Sorry to be a snapper,” apologized Sersen. “But, as I suppose you’ve
guessed, I’'m startled. I’ve got a queer feeling that we're on the track of
something big, yes, and something maybe moving pretty fast. The first
odd thing isn’t a complete surprise: it’s that you botanists have shown
us what could turn out to be a meteorological instrument more delicate
and more accurate than any we have been able to make. Perhaps we
ought to have been on the outlook for some such find. After all, living
things are always the most sensitive detectors—can always beat me-
chanical instruments when they want to. You know about the mitoge-
netic rays given out by breeding seeds. Those rays can be recorded only
by yeast cells—which multiply rapidly when exposed to the rays, thus
giving an indication of their range and strength.”

“Umph,” said Charles. Sersen’s illustration had been unfortunate,
for Charles belonged to that majority of conservative botanists to
whom the mitogenetic radiation was mere moonshine.

Sersen, again vexed, went on: “Well, whether you accept them or not,
I still maintain that here we have a superdetector. This mildew can no-
tice an increase in humidity long before any of our instruments. There’s
proof that something has changed in the climate. This mold is the first
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to know about it—and to profit by it. I prophesy it will soon be over the
whole world.”

“But your second discovery, or supposition?”’ Charles had no use for
prophecy. These weathermen, he thought; well, after all, they aren’t
quite scientists, so one mustn’t blame them, one supposes, for liking
forecasts—forecasting is quite unscientific.

Charles was a courteous man, but Sersen was sensitive. “Well,” he
said defensively, “that’s nothing but supposition.” And yet, he thought
to himself as he packed up his instrument, if it s true it may mean such
a change that botany will be blasted and meteorology completely mys-
tified. His small private joke relieved his temper. By the time they re-
turned to headquarters he and Charles were friendly enough. They
agreed to make a joint report which would stick severely to the facts.

Meanwhile, botanists everywhere were observing and recording the
spreading of the mildew. Before long, they began to get its drift. It was
spreading from a center, spreading like a huge ripple from where a
stone has been flung into a lake. The center, there could be no doubt,
was eastern Europe. Spain, Britain, and North Africa showed the same
“high incidence.” France showed an even higher one. The spread of the
mold could be watched just as well in North or South America. Such
and such a percentage of shrubs and trees was attacked on the Atlantic
coasts; a proportionately lower percentage on the Pacific coasts; but
everywhere the incidence was rising. On every sector of the vast and
widening circle, America, Africa, India, the mildew was advancing rap-
idly.

Sersen continued his own research on the mold itself, on the “field
of humidity” around each plant. He next made a number of calculations
correlating the rapid rate of dispersal, the average increase of infestation
of all vegetation by the mold, and the degree of humidity which must
result. Then, having checked and counterchecked, at last he was ready
to read his paper and give his conclusions at a joint meeting of the
plant men and the weathermen.

Just before Sersen went up to the platform, he turned to Charles. “I’'m
ready now to face the music,” he said, “because I believe we are up
against something which makes scientific respectability nonsense. We’ve
got to throw caution aside and tell the world.” “That’s serious,” said
Charles cautiously. “It’s damned serious,” said Sersen, and went up the
steps to the rostrum.

When he came down, the audience was serious too; for a moment, as
serious as he. He had begun by showing the world map with its spread-
ing, dated lines showing where the mildew in its present profusion had
reached ; showing also where, in a couple of months, the two sides of the
ripple would meet. Soon, almost every tree and shrub throughout the
world would be infested, and, of course, the number of molds per tree
and bush would increase. That was interesting and queer, but of no pop-
ular concern. The molds still remained harmless to their tree hosts and
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to animal life—indeed, some insects seemed rather happy about the bo-
tanical change. As far, then, as the change was only a change in mildew
reproduction there was no cause for much concern, still less for alarm.
The mold had gone ahead, because it was the first to benefit from some
otherwise undetectable change in climate. The natural expectation
would, then, be that insects, the host plants, or some other species of
mold would in turn advance and so readjust the disturbed balance of
nature.

But that was only the first part of Sersen’s lecture. At that phrase,
“balance of nature,” he paused. He turned from the world map with its
charting of the mold’s growth. For a moment he glanced at another
set of statistical charts; then he seemed to change his mind and touched
the buzzer. The lights went out, and the beam from the stereoptican
shot down through the darkened hall. The lighted screen showed a tree;
on its branches and trunk a number of red crosses had been marked.
Around each cross was a large circle, so large that some of the circles
intersected.

“Gentlemen,” said Sersen, ‘“this is the discovery that really matters.
Until now, perhaps unwisely, I have hesitated to communicate it. That
the mold spreads, you know. That it is particularly sensitive to some
otherwise undetected change in the weather, you know. Now, you must
know a third fact about it—it is a weather creator. Literally, it can brew
a climate of its own.

“I have proved that in each of these circles—and I am sure they are
spreading circles—the mold is going far to create its own peculiar at-
mosphere—a curiously high and stable humidity. The statistically ar-
ranged readings which I have prepared, and which I have here, permit,
I believe, of no other conclusion. I would also add that I believe we can
see why this has happened. It is now clear what permitted this unprece-
dented change to get under way. We have pulled the trigger that has
fired this mine. No doubt the mold first began to increase because a
slight change in humidity helped it. But now it is—how shall I put it—
co-operating. It is making the humidity increase.

“There has probably been present, these past few years, one of those
small increases in atmospheric humidity which occur periodically. In
itself, it would have made no difference to our lives and, indeed, would
have passed unperceived. But it was at this meteorological moment that
European scientists began to succeed in making a new kind of quick-
growing mold which could create fats. It is, perhaps, the most remark-
able of all the war efforts, perhaps the most powerful of all the new de-
fensive weapons—against a human enemy. But in regard to the extra
human world in which we live it may prove as dangerous as a naked
flame in a mine chamber filled with firedamp. For, need I remind you,
molds are spore-reproducing growths. Fungus is by far the strongest
form of life. It breeds incessantly and will grow under conditions no
other form of life will endure. When you play with spore life you may
at any moment let loose something the sheer power of which makes dy-
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namite look like a damp squib. I believe what man has now done is pre-
cisely that—he has let the genie out of its bottle, and we may find our-
selves utterly helpless before it.”

Sersen paused. The lights came on. Dr. Charles rose and caught the
chairman’s eye. Dr. Charles begged to state on behalf of the botanical
world that he hoped Dr. Sersen’s dramatic remarks would not be taken
gravely by the press or the public. Dr. Sersen had spoken of matters
botanical. Dr. Charles wished to say that he and his colleagues had had
the mildew under protracted observation. He could declare categori-
cally that it was not dangerous.

Sersen had not left the platform. He strode back to the rostrum. “I
am not speaking as a botanist,” he exclaimed, “I am speaking as a me-
teorologist. I have told you of what I am sure—the balance of life has
been upset. You take for granted that the only balance is life against
life, animal against animal, vegetable against vegetable. You were right
to call in a weatherman, but that’s of no use unless you understand what
he is telling you.”

The audience shifted offendedly in its seats. It wasn’t scientific to be
as urgent as all that. Besides, hadn’t Charles said there was no danger?
But what was their queer guest now saying?

“I know, every meteorologist knows, that this nature-balance is far
vaster and more delicately poised than you choose to suspect. All life is
balanced against its environment. Cyclones are brought on, climate can
change, a glacial age can begin as the result of atmospheric alterations
far too small for the layman to notice. In our atmosphere, that wonder-
ful veil and web under which we are sheltered and in which we grow, we
have a condition of extraordinary delicacy. The right—or rather the
precisely wrong—catalytic agent can send the whole thing suddenly
into quite another arrangement, one which can well be desperately awk-
ward for man. It has taken an amazing balance of forces to allow human
beings to live. That’s the balance you’ve upset. Look out.”

He studied his audience. There they sat, complacent, assured, only a
little upset that an overexcitable colleague should be behaving unscien-
tifically—hysterically, almost. Suddenly, with a shock of despair, Sersen
realized that it was no use hoping to stir these learned experts. These
were the actual minds which had patiently, persistently, purblindly
worked the very changes which must bring the house down on their
heads. They’d never asked, never wished to ask, what might be the gen-
eral and ultimate effects of their burrowing. We’re just another sort of
termite, thought Sersen, as he looked down on the rows of plump faces
and dull-ivory-colored pates. We tunnel away trying to turn everything
into “consumable goods” until suddenly the whole structure of things
collapses round us.

He left the rostrum, submitted to polite thanks, and went home. A
week later his botanical hosts had ceased even to talk about his strange
manners. Hardly anyone else heard of his speech.
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The first report of trouble—or rumor rather (for such natural-history
notes were far too trivial to get into the battle-crammed papers)—came
from orchard growers in deep valleys. Then fruit growers began to gos-
sip when the Imperial Valley, hot and dry as hell, began to report much
the same thing. It was seen at night at the start and cleared off in the
day; so it seemed no more than an odd, inconsequent little phenome-
non. But if you went out at full moon you did see a queer sight. Every
tree seemed to have a sort of iridescent envelope, a small white cloud or
silver shroud all its own.

Of course, soon after that, the date growers had something to howl
about. The dates wouldn’t stand for damp—and each silver shroud was,
for the tree about which it hung, a vapor bath. But the date growers, all
the other growers decided, were done for anyway; they’d have made a
howl in any case when the new Colorado water made the irrigation
plans complete. The increase in humidity would inevitably spoil their
crop when the valley became one great oasis.

The botanists didn’t want to look into the matter again, Botanically,
it was uninteresting. The inquiry had been officially closed. But the
phenomenon continued to be noticed farther and farther afield.

The thing seemed then to reach a sort of saturation point. A new sort
of precipitation took place. The cloud around each tree and bush, which
now could be seen even during the day, would, at a certain moment, put
out feeler-like wisps and join up with the other spreading and swelling
ground clouds stretching out from the neighboring trees. Sersen, who
had thrown up his official job just to keep track of this thing, described
that critical night when, with a grim prophetic pleasure, he saw his fore-
cast fulfilled before his eyes. His last moldering papers have remained
just decipherable for his great-grandchildren.

“T stood,” he said, “on a rock promontory south of Salton Sea. The
full moon was rising behind me and lighted the entire Valley. I could see
the orchards glistening, each tree surrounded by its own cloud. It was
like a gargantuan dew; each dew-globule tree-size. And then, as I
watched, just like a great tide, an obliterating flood of whiteness spread
over everything. The globules ran into one another until I was looking
down on a solid sea of curd-white, far denser than mist or fog. It looked
as firm, beautiful, and dead as the high moon which looked down on it.
‘A new Deluge,’ I said to myself. ‘May I not ask who has been right?
Did I not foretell its coming and did not I say that man had brought it
on his own head?’ ”

Certainly Sersen had been justified. For, the morning after his vigil,
when the sun rose, the Fog did not. It lay undisturbed, level, dazzling
white as a sheet of snow-covered ice, throwing back into space every
ray of heat that fell on it. The air immediately above it was crystal
clear. The valley was submerged under an element that looked solid
enough to be walked on. The change was evidently so complete because
it was a double one, a sudden reciprocal process. All the damp had been
gathered below the Fog’s surface, a surface as distinct as the surface of
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water. Conversely, all the cloud, mist, and aqueous vapor in the air
above the Fog was evidently drained out of it by this new dense atmos-
phere. It was as though the old atmosphere had been milk. The mold
acted as a kind of rennet, and so, instead of milk, here remained only
this hard curd and the clear whey. The sky above the Fog was not so
much the deepest of blues—it was almost a livid black; the sun in it
was an intense, harsh white and most of the big stars were visible
throughout the day. So, outside the Fog it was desperately cold. At
night it was agonizingly so. Under that cold the Fog lay packed dense
like a frozen drift of snow.

Beneath the surface of the Fog, conditions were even stranger. Pass-
ing into it was like going suddenly into night. All lights had to be kept
on all day. But they were not much use. As in a bad old-fashioned fog,
but now to a far worse degree, the lights would not penetrate the air.
For instance, the rays of a car’s headlights formed a three-foot cone, the
base of which looked like a circular patch of light thrown on an opaque
white screen. It was possible to move about in the Fog, but only at a
slow walking pace—otherwise you kept running into things. It was a
matter of groping about, with objects suddenly looming up at you—the
kind of world in which a severe myopic case must live if he loses his
spectacles.

Soon, of course, people began to notice with dismay the Fog’s effect
on crops and gardens, on houses and goods. Nothing was ever again dry.
Objects did not become saturated, but they were, if at all absorbent,
thoroughly damp. Paper molded, wood rotted, iron rusted. But concrete,
glass, pottery, all stone ware and ceramics remained unaffected. Cloth,
too, served adequately, provided the wearer could stand its never being
dry.

The first thought in the areas which had been first attacked was, nat-
urally, to move out. But the Fog moved too. Every night some big val-
ley area suddenly “went over.” The tree fog around each tree would bil-
low outward, join up with all its fellows, and so make a solid front and
surface. Then came the turn for each fog-submerged valley, each fog-
lake, to link with those adjacent to it. The general level of these lakes
then rose. Instead of there being, as until now, large flooded areas of
lowland, but still, in the main, areas of clear upland, this order was now
reversed. The mountain ranges had become strings of islands which
emerged from a shining ocean that covered the whole earth’s surface,
right up to the six-thousand-foot level.

Any further hope of air travel was extinguished. In the Fog, lack of
visibility, of course, made it impassible. Above the Fog, you could see to
the earth’s edge: the horizons, cleared of every modulation of mist,
seemed so close that you would have thought you could have touched
them with your hand. As far as sight was concerned, above the Fog,
near and far seemed one. But even if men could have lived in that thin
air and “unscreened” light, no plane could be sustained by it.

Sea travel was hardly more open. True, the surface of the oceans lay
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under the Fog-blanket, as still as the water, a thousand fathoms down.
But on that oily surface—that utterly featureless desert of motionless
water—peering man, only a few yards from the shore, completely lost
his way. Neither sun nor stars ever again appeared over the sea to give
him his bearings. So man soon abandoned the sea beyond the closest in-
shore shallows. Even if he could have seen his way over the ocean, he
could not have taken it. There was never a breath of wind to fill a sail,
and the fumes from any steamship or motorboat would have hung
around the vessel and would have almost suffocated the crew.

Retreat upward was cut off. For when the Fog stabilized at six thou-
sand feet, it was no use thinking of attempting to live above it. Even if
the limited areas could have given footing, let alone feeding, to the fugi-
tive populations, no hope lay in that direction. For the cold was now so
intense above the Fog that no plant would grow. And, worse, it was soon
found, to the cost of those who ventured out there, that through this
unscreened air—air which was so thin that it could scarcely be breathed
—came also such intense ultraviolet radiations from the sun and outer
space that a short exposure to them was fatal.

So the few ranges and plateaus which rose above the six-thousand-
foot level stood gaunt as the ribs of a skeleton carcass under the un-
twinkling stars and the white glaring sun. After a very few exploratory
expeditions out into that open, men realized that they must content
themselves with a sub-surface life, a new kind of fish existence, nosing
about on the floor of a pool which henceforth was to be their whole
world. It might be a poor, confined way of living, but above that surface
was death. A few explorers returned, but, though fish taken out of water
may recover if put back soon enough, every above-the-Fog explorer suc-
cumbed from the effect. After a few days the lesions and sores of bad
X-ray burning appeared. If, after that, the nervous system did not col-
lapse, the wretched man literally began to fall to pieces.

Underneath the Fog-blanket men painfully, fumblingly worked out a
new answer to living. Of course, it had to be done without preparation,
so the cost was colossal. All who were liable to rheumatic damage and
phthisis died off. Only a hardy few remained. Man had been clever
enough to pull down the atmosphere-roof which had hung so loftily over
his head, but he never learned again how to raise a cover as high, spa-
cious, and pleasant as the sky’s blue dome. The dividing out of the air
was a final precipitation, a nonreversible change-down toward the final
entropy. Man might stay on, but only at the price of being for the rest
of his term on earth confined under a thick film of precipitated air.
Maybe, even if he had been free and had had the power to move fast
and see far, it would have been too great a task for him to have at-
tempted to “raise the air.” As he now found himself, pinned under the
collapse he had caused, he had not a chance of even beginning to plan
such a vast reconstruction.

His job, then, was just to work at making lurking livable. And, within
the limits imposed, it was not absolutely impossible. True, all his pas-
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sion for speed and travel and seeing far and quick, all that had to go. He
who had just begun to feel that it was natural to fly, now was confined
not even to the pace of a brisk walk but to a crawl. It was a life on the
lowest gear. Of course, great numbers died just in the first confusion,
when the dark came on, before the permanent change in humidity and
light swept off the other many millions who could not adapt themselves.
But, after a while, not only men’s health but their eyes became adapted
to the perpetual dusk. They began to see that the gloom was not pitch-
dark. Gradually, increasing numbers learned to be able to go about with-
out lamps. Indeed, they found that they saw better if they cultivated
this “nightsight,” this ancient part of the eye so long neglected by man
when he thought he was master of things. They were greatly helped also
by a type of faint phosphorescence, a ‘cold-light,” which (itself prob-
ably another mold-mutation) appeared on most surfaces if they were
left untouched, and so outlined objects with faint, ghostly highlights.

So, as decentralized life worked itself out, men found that they had
enough. War was gone, so that huge social hemorrhage stopped. Money
went out of gear, and so that odd strangle hold on goods-exchange was
loosed. Men just couldn’t waste what they had, so they found they had
much more than they thought. For one reason, it wasn’t worth hoarding
anything, holding back goods, real, edible, and wearable goods, for a rise
in price. They rotted. The old medieval epitaph proved itself true in this
new dark age: “What I spent I had: what I saved I lost.” Altogether,
life became more immediate and, what people had never suspected,
more real because less diffused. It was no use having a number of things
which had been thought to be necessities. Cars? You could not see to
travel at more than four miles an hour, and not often at that. Radios?
They just struck; either insulation against the damp was never ade-
quate or the electric conditions, the radio-resonant layers of the upper
atmosphere, had been completely altered. A wailing static was the only
answer to any attempt to re-establish wireless communication.

It was a low-built, small-housed, pedestrian world. Even hérses were
too dashing; and they were blinder in the Fog than were men. As for
your house, you could seldom see more than its front door. Metal was
little used. Smelting it was troublesome (the fumes could hardly get
away and nearly suffocated everyone within miles of a furnace), and
when you got your iron and steel it began rusting at once. Glass knives
were used instead. They were very sharp. Men learned again, after tens
of thousands of years of neglect, how to flake flints, crystal, and all the
silica rocks to make all manner of neat, sharp tools.

Man’s one primary need, which had made for nearly all his hoarding,
the animal craving to accumulate food stocks, that fear which, since the
dawn of civilization, has made his granaries as vast as his fortresses, this
need, this enemy, was wiped out by another freak botanical by-product
of the Fog. The curious sub-fog climate made an edible fungus grow. It
was a sort of manna. It rotted if you stored it. But it grew copiously
everywhere, of itself. Indeed, it replaced grass: wherever grass had
grown the fungus grew. Eaten raw, it was palatable and highly nutri-
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tious—more tasty and more wholesome than when cooked (which was
a blessing in itself, since all fires burnt ill and any smoke was offensive
in the dense air). Man, like the fishes, lived in a dim but fruitful ele-
ment.

The mean temperature under the Fog stayed precisely at 67 degrees
Fahrenheit, owing, evidently, to some basic balance, like that which
keeps the sea below a certain depth always at 36 degrees, four degrees
above freezing. Men, then, were never cold.

They stayed mainly at home, around their small settlements. What
was the use of going about? All you needed and could use was at your
door. There was nothing to see—your view was always limited to four
feet. There was no use in trying to seize someone else’s territory. You
all had the same: you all had enough.

Art, too, changed. The art of objects was gone. So a purer, less collec-
tible art took its place. Books would not last; and so memory increased
enormously, and men carried their libraries in their heads—a cheaper
way and much more convenient. As a result, academic accuracy, the
continual quoting of authorities, disappeared. A new epic age resulted.
Men in the dusk composed, extemporized, jointly developed great epics,
sagas, and choruses, which grew like vast trees, generation after genera-
tion, flowering, bearing fruit, putting out new limbs. And, as pristine,
bardic poetry returned, it united again with its nursery foster-brother,
music. Wood winds and strings were ruined by the damp. But stone in-
struments, like those used by the dawn cultures, returned—giving beau-
tiful pure notes. An orchestra of jade and marble flutes, lucid gongs,
crystal-clear xylophones grew up. Just as the Arabs, nomads out on the
ocean of sand, had had no plastic art, but, instead, a wonderful aural art
of chant and singing verse, so the creative power of the men of the Um-
bral Epoch swung over from eye to ear. Indeed, the thick air which baf-
fled the eye made fresh avenues and extensions for the ear. Men could
hear for miles: their ears grew as keen as a dog’s. And with this keenness
went subtlety. They appreciated intervals of sound which to the old
men of the open air would have been imperceptible. Men lived largely
for music and felt they had made a good exchange when they peered at
the last moldering shreds of pictorial art.

“Yes,” said Sersen’s great-grandson, when the shock of the change
was over and mankind had accustomed itself to its new conditions, “yes,
I suspect we were not fit for the big views, the vast world into which the
old men tumbled up. It was all right to give animal men the open. But,
once they had got power without vision, then either they had to be shut
up or they would have shot and bombed everything off the earth’s sur-
face. Why, they were already living in tunnels when the Fog came. And
out in the open, men, powerful as never before, nevertheless died by
millions, died the way insects used to die in a frost, but died by one an-
other’s hands. The plane drove men off the fields. That was the thing, I
believe, that made Mind decide we were not fit any longer to be at large.
We were going too fast and too high to see what we were actually doing.
So, then, Mind let man fancy that all he had to do was to make food
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apart from the fields. That was the Edible Mold, and that led straight,
as my great-grandfather saw, to the atmospheric upset, the meteorolog-
ical revolution. It really was a catalyst, making the well-mixed air,
which we had always taken for granted as the only possible atmosphere,
divide out into two layers as distinct as water and air. We’re safer as we
are. Mind knew that, and already we are better for our Fog cure, though
it had to be drastic.

“Perhaps, one day, when we have learned enough, the Fog will lift,
the old high ceiling will be given back to us. Once more Mind may say:
“Try again. The Second Flood is over. Go forth and replenish the earth,
and this time remember that you are all one.” Meanwhile I’'m thankful
that we are as we are.”

P. ScHUYLER MILLER

THE CHRYSALIS

BATES grinned when he saw those logs. I know that as well as though
I’d been there, That grin of his is famous. I've seen it time and again
when he has come across something rare or unusual, wrinkling his
homely face into something like the relief map of a lava flow. Besides, I
whooped myself when I discovered them.

There were more than when I first found them, the week before, just
after the freshet. The creek had cut away a sort of alcove in the bank,
eddying back in a clear, deep pool with a long, sleek swell of current
over the topmost log. The water was eating hungrily at the bank and at
the stiff, blue clay that underlay it, and little trickles and sudden slides
of gravel were cascading into the pool.

The water was cold—damned cold—but Bates went in up to his waist
without hesitation. That’s the way he is. I've seen him squat for hours
in the blazing sun, bareheaded, dusting out a burial so that he could get
plenty of detail in his photographs. Once in the middle of February,
when he came on half a pot exposed in a cut bank, he wasted a whole
day and ruined a good ax hacking out a huge block of the frozen mud in
which it was embedded, only to have the whole thing crumble to bits
when he tried to thaw it out. And he’d do anything for tree rings.

Copyright, 1936, by Street & Smith Publications, Inc. Published in Astounding
Science-Fiction. Reprinted by permission of the author.
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Bates is a dendrochronologist—a tree-ring expert. He dates things by
them, as easily—or so it seems to me—as we would look up a year in
the “World Almanac.” He was originally just the common, back-pas-
ture variety of amateur archzologist, a good one, to be sure, with quite
an enviable reputation in the circles where it counted, but nothing to
startle any paper into giving him a double-page spread in one of its Sun-
day magazine sections.

Then he happened to run across a site with a particularly ungodly
mix-up of culture traces, and got it into his head that the only way to
solve the thing was to date it. Obviously tree rings were the answer:
every one who reads the newspapers knows all about how they show
what years are wet and which are dry, and how Professor Douglass and
his crew have dated hundreds of ruins by them in the Southwest.

The trouble was that nothing that they had worked out there was any
good at all to him. If there is any place less like the Arizona desert than
the foothills of the Adirondacks, I have yet to see it. Anyway, he started
from scratch to work out a calendar of his own.

He did it, too. He dated everything in sight that had wood in it—old
houses, covered bridges, antiquated horse troughs, Indian stockades—
and before long he was far out of sight in the depths of prehistoric times,
grubbing joyously among nubbins of charcoal and scraps of rotten
wood, farther back than any one had ever thought it possible to go.

He tried linking in the layers of mud laid down in the bottoms of
ponds, and the sand in river deltas. He had half a dozen different calen-
dars and chunks of calendars ranging over thousands of years, with gaps
between them in which a civilization as big as Colonel Churchward’s
Mu could have risen and been lost.

He was particularly fond of the ones that hovered around the fringes
of glacial times, when men were just beginning to amount to something
in the world. That was why he grinned when he saw those logs.

There was a good twelve feet of gravel over them, and three or four
feet of stiff blue boulder clay under that. They were embedded in clay as
fossils are embedded in rock, and for the same reason. Hundreds of cen-
turies ago they had lain, water-logged, in the mud at the bottom of some
glacial lake. Silt covered them, washed down from the melting front of
the great ice sheet that lay over half the world.

Year after year the layers of clay built up, thick in the warm years as
the ice melted faster, then thinner and thinner as the great cold came
again and the glacier crept southward over the continent. It heaped
gravel and broken rock in long moraines over the frozen lake bottom.
Finally it disappeared for good. The world grew warm again and new
streams cut their way down through the débris left by the great ice.

Those logs had been trees in interglacial times, when apish men
roamed over Europe and mastodons and mammoths wallowed in the
swamps of the northern hemisphere. Their rings would record the
changes in climate that brought the ice sheet creeping like slow death
over the face of the planet. No wonder Bates grinned!
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I had seen the ends of two logs protruding from the clay when I led
a hike that way the Sunday before. The water was still high, and by
now a dozen or more were uncovered. Queerly enough, they were all
very much of a size and lay side by side, all on the same level, just un-
der the surface of the water. Gravel from the bank had drifted against
their exposed ends, hiding them, and Bates’s plodding boots had mud-
died the pool below so that he couldn’t see the downstream face of the
pile. But Bates isn’t one to wait. He unslung a short-handled shovel
from his pack, waded out into the middle of the creek, and went to
work.

In an hour’s time he had a dam and a channel that diverted the cur-
rent along the opposite bank of the stream. The upper surface of the
logs was high and dry, or drying, and he had hacked a long trough
through the clay of the creek bottom which had lowered the level of the
eddy pool by a good two feet.

He hunched down and studied the logs. They were soft and cheesy to
the touch, and dark with age, like huge, uneven cylinders of black choc-
olate. Pines, probably. He hoped so, for pines had the most sensitive
rings. He reached down and began to scoop the drifted gravel away
from their ends. And then he yelled!

Those logs were cut by men!

They were cut by men—Heaven knows of what race or color—who
lived with the hairy mammoth and the giant sloth before the ice came,
twenty or thirty or forty thousand years go! The ax marks were plain
on the exposed wood. They weren’t beaver marks—he knew those by
heart. A flint ax made them—a flint ax wielded two hundred centuries
and more ago, not in New Mexico, or Colorado, or Wisconsin, but here,
here, practically in his own back yard!

He went at the gravel like a terrier, with both hands, until he had un-
covered the ends of six great logs, lying side by side in the blue clay.
Then he cleared away a space beneath them with a trowel. He ran his
fingers along their buttery underside—and sat back staring, goggling,
utterly incredulous.

Those logs were notched to fit over the top of a crosspiece!

Bates is too good an archzologist to go off half cocked. Before he left
that night, he had uncovered one whole end of the thing, down to solid
rock, and covered it up again to protect it from the force of the stream.
He reénforced his dam and deepened the channel he had dug, until all
but a thin trickle of water followed the other bank, with a solid dyke of
tamped clay and stone between. And when we arrived, long before dawn
the next morning, he set us to work at once draining the pool.

There were three of us, counting Bates, and a fourth was on his way.
We had no time to spare. The barometer and the weather maps both
shouted “Storm!” and rain would ruin forever our chances of saving
whatever had been buried in that ancient vault.

For vault it was—the oldest structure ever found that was raised by
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human hands. It was made entirely of huge, hewn logs, five feet square
at the base and over twice as long, and it was set on a great, smoothed
block of solid limestone. '

We worked that day as I never want to work again. We dug away
that twelve foot gravel bank until it stood back a clear six feet on all
sides of the vault. We cut into the clay and peeled it away in great,
thick slabs, with Michaelson following every step. He was a notary, and
a wizard with a camera, and if Mann should arrive too late we would
have a sworn record that no investigating committee of blue-nosed skep-
tics could argue away.

Mann flew. I had met him once, at a Rochester meeting of the Soci-
ety for American Arch®ology, where he was carrying on Parker’s envi-
able tradition as superhost to half the archazologists in the country.
Bates knew him well, and what was more, he knew Bates. No train was
fast enough for an emergency like this one. The sun was barely an hour
high when his plane bounced down into the pasture above the creek and
he came stalking across to where we were working, his coat tails flying
and his white mane rumpled and tousled where he had been yanking it
in his impatience.

Mann is sixty if he’s a day, but he dug too. He dug like a demon—we
all did—but time went past like the whisk of a scared trout. The whole
west was black, with fitful flares of lightning illumining the cavernous
hollows of the clouds, and now and then a rumble of closer thunder.

Michaelson was swearing dismally as the light faded and he had to
give longer and longer expostires to his films, and Bates’s face was a sav-
age mask. Heaven alone knew what was in that great log box, and if the
storm broke that knowledge would be kept through all eternity.

Night was on us before the last log was clear. Michaelson’s flares
lighted the landscape weirdly as he photographed the vault, deep at the
bottom of its muddy crater, with our haggard faces peering past its mas-
sive bulk. The limestone block on which it stood was pecked and pol-
ished by human hands, its edges roughly squared. That, at least, we
could leave to study later. Nothing less than an earthquake would carry
that away.

It was insanity to expose the wood as we had done. It was soft and
sodden with water, and full of heavy, hard-packed clay. Heaven knows
what kept it from collapsing before we were half done. But it was the
only way. We had no time to do it carefully. The first raindrops spat-
tered against our faces as Mann lifted a flare high above his white head
and Bates and I seized the ends of one of the great roof logs. It felt like
solid lead.

“Drop it!”” Bates gasped. His teeth were set in his lower lip and there
was a trickle of blood on his chin. “It doesn’t matter. We can’t wait.”

Log after log smashed into the pit below us. The top was cleared. A
mass of the blue clay filled the vault, retaining the impression of the
logs that had covered it. As we wrenched away the ends and sides, down
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to the level of our waists, I heard Michaelson’s camera wnirring at my
ear, recording every detail.

Mann’s hand fell on my shoulder. It was raining hard now, and little
craters were puddling the wet clay. I thought of the little droplet marks
that are found imprinted in the stone of fossil beaches, and somehow
those lost ages seemed closer than ever before.

“There are only a few more flares,” Mann told me. “You’d better
clear the interior. Use a trowel.”

Have you ever used a trowel on hard clay? Layer after layer we
peeled off, slowly, laboriously, a chunk at a time, until my back and
arms and my tortured wrists screamed for respite. Down—down—we
went, three trowels delving like mad, and Michaelson below us, swing-
ing an ax, hacking the logs into sections small enough to carry safely to
the field above.

At last a bare six inches separated us from the remaining logs. Mann
was in the middle, his sleeves rolled to the elbows, his gnarled old arms
darting expertly, shaving the clay away in tiny flakes. Suddenly some-
thing flashed white under his trowel.

We stood frozen, staring, at his cry. Michaelson came climbing out of
the darkness behind me, clutching at my arm as he balanced at my side.
Windy gusts of rain swept across the wet clay before us, eating it away,
enlarging that spot of glistening white.

The flare went out. I heard Bates swear, heard him striking match
after match, heard them splutter out. One caught. All his body was
warped over it, shielding it from the wind and the driving rain. Its fee-
ble flame lighted his clay-streaked face and Mann’s hand, thrusting the
flare toward him. Then the bald, white light blazed in our faces again,
and Michaelson’s cameras were whirring, clicking, whirring at my side.

With numbed, blue fingers Mann scooped away the clay, working it
down to an even level. A second patch of white appeared, close beside
the first. No one spoke as his bony fingers ate away the clay, deeper and
deeper, aided by the pelting rain. Our breathing sounded harsh and
strange. I saw Bates’s face, opposite me, and there was something inde-
scribable in it, in his glittering eyes.

Mann’s plying fingers stopped and his bent back straightened as he,
too, stared into Bates’s face. And then it was as though some wizard’s
screen were snatched away from before me. I saw what I had not seen
before—what, somehow, my brain had refused to comprehend.

Thrust up from the hard, blue clay were the two white mounds of a
woman’s breasts!

It was impossible! We knew—we had proof—that that vault of flint-
hewn logs had lain under tons of earth for tens of thousands of years.
No human flesh had ever endured so long—could ever endure so long.

It was impossible!

But it was true!

I touched the smooth, white flesh. It was hard, firm, and oddly dry—
almost with warmth of its own. It was not like dead flesh, nor was it
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stone—a statue. I heard Bates’s hoarse voice, whispering: “We must un-
cover it.”

And Mann: “Yes, Yes.” ‘

Under their trowels, under their digging fingers, the white flesh grew
and grew. Twice they stopped, impatient, while we pried away more
logs and hacked at the clay with frantic shovels, levelling it down, carv-
ing gutters to carry away the teeming rain that poured down over that
glistening white flesh, washing it clean, revealing it to our hungry eyes.

She lay on a low table of hewn stone, smoothed like the great outer
block. Her eyes were closed, and her full lips, and her slim white arms
lay straight at her sides. Her hair was piled in a tumbled mound beneath
her head and flowed down in two great, golden masses over her shoul-
ders, gleaming like spun metal through the clotted blue clay. She was
beautiful. And—she was dead.

Mann knows races as he knows the faces and voices of friends, but he
could not place her. There was never a race like that in recorded history,
nor in the legends of men before history. In her high cheeks, her narrow
eyes, her slightly flattened nostrils were Mongol traces, but that slim
white body with its glory of golden hair was not Mongol. Her long,
straight limbs and delicate, tapered fingers were not Mongol. By no fan-
tasy of the imagination could she be identified with the yellow race.

The rain was beating like icy flails upon our backs. Trees in the dark-
ness were tortured by the wind, and behind its dyke of clay the tumult
of the raging stream was rising to a sullen, brooding growl. The glare of
the torch fell in a pool of light about us, its dim edges glinting from toss-
ing wave tops, lipping higher than our heads at the very summit of the
dyke. Gullies were eating their way into the broken clay and murky
rivulets streamed through them, eating at the soft earth, crumbling it
away.

Mann’s voice was cracked and shrill over the clamor of the storm. His
bare arm stretched toward the leaping wave crests, and words drifted to
me on gusts of the wind.

“Get her away—the plane—before it breaks. No time—hurry!
Hurry, man!”

Bates was on his knees in the clay, pushing his fingers under her
white shoulders. His eyes turned to me and I understood. My hands
gripped her ankles, smooth and glistening-wet, yet somehow dry—warm
and strangely dry, and harder than flesh should be. We lifted her, stiff,
like a statue, between us, and she was not heavier than a girl would be.

We held her high, scrambling down from the great stone into the pit,
the muddy water swirling around our thighs, the soft clay underfoot
sucking and slipping. Painfully, clawing for purchase in the sliding
gravel, we worked our way up the steep side of the crater, out of the
light of the flare, into the darkness.

We laid her on the cropped, wet grass of the pasture. Bates ran back
and stood shouting down at the others where they crouched in the pit,
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searching the clay for ornaments, offerings—anything that might have
been placed with the body. I saw his lean arm, silhouetted against the
light of the flare, pointing upstream, and it seemed to me that there was
a deeper, uglier note in the shout of the savage waters.

Barely in time, Mann’s streaming mane appeared over the rim of the
pit, his hand seized Bates’s, and he scrambled out, kneeling to reach for
the cameras. After him came Michaelson, dropping the flare to fling
himself over the pit edge just as the freed waters of the creek smashed
against the gravel cliff beneath him.

Then we were standing in rain-swept darkness while Michaelson
fumbled with matches and the flare, were stumbling across the uneven
ground toward the plane, carrying that still, white form that should not,
could not logically exist—a woman older than the very hills above our
heads!

All that night we crouched in the lee of the plane. By the time the
first wan light began to creep over the sodden landscape, Mann decided
that it was safe to take off. The ship would not carry more than two.

We helped him load that glorious, rigid form into the cockpit and
stood in a huddled group as he taxied slowly up the bumpy field, swung
around, and came roaring down toward us. Somehow the plane gained
speed; somehow he lifted it, mud from its dripping wheels lashing our
up-turned faces, and then we were standing alone in the cold, wet morn-
ing, with only incredible memories to bear witness to what had hap-
pened in the night.

There was no plane west that day. How we endured it as the train
dawdled along through the interminable flat lands west of Syracuse, I
cannot understand. I was half frantic with suspense and I knew that
Bates must be even closer to sheer nervous collapse, but we sat, stony-
faced, staring out at the flat, gray landscape, waiting, while Michaelson
fussed and fretted over his newest and largest camera. Waiting—for
what, none of us knew—none of us could ever have guessed.

The museum car was at the station. Bates knew the driver, and what
happened to traffic laws that night would bring the Rochester police to
the brink of tears. Michaelson, white-faced, sat hugging his camera to
him like a baby, but he never breathed a word of protest. None of us
grudged anything that would save another minute.

The only lights in the big building were in Mann’s workroom. He
looked up as we entered. Evidently he had not rested since he left us,
sixteen hours before. A fling of his hand included the two men who
stood with him behind the long table with its still, white, lovely form.

“Clements—Breen.”

The former was a man like a bearded mountain, younger than I am,
the latter a man like a wizened elf, older than Mann. In that room we
had the three greatest anthropologists in the United States—and a mys-
tery that baffled them all.

Clements was slow of speech. His brow wrinkled and words began to
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boom at us, only to be snatched from his lips by Breen’s tempestuous
babble.

“I have seen nothing like her, ever. There is -

“—no precedent! Never! You, Bates—she’s yours. You found her.
What do you say?”

Bates’s smile was a bit apologetic. “I’ve had no opportunity to ex-
amine her, professor. You have had half the day. Surely you can speak
for what you have found.”

This time Clements’ thunder carried through. “There was nothing
with her? No offerings of any kind? Then study her closely, now, before
you ask us anything more—you too, gentlemen. There will be time
enough for discussion afterward.”

I stared again at those lovely features, framed in their mist of spun
gold. Mann had cleaned the clay from her, and she lay like a girl asleep,
long dark lashes upcurved on high, white cheeks, red lips parted—it
was impossible that she should be dead! And dead for thirty thousand
years!

I touched her, and again I sensed that curious roughness as of old
parchment, that radiant, vibrant inner warmth. It was not like dead
flesh, nor was it like the flesh of any mummy I had ever seen. It was
rigid—hard—like stone, almost, yet without the coldness of stone.

Bates was examining her closely, his face for once expressionless. His
fingers traced the contours of the gently swelling muscles under her
white skin. His eyes devoured every inch of her beauty, stretched there
before him, but they were a scientist’s eyes, reading the story hidden in
those matchless lineaments.

He took her hair in his hands and let it ripple slowly through his fin-
gers in a curling yellow foam. He touched her eyelids, gently, and her
full lips, and peered, frowning at the tiny ovals of her nails. He looked
up, past me at the others, and there was blank bewilderment in his eyes.

“What does it mean? What is she? I—I don’t understand.”

Clements shrugged hugely, his hairy face smug. Little Breen’s eyes
glittered and his voice was shrill with excitement.

“You see? Her lips—her eyes—her fingers—did you see them? It is
impossible! No scientist could do it today. And ten—twenty—thirty
thousand years ago—— It is impossible!”

Mann saw my bewilderment. “Her fingers are grown together,” he
explained, “her toes also. You can see that they do not separate. The
skin is continuous, and her eyelids seem welded to the cheeks. That
could be if she was abnormal—a cripple—in life. But her lips, too——
Look closely. Touch them.”

I laid my hot fingers upon their full, crimson curve. The glistening
enamel of her perfect teeth showed between them. I tried to press them
back, as I had seen Bates do. They were like wood! They would not
move!

“Flesh welded to flesh is not strange, but flesh grown to the enamel of
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her teeth!” It was Clements speaking. “And look closely—there is a
meniscus, a serif, where they join.”

It was true. It was as though that marvelous body were cast in wax,
all in one piece. Under her nails the flesh curved up with the same little
concave meniscus, and when Clements gave me a lens I saw that at the
base of each golden hair the skin rose in a tiny cone, shading gradually
from ivory to shimmering yellow. Every tiny wrinkle—every whorl and
ridge of her palms and finger tips was plainly marked, but nowhere were
the tiny pits of pores.

Nowhere was there any opening in that strange, hard membrane that
covered her entire body in place of normal human skin.

Bates had been examining her with that stolid thoroughness that is so
characteristic of him. Now he stood staring into vacancy, oblivious of
everything.

I knew what thoughts were passing through his mind. What was she,
this woman out of the past? What manner of creature could live as she
must have lived, sealed away from the world and everything in it? How
did she eat—drink—breathe? Was it like a plant, absorbing moisture
and food through that unnatural skin—feeding on light itself? Was she,
in fact, some superplant from an age when plants were lords of Earth
and all that lived on it—the culmination of a line of evolution longer
and greater than that which had given rise to the human form she mim-
icked?

She was no plant! The man in me, surging up at the vision of her slim,
white loveliness, knew that. She was all woman—a woman such as his-
tory and the races of history had never known—a woman of that elder,
godlike race whose vague traditions filtering through the ages had been
preserved in the myths of the earliest known men.

Men of her own race had laid her where we found her—or was it men
of another blood, living centuries after the last of her own kind had van-
ished from the Earth, and ministering to her as the goddess that her
beauty proclaimed her? Was it the forgotten science of her ancient race
that had preserved her, immune and inviolate, through the ages?

I heard Bates’s voice, strained and unreal: “You’re sure she’s dead?”

What if she were not dead? What if she were in some hypnotic,
trancelike state of suspended animation, preserved by the magic of her
ancient science until the day when men should be ready to receive her
again and with her rule the world in godlike power? What if we should
wake her—now—alfter thirty thousand years?

Mann answered him. “We have found no evidence of life, and we
were as thorough as the time allowed. I would swear that she is dead, if
she were a normal being. But——"

“We are not sure!” boomed Clements. “Because our tests show no life
we cannot swear that she is dead. Because she had been buried in the
earth since the days of the ice age, we cannot assume that life could not
remain in her. There have been other instances—of other forms of life,
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preserved in clay or stone for months and years. I tell you, we are not
sure—and we must be!”’

Bates nodded thoughtfully. His emotions were no longer overbalanc-
ing his better judgment. “What records have you made?” he asked.

Breen gestured impatiently. “The usual things. Her weight—the
standard measurements of the body—photographs and molds with Ne-
gacoll. Clements has samples of her hair and microphotographs of her
skin. We have done what we could, without dissection. An expert crafts-
man, such as you have in this museum, could make her live again as you
see her now.”

Bates bit his lip. It was a difficult decision to make. “Then there is
only—dissection?”’

Breen nodded: “Yes.”

A thin line of worry had appeared between his eyes. “Suppose she’s
alive,” he protested. “We’d kill her. And we don’t know that she’s dead,
we can’t be sure!”

Breen snorted. “Of course, she’s dead! Why talk madness? This per-
fect preservation—who knows what natural chemistry of the body, and
of the soil in which she was buried, might not have preserved the flesh
and caused this hornlike hardening of the skin? Mammoths have been
found with everything intact. We must examine her, thoroughly, and
we must be quick. Decomposition begins suddenly in these cases, and in
an hour—poof!—there may be nothing left! We are scientists. Never
has there been such an opportunity. Of course, we will dissect!”

He was right, of course, but Clements, I think, felt something of what
we did. There was more of the romantic in him than in Breen. He inter-
rupted: “One moment, professor. This hardening of the skin has un-
doubtedly resulted in the wonderful preservation which we have seen,
but—does it extend to the vital organs which we cannot see? We must
not expose them to the effects of the air until we are certain that they
will not be destroyed.”

Breen stared at him. “What do you suggest?” he demanded.

“The X ray, first. It will show us what we want to know as well as dis-
section—the details of the skeleton, and the nature of the vital organs.
Then refrigeration—as soon as possible, to be safe—and injection of
preservatives. The tissues will not be in danger of destruction, then,
and we can complete our examination without the need of this mad
haste.”

Breen stood for a moment with pursed lips, nodding slowly. Then he
swung to Mann. “You have an X ray?” he asked curtly.

“There is one downstairs,” Mann told him. “One of our research staff
is using it in his study of pottery. But we use only the small-sized
plates. We can arrange with the hospital to take a full-length picture.”

Breen’s hand shot up in impatient negation. “Later, if need be—not
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