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EARTH AND THE OVERLORDS

THE vol cano that had reared Taratua up fromthe Pacific depths had been sl eeping now for half a
mllion years. Yet in alittle while, thought Reinhold, the island would be bathed with fires
fiercer than any that had attended its birth. He glanced towards the |aunching site, and his gaze
di nbed the pyram d of scaffolding that still surrounded the Col unbus. Two hundred feet above the
ground, the ship's prow was catching the |ast rays of the descending sun. This was one of the |ast
nights it would ever know. soon it would be floating in the eternal sunahine of space.

It was quiet here beneath the palns, high up on the rocky spine of the island. The only sound from
the Project was the occasional yamering of an air conpressor or the faint shout of a worknan

Rei nhol d had grown fond of these clustered pal ns; al nost every evening he had cone here to survey
his little enpire. It saddened himto think that they would be blasted to atons when the Col unbus
rose in flame and fury to the stars.

A mle beyond the reef, the James Forrestal had sw tched on her searchlights and was sweepi ng the
dark waters. The sun had now vani shed conpletely, and the swift tropical night was racing In from
the east. Reinhold wondered, a little sardonically, if the carrier expected to find Russian
submari nes so close to shore

The thought of Russia turned his mind, as it always did, to Konrad, and that norning in the
cataclysmc spring of 1945. More than thirty years had passed, but the menory of those |ast days
when the Reich was crunbling beneath the waves fromthe East and fromthe Wst had never faded. He
could still see Konrad's tired blue eyes, and the gol den stubble on his chin, as they shook hands
and parted in that ruined Prussian village, while the refugees streanmed endl essly past. It was
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a parting that symbolized everything that had since happened to the world-the cl eavage between
East and West. For Konrad chose the road to Moscow. Reinhold had thought hima fool, but now he
was not so sure.

For thirty years he had assuned that Konrad was dead. It was only a week ago that Col one
Sandmeyer, of Technical Intelligence, had given himthe news. He didn't |ike Sand-neyer, and he
was sure the feeling was nmutual. But neither let that interfere w th business.

"M . Hoffmann," the Col onel had begun, in his best official manner, "I've just had sone al arm ng
i nformation from Washington. It's top secret, of course, but we've decided to break it to the
engi neering staff so that they'll realize the necessity fbr speed." He paused for effect, but the

gesture was wasted on Reinhol d. Somehow, he already knew what was com ng

"The Russians are nearly level with us. They've got sone kind of atomic drive-it nay even be nore
efficient than ours, and they're building a ship on the shores of Lake Bai kal. W don't know how
far they've got, but Intelligence believe it may be |launched this year. You know what that neans.
Yes, thought Reinhold, | know The race is on-and we may not win it.

"Do you know who's running their tean?" he had asked, not really expecting an answer. To his
surprise, Colonel Sand-nmeyer had pushed across a typewitten sheet-and there at its head was the
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nane: Konrad Schnei der

"You knew a | ot of these nmen at Peenentnde, didn't you?" said the Colonel. "That nay give us sone
insight into their nethods. 1'd like you to Il et nme have notes on as many of themas you can-their
specialities, the bright ideas they had, and so on. | knowit's asking a lot after all this tinme-

but see what you can do."

"Konrad Schneider is the only one who matters," Reinhold had answered. "He was brilliant-the
others are just conpetent engineers. Heaven only knows what he's done in thirty years. Renenber-
he's probably seen all our results and we haven't any of his. That gives hima decided advant age."
He hadn't neant this as a criticismof Intelligence, but for a nonment is seened as if Sandneyer
was going to be offended. Then the Col onel shrugged his shoul ders.

"I't works both ways-you've told ne that yourself. Qur free exchange of information neans swifter
progress, even if
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we do give away a few secrets. The Russian research departnents probably don't know what their own
people are doing half the time. W'll show themthat Denobcracy can get to the nmoon first."
Denocracy-Nuts! thought Reinhold, but knew better than to say it. One Konrad Schnei der was worth a
mllion nanes on an electoral roll. And what had Konrad done by this tine, with all the resources
of the U S.S. R behind hin? Perhaps, even now, his ship was already outward bound from Earth. ..

The sun whi ch had deserted Taratua was still high above Lake Bai kal when Konrad Schnei der and the
Assi stant Conmi ssar for Nucl ear Science wal ked slowy back fromthe nmotor test rig. Their ears
were still throbbing painfully, though the |ast thunderous echoes had died out across the |ake ten

m nut es before.

"Way the long face?" asked Grigorievitch suddenly. "You should be happy now. |n another nonth
we'll be on our way, and the Yankees will be choking thenselves with rage."

"You're an optimst, as usual," said Schneider. "Even though the notor works, it's not as easy as
that. True, | can't see any serious obstacles nowbut |I'mworried about the reports from Taratua
I've told you how good Hoffmann is, and he's got billions of dollars behind him Those photographs
of his ship aren't very clear, but it looks as if it's not far from conpletion. And we know he
tested his notor five weeks ago."

"Don't worry," laughed Gigorievitch. "They're the ones who are going to have the big surprise.
Remenber -t hey don't know a thing about us."

Schnei der wondered if that was true, but decided it was nuch safer to express no doubts. That

m ght start Grigorievitch's mind exploring far too many tortuous channels, and if there had been a
|l eak, he would find it hard enough to clear hiinself

The guard saluted as he reentered the adm nistration buildng. There were nearly as many soldiers
here, he thought grimy, as technicians. But that was how the Russians did things, and as |ong as
they kept out of his way he had no conplaints. On the whol e-with exasperati ng exceptions-events
bad turned out very much as he had hoped. Only the future could tell if he or Reinhold had nmade
the better choice.
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He was already at work on his final report when the sound of shouting voices disturbed hint. For a
monent he sat notionless at his desk, wondering what concei vabl e event coul d have di sturbed the
rigid discipline of the canp. Then he wal ked to the wi ndowand for the first time in his life he
knew despair.

The stars were all around himas Reinhold descended the little hill. Qut at sea, the Forrestal was
still sweeping the water with her fingers of light, while further along the beach the scaffol ding
round the Col unbus had transforned itself into an illumnated Christmas tree. Only the projecting

prow of the ship lay |like a dark shadow across the stars.

A radio was blaring dance-nusic fromthe living quarters, and unconsciously Reinhold's feet
accelerated to the rhythm

He had al nost reached the narrow road al ong the edge of the sands when some prenonition, sone half-
gl i mpsed novenent, made hi m stop. Puzzled, he glanced fromland to sea and back again: it was some
little time before he thought of |ooking at the sky.

Then Rei nhol d Hof f mann knew, as did Konrad Schneider at this sanme nonment, that he had lost his
race. And he knew that he had lost it, not by the few weeks or nonths that he had feared, but by
nmllennia. The huge and silent shadows driving across the stars, nore niles above his head than he
dared to guess, were as far beyond his little Colunbus as it surpassed the | og canoes of
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pal eolithic man. For a nonent that seened to |ast forever, Reinhold watched, as all the world was
wat chi ng, while the great ships descended in their overwhel ning najesty-until at [ast he could
hear the faint screamof their passage through the thin air of the 8tratosphere.

He felt no regrets as the work of a lifetime was swept away. He had | aboured to take nen to the
stars, and in the nonent of success the stars-the aloof, indifferent stars-had cone to him This
was the nmonment when history held its breath, and the present sheared asunder fromthe past as an
iceberg splits fromits frozen, parent cliffs, and goes sailing out to sea in lonely pride. A
that the past ages had achi eved was as not hbig now only one thought echoed and re-echoed through
Rei nhol d' s brai n:

The hunman race was no | onger al one.

8
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Tii~ Secretary-General of the United Nations stood notionless by the great wi ndow, staring down at
the crawming traffic on 43rd Street. He sonetimes wondered if it was a good thing for any man to
work at such an altitude above his fellow humans. Detachnent was all very well, but it could
change so easily to indifference. O was he nerely trying to rationalize his dislike of
skyscrapers, still unabated after twenty years in New York?

He heard the door open behind him but did not turn his head as Pieter van Ryberg came into the
room There was the inevitable pause as Pieter |ooked disapprovingly at the thernostat, for it was
a standing joke that the Secretary-General liked living in an icebox. Stornmgren waited until his
assistant joined hint at the window, then tore his gaze away fromthe famliar yet always

fasci nati ng panorana bel ow.

"They're late," he said. 'Wainwight should have been here five mnutes ago."

"I"ve just heard fromthe police. He's got quite a procession with him and it's snarled up the
traffic. He should be here any nmonment now. "

Van Ryberg paused, then added abruptly, "Are you still sure it's a good idea to see hinP"
"I"'mafraid it's alittle late to back out of it now After all, |'ve agreed-though as you know it
was never ny idea in the first place.”

Storngren had wal ked to his desk and was fidgeting with his fanmous urani um paperwei ght. He was not
nervous- nerely undecided. He was al so glad that Wainwight was late, for that would give hima
slight noral advantage when the interview opened. Such trivialities played a greater part in human
af fairs than anyone who set much store on |logic and reason m ght w sh.

"Here they are!" said van Ryberg suddenly, pressing his face against the wi ndow. "They' re com ng
al ong the Avenue

-a good three thousand, 1'd say."

St ormgren pi cked up his notebook and rejoined his assistant. Half a'mle away, a snall but

determ ned crowd was noving slowy towards the Secretariat Building. It carried banners that were
i ndeci pherable at this distance, but Stornmgren knew
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their nessage well enough. ~Presently he could hear, rising above the sound of the traffic, the
om nous rhythm of chanting voices. He felt a sudden wave of disgust sweep over him Surely the
wor | d had had enough of marchi ng nobs and angry sl ogans!

The crowd had now come abreast of the building: it nust know that he was watching, for here and
there fists were being shaken, rather self-consciously, in the air. They were not defying him

t hough the gesture was doubtl ess meant for Storngren to see. As pygnies may threaten a giant, so
those angry fists were directed against the sky fifty kilonetres above his head-agai nst the

gl eami ng silver cloud that was the flagship of the Overlord fleet.

And very probably, thought Storngren, Karellen was watching the whol e thing and enjoying hinself
hugely, for this neeting woul d never have taken place except at the Supervisor's instigation.

This was the first time that Stormgren had ever met the head of the Freedom League. He had ceased
to wonder if the action was wi se, for Kareilen's plans were often too subtle for nerely human
understanding. At the worst, Storngren did not see that any positive harmcould be done. If he had
refused to see Wai nwright, the L~ague woul d have used the fact as amunition agai nst him

Al exander Wi nwight was a tall, handsone nan in the late forties. He was, Storngren knew,

conmpl etely honest, and therefore doubly dangerous. Yet his obvious sincerity nmade it hard to
dislike him whatever views one mi ght have about the cause for which he stood-and sonme of the

foll owers he had attracted.

Storngren wasted no tinme after van Ryberg's brief and somewhat strained introductions.

"l suppose,"” he began, "the chief object of your visit is to register a formal protest against the
Federation Scheme. Am | correct?"

Wai nw i ght nodded gravely.
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"That is nmy main protest, M. Secretary. As you know, for the last five years we have tried to
awaken the human race to the danger that confronts it. The task has been a difficult one, for the
mejority of people seemcontent to let the Overlords run the world as they pl ease. Neverthel ess,
nmore than five million patriots, in every country, have signed our petition."
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"That is not a very inpressive figure out of two and a half billion."

"It is a figure that cannot be ignored. And for every person who has signed, there are nany who
feel grave doubts about the wi sdom not to mention the rightness of this Federation plan. Even
Supervi sor Karellen, for all his powers, cannot w pe out a thousand years of history at the stroke
of a pen.™

"What does anyone know of Karellen's powers?" retorted Storngren. "Wien | was a boy, the
Federation of Europe was a dream but when | grew to nmanhood it had becone reality. And that was
before the arrival of the Overlords. Kardlen is merely finishing the work we had begun."”

"Europe was a cultural and geographical entity. The world is not-that is the difference."

"To the Overlords,"” replied Stornmgren sarcastically, "the Earth is probably a great deal smaller
than Europe seened to our fathers-and their outlook, | submt, is nore mature than ours.”

"I do not necessarily quarrel with Federation as an ulti nate objective-though nany of ny
supporters might not agree. But it nust come fromw thin-not be superinposed fromw thout. W nust
work out our own destiny. There must be no nmore interference in human affairs!”

Stormgren sighed. Al this he had heard a hundred tines before, and he knew that he could only
give the old answer that the Freedom League had refused to accept. He had faith in Karellen, and
they had not. That was the fundanental difference, and there was nothing he could do about it.
Luckily, there was nothing that the Freedom League could do, either

"Let me ask you a few questions," he said. "Can you deny that the Overlords have brought security,
peace and prosperity to the worl d?"

"That is true. But they have taken our liberty. Man does not live-"

"-by bread alone. Yes, | knowbut this is the first age in which every man was sure of getting
even that. In any case, what freedom have we | ost conpared with that which the Overl ords have
given us for the first tinme in human history?"

"Freedomto control our own lives, under God's guidance." At last, thought Storngren, we've got to
the point. Basically, the conflict is a religious one, however nuch it may be
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di sgui sed. Wi nwight never let you forget he was a dergyman. Though he no | onger wore a derica
col lar, sonmehow one always got the inpression it was still there.

"Last month," pointed out Storngren, "a hundred bishops, cardinals and rabbis signed a joint

decl aration pledging their support for the Supervisor's policy. The worl d' sreigi ons are agai nst
you. "

Wai nwri ght shook his head in angry denialL

"Many of the | eaders are blind: they have been corrupted by the Cverlords. Wen they realize the
danger, it may be too late. Hinntrnity will have lost its initiative and becone a subject race.”
There was silence for a nonent. Then Storngren replied:

"In three days | will be neeting the Supervisor again. | will explain your objections to him
since it is ny duty to represent the views of the world. But it will alter nothing-l can assure
you of that."

"There is one other point," said Wainwight slowy. "W have many objections to the Overl ords-but
above all we detest their secretiveness. You are the only human bei ng who has ever spoken with
Karel |l en, and even you have never seen him Is it surprising that we doubt his notives?"

"Despite all that he has done for humanity?"

"Yes-despite that. | do not know which we resent nore- Karellen's omipotence, or his secrecy. If
he has nothing to hide, why will he never reveal hinmself? Next time you speak with the Supervisor,
M. Storngren, ask himthat!"

Storngren was silent. There was nothing he could say to this-nothing, at any rate, that would
convince the other. He sonetines wondered if he had really convinced hinself.

It was, of course, only a very small operation fromtheir point of view, but to Earth it was the
bi ggest thing that had ever happened. There had been no warning when the great ships came pouring
out of the unknown depths of space.

Countless times this day had been described in fiction, but no-one had really believed that it
woul d ever conme. Now it had dawned at last: the gleanm ng, silent shapes hangi ng over every | and
were the synmbol of a science Man could not hope to match for centuries. For six days they floated
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noti onl ess above his cities, giving no hint they knew of his existence.
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But none was needed: not by chance al one could those mghty

shi ps have cone to rest so precisely over New York, London, Paris, Mscow, Rone, Cape Town, Tokyo,
Canberra. ..

Even before the ending of those heart-freezing days, sone nen had guessed the truth. This was not
the first tentative contact by a race which knew nothing of man. Wthin those silent, unnoving
shi ps, nmaster psychol ogi sts were studying humanity's reactions. \Wen the curve of tension had
reached its peak, they would act.

A.nd on the sixth day Karellen, Supervisor for Earth, nade hinself known to the world in a
broadcast that blanketed every radi o frequency. He spoke in English so perfect that the
controversy it began was to rage across the Atlantic for a generation. But the context of the
speech was nore staggering even than its delivery. By any standards, it was a work of superlative
geni us, showi ng a conplete and absolute nastery of human affairs. There could be no doubt that its
scholarship and virtuosity, its tantali7ing glinpses of know edge still untapped were deliberately
designed to convince mankind that it was in the presence of overwhelmng intellectual power. Wen
Karel l en had finished, the nations of Earth knew that their days of precarious sovereignty had
ended. Local, internal governnents would still retain their powers, but in the wider field of
international affairs the suprenme deci sions had passed from human hands. Argunents-protests-al
were futile.

It was hardly to be expected that all the nations of the world would subnit tamely to such a
limtation of their powers. Yet active resistance presented baffling difficulties, for the
destruction of the Overlords' ships, even if it could be achieved, would annihilate the cities
beneat h them Neverthel ess, one major power had made the attenpt. Perhaps those responsi bl e hoped
to kill two birds with one atomic nissile, for their target was floating above the capital of an
adj oi ni ng and unfriendly nation.

As the great ship's image had expanded on the television screen in the secret control room the
little group of officers and technicians nust have been torn by many enotions. If they succeeded-
what action would the renmining ships take?

Coul d they al so be destroyed, |eaving humanity to go its own way once nore? O would Kardllen
wreak sonme frightful vengeance upon those who had attacked hin?

The screen becane suddenly bl ank as the mssile destroyed
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itself on inpact, and the picture switched i mediately to an airborne camera nany mles away. In
the fraction of a second that had el apsed, the fireball should already have fornmed and shoul d be
filling the sky with its solar flane.

Yet not hi ng what soever had happened. The great ship floated unharmed, bathed in the raw sunlight
at the edge of space. Not only had the bonb failed to touch it, but no-one could ever decide what
had happened to the missile. Mreover, Karellen took no action against those responsible, or~ even
i ndi cated that he had known of the attack. He ignored them contenptuously, |eaving themto worry
over a vengeance that never cane. It was a nore effective, and nore denoralizing, treatnent than
any punitive action could have been. The government responsible collapsed conpletely in nutua
recrimnation a few weeks | ater.

There had al so been sone passive resistance to the policy of the Overlords. Usually, Karellen had
been able to deal with it by letting those concerned have their own way, until they had di scovered
that they were only hurting thenselves by their refusal to co-operate. Only once had he taken any
direct action against a recalcitrant governnent.

For nore than a hundred years, the Republic of South Africa had been the centre of social strife.
Men of good will on both sides had tried to build a bridge, but in vain-fears and prejudices were
too deeply ingrained to pernit any cooperation. Successive governments had differed only by the
degree of their intolerance; the |land was poi soned with hate and the aftermath of civil war.

When it becane clear that no attenpt would be nmade to end discrimnation, K arellen gave his
warning. It nerely naned a date and tinme-no nore. There was apprehension, but little fear or
pani ¢, for no-one believed that the Overlords would take any violent or destructive action which
woul d invol ve innocent and guilty alike.

Nor did they. Al that happened was that as the sun passed the neridian at Cape Town-it went out.
There remai ned visible nerely a pale, purple ghost, giving no heat or light. Somehow, out in
space, the light of the sun had been polarized by two crossed fields so that no radiation could
pass. The area affected was five hundred kil onetres across, and perfectly circul ar

The denonstration lasted thirty mnutes. It was sufficient:
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the next day the Covernnent of South Africa announced that full civil rights would be restored to
the white mnority.

Apart from such isolated incidents, the human race had accepted the Overlords as part of the
natural order of things. In a surprisingly short time, the initial shock had worn off, and the
worl d went about its business again. The greatest change a suddenly awakened Ri p Van W nkl e woul d
have noticed was a hushed expectancy, a nental gl ancing-over-the-shoul der, as mankind waited for
the Overlords to show thensel ves and to step down fromtheir gleaning ships.

Five years later, it was still waiting. That, thought Storngren, was the cause of all the trouble.

There was the usual circle of sightseers, caneras at the ready, as Storngren's car drove on to the
| aunchi ng-field. The Secretary-General exchanged a few final words with his assistant, collected
his brief-case, and wal ked through the ring of spectators.

Karel I en never kept himwaiting for long. There was a sudden "Ch!" fromthe crowd, and a silver
bubbl e expanded wi th breathtaking speed in the sky above. A gust of air tore at Storngren's
clothes as the tiny ship came to rest fifty metres away, floating delicately a few centinetres
above the ground, as if it feared contamination with Earth. As he wal ked slowy forward, Storngren
saw that familiar puckering of the seamess netallic hull, and in a nonment the opening that had so
baffled the world's best scientists appeared before him He stepped through it into the ship's
single, softly-lit room The entrance sealed itself as if it had never been, shutting out al

sound and si ght.

It opened again five mnutes later. There had been no sensation of noverment, but Stornmgren knew
that he was now fifty kilonmetres above the Earth, deep in the heart of Karellen's ship. Be was in
the world of the Overlords: all around him they were going about their nysterious business. He
had cone nearer to themthan had any other man: yet he knew no nore of their physical nature than
did any of the mllions on the world bel ow

The little conference roomat the end of the short connecting corridor was unfurni shed apart from
the single chair and the table beneath the vision screen. As was intended, it told
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absol utely nothing of the creatures who had built it. The vision screen was enpty now, as it had
al ways been. Sonetines in his dreans Storngren had i magi ned that it had suddenly flashed into
life, revealing the secret that tormented all the world. But the dream had never cone true: behind
that rectangle of darkness lay utter mystery. Yet there also |ay power and wi sdom an i mense and
tol erant understandi ng of manki nd-and, nost unexpected of all, a hunorous affection fbr the little
creatures crawing on the planet beneath.

Fromthe hidden grille came that calm never-hurried voice that Storngren knew so well though the
worl d had heard it only once in history. Its depth and resonance gave the single clue that existed
in Karellen's physical nature, fbr it left an overwhel mi ng i npression of sheer size. Karellen was
| arge- perhaps much larger than a man. It was true that some scientists, after analyzing the
record of his only speech, had suggested that the voice was that of a machine~ This was sonet hi ng
that Storngren coul d never believe.

"Yes, Rikki, | was listening to your little interview Wat did you make of M. Wi nwi ght ?"
"He's an honest man, even if nany of his supporters aren't. What are we going to do about hinP? The
League itself isn't dangerous-but sone of its extrenists are openly advocating violence. |I've been

wondering if | should put a guard on ny house. But | hope it isn't necessary."

Kardlien evaded the point in the annoying way he soneti nes had.

"The details of the Wrld Federati on have been out for a nmonth now. Has there been a substantia
increase in the seven per cent who don't approve of ne-or the twelve per cent who Don't Know?"
"Not yet. But that's of no inportance: what does worry me is a general feeling, even anbng your
supporters, that it's time this secrecy cane to an end."

Karell en's sigh was technically perfect, yet sonehow | acked convi cti on.

"That's your feeling too, isn't it?"

The question was so rhetorical that Storngren did not bother to answer it.

"I wonder if you really appreciate,” he continued earnestly, "how difficult this state of affairs
mekes my job?"

"I't doesn't exactly help nmine," replied Karellen with sone
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spirit. "I wish people would stop thinking of ne as a dictator, and renenber |'monly a civi
servant trying to adm nister a colonial policy in whose shaping I had no hand."

That, thought Stornmgren, was quite an engagi ng description. He wondered just how nuch truth it
hel d.
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"Can't you at |east give us some reason for your conceal nent? Because we don't understand it, it
annoys us and gives rise to endl ess rumours."
Karel l en gave that rich, deep laugh of his, just too resonant, to be altogether hunan.

"What am | supposed to be now? Does the robot theory still hold the field? I'd rather be a nass of
el ectron tubes than a thing like a centipede-oh yes, |'ve seen that cartoon in yesterday's Chicago
Times! |I'mthinking of requesting the original."

Storngren pursed his lips primy. There were tines, he thought, when Karellen took his duties too
lightly.

"This is serious," he said reprovingly.

"My dear Rikki," Karellen retorted, "it's only by not taking the human race seriously that |
retain what fragnents of ny once considerable nental powers | still possess!"

Despite himself Stormgren snil ed.

"That doesn't help ne a great deal, does it? | have to go down there and convince ny fellow nmen
that although you won't show yourself, you've got nothing to hide. It's not an easy job. Curiosity
is one of the nost dom nant of hunman characteristics. You can't defy it forever."

"OF all the problens that faced us when we cane to Earth, this was the nost difficult,” admtted
Karell en. "You have trusted our wisdomin other matters-surely you can trust us in this!"

"I trust you," said Storngren, "but Wi nwight doesn't, nor do his supporters. Can you really
blame themif they put a bad interpretation on your unwllingness to show yoursel ves?"

There was silence for a nonent. Then Stornmgren heard that faint sound (was it a crackling?) that

m ght have been caused by the Supervisor noving his body slightly.

"You know why Wi nwight and his type fear ne, don't you?" asked Karellen. H's voice was sonbre
now, like a great organ rolling its notes froma high cathedral nave. "You will find nen like him
inall the world' s religions. They know that we represent reason and sci ence, and however
confident they may

17

be in their beliefS, they fear that we will overthrow their gods.

Not necessarily through any deliberate act, but in a subtler fashion. Science can destroy religion
by ignoring it as well as by disproving its tenets. No-one ever denobnstrated, so far as | am
aware, the non-existence of Zeus or Thor-but they have few foll owers now The Wainwights fear
too, that we know the truth about the origins of their faiths. How I ong, they wonder, have we been
observi ng humanity? Have we wat ched Mbohanmed begin the Hegira, or Mdses giving the Jews their
laws? Do we know all that is false in the stories they believe?"

"And do you?" whispered Storngren, half to hinsellL

"That, Rikki, is the fear that tornents them even though they will never adnit it openly. Believe
me, it gives us no pleasure to destroy nen's faiths, but all the world's religions cannot be right-
and they know it. Sooner or later man has to learn the truth: but that time is not yet. As for our
secrecy, which you are correct in saying aggravates our problens- that is a natter beyond our
control. | regret the need for this conceal nent as nuch as you do, but the reasons are sufficient.
However, | will try and get a statenment from ny-superiors- which may satisfy you and perhaps

pl acate the Freedom League. Now, please, can we return to the agenda and start recordi ng agai n?"

"Wel | ?" asked van Ryberg anxiously. "Did you have any | uck?"

"I don't know," Storngren replied wearily as he threw the files down on his desk and col |l apsed
into the seat. "Karellen's consulting his superiors now, whoever or whatever they may be. He won't
make any prom ses.”

"Listen," said Pieter abruptly, "I've just thought of sonething. Wat reason have we for believing
that there is anyone beyond Karel |l en? Suppose all the Overlords, as we've christened them are
right here on Earth in these ships of theirs?

They may have nowhere else to go, but they're hiding the fact

fromus."

"I't's an ingenious theory," grinned Storngren. "But It clashes with what little | know or think
know about Karellen's background. ™"

"And how much |Is that?"

"Well, he often refers to his position here as sonething

18

tenporary, hindering himfromagetting on with his real work, which I think is some form of

mat hematics. Once | nmentioned Acton's quotation about power corrupting, and absol ute power
corrupting absolutely. | wanted to see how he'd react to that. He gave that cavernous |augh of
his, and said: 'There's no danger of that happening to ne. In the first case, the sooner | finish
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my work here, the sooner | can get back to where | belong, a good nmany |ight-years fromhere. And

secondly, | don't have absol ute power, by any means. |'m just-Supervisor.' O course, he may have
been m sleading nme. | can never be sure of that."”

"He's inmortal isn't he?"

"Yes, by our standards, though there's sonmething in the future he seens to fear: | can't inagine
what it is. And that's really all | know about him"

"It isn't very conclusive. My theory is that his little fleet's lost in space and is |ooking for a
new home. He doesn't want us to know how few he and his conrades are. Perhaps all those other
ships are automatic, and there's no-one in any of them They're just an inposing facade."

"You," said Storngren, "have been readi ng too nmuch science-fiction."

Van Ryberg grinned, a little sheepishly.

"The 'Invasion From Space' didn't turn out quite as expected, did it? My theory would certainly
expl ain why Karellen never shows hinmself. He doesn't want us to learn that there aren't any nore
Overlords.™

Storngren shook his head in anused di sagreenent.

"Your explanation, as usual, is nuch too ingenious to be true. Though we can only infer its

exi stence, there nmust be a great civilization behind the Supervisor-and one that's known about nan
for a very long tine. Karellen hinmself nmust have been studying us for centuries. Look at his
command of English, for exanple. He taught ne how to speak it idiomatically!"

"Have you ever discovered anything he doesn't know?"

"Ch yes, quite often-but only on trivial points. | think he has an absolutely perfect nmenory, but
there are sone things he hasn't bothered to |l earn. For instance, English is the only | anguage he
under stands conpletely, though in the last two years he's picked up a good deal of Finnish just to
tease ne. And one doesn't learn Finnish in a hurry! He can quote great
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sl abs of the 'Kalevala', whereas |'m ashanmed to say | know only a few lines. He al so knows the

bi ographies of all living statesnen, and sonetimes | can identify the references he's used. His
knowl edge of history and science seens conplete-. you know how nuch we've al ready | earned from
him Yet, taken one at a tine, | don't think his nental gifts are quite outside the range ot human
achi evenent. But no man coul d possibly do all the things he does."

"That's nore or | ess what |'ve decided already," agreed van Ryberg. "W can argue round Karellen
forever, but in the end we al ways cone back to the sane question-why the devil won't he show

hinself? Until he does, I'll go on theorizing and the Freedom League will go on ful mnating."
He cocked a rebellious eye at the ceiling.
"One dark night, M. Supervisor, | hope sone reporter takes a rocket up to your ship and clinbs in

t hrough the back-door with a canera. What a scoop that would be!"
If Karellen was |istening, be gave no sign. But, of course, he never did.

In the first year of their comng, the advent of the Overlords had nade | ess difference to the
pattern of human life than night have been expected. Their shadow was everywhere, but it was an
unobt rusi ve shadow. Though there were few great cities on Earth where men could not see one of the
silver ships glittering against the zenith, after a little while they were taken as nuch for
granted as the sun, noon or clouds. Mdst nmen were probably only dimy aware that their steadily
rising standards of living were due to the Overlords. Wen they stopped to think of it-which was
sel domthey realized that those silent ships had brought peace to all the world for the first tine
in history, and were duly grateful

But these were negative and unspectacul ar benefits, accepted and soon forgotten. The Overl ords
remai ned al oof, hiding their faces from manki nd. Karellen could command respect and adniration: he
could win nothing deeper so long as he pursued his present policy. It was hard not to fee

resent ment agai nst these O ynpi ans who spoke to man only over the radio-teleprinter circuits at
United Nations Headquarters. \Wiat took place between Karellen and Storngren was never publicly
reveal ed, and sonetinmes Storngren hinself wondered why the Supervisor found these interviews
necessary. Perhaps he
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felt the need of direct contact with one human being at |east:

perhaps he realized that Storngren needed this form of personal support If this was the

expl anation, the Secretary-General appreciated it: he did not mnd if the Freedom League referred
to himcontenptuously as "Karellen's office-boy".

The Overlords had never had any dealings w th individua

states and governments: they bad taken the United Nations Organization as they found it, given
instructions for installing the necessary radi o equi pment, and issued their orders through the

file:/lIF|/rah/Arthur%20C.%20Clarke/Childhoods%20End.txt (8 of 92) [1/14/03 10:52:30 PM]



file:/l1F|/rah/Arthur%20C.%20Cl arke/Childhoods%20End.txt

mout h of the Secretary-CGeneral. The Soviet delegate had quite correctly pointed out, at

consi derabl e I ength and upon innunerabl e occasions, that this was not in accordance with the
Charter. Karellen did not seemto worry.

It was anmazing that so many abuses, follies and evils could be dispelled by those nessages from
the sky. Wth the arrival of the Overlords, nations knew that they need no | onger fear each other
and they guessed-even befbre the experiment was nmade-that their existing weapons were certainly

i mpotent against a civilization that could bridge the stars. So at once the greatest single
obstacl e to the happi ness of manki nd had been renoved.

The Overlords seened largely indifferent to fornms of government, provided that they were not
oppressive or corrupt. Earth still possessed denocraci es, nonarchies, benevol ent dictatorships,
communi sm and capitalism This was a source

of great surprise to nmany sinple souls who were quite convinced that theirs was the only possible
way of life. Others believed that Karellen was nerely waiting to introduce a systemthat would
sweep away all existing forms of society, and so had not bothered with ninor political reforms.
But this, like all other speculations concerning the Overlords, was pure guesswork. No-one knew
their notives: and no-one knew towards what future they were shepherdi ng manki nd.

3

STORMOREN was sl eepi ng badly these nights, which was strange, since soon he would be putting aside
the cares of ofilce forever. He had served mankind for forty years, and its nasters for five, and
few men could | ook back upon a life that had seen
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so manyof its anbitions achi eved. Perhaps that was the trouble:

in the years of retirement, however many they m ght be, he would have no further goals to give any
zest to life. Since Martha had died and the children had established their own famlies, his ties
with the world seened to have weakened. It mght be, too, that he was beginning to identify
hinself with the Overlords, and thus becone detached from hunanity.

This was anot her of those restless nights when his brain went on turning |ike a machi ne whose
governor had failed. He knew better than to woo sleep any further, and reluctantly clinbed out of
bed. Throwi ng on his dressing-gown, he strolled out on to the roof garden of his nodest flat.
There was not one of his direct subordi nates who did not possess much nore |uxurious quarters, but
this place was anple for Storngren's needs. He had reached the position where neither persona
possessi ons nor official ceremony could add anything to his stature. -

The night was warm al nost oppressive, but the sky was clear and a brilliant nmoon hung low in the
sout h-west. Ten kilonetres away, the lights of New York gl owed on the skyline |like a dawn frozen
in the act of breaking.

Stormgren rai sed his eyes above the sleeping city, clinbing again the heights that he al one of
living nmen had scal ed. Far away though it was, he could see the hull of Karellen's ship glinting
in the noonlight. He wondered what the Supervisor was doing, for he did not believe that the
Overlords ever slept.

H gh above, a neteor thrust its shining spear through the done of the sky. The |umi nous trai
glowed faintly for a while:

then it died away, leaving only the stars. The reninder was brutal: in a hundred years, Karellen
woul d still be I eading manki nd towards the goal that he al one could see, but four nonths from now
anot her man woul d be Secretary-General. That in itself Storngren was far from m ndi ng-but it meant
that little tine was left if he ever hoped to | earn what |ay behind that thickened screen

Only in the last few days had he dared to adnit that the Overlords' secretiveness was beginning to
obsess him Until recently, his faith in Karellen had kept himfree from doubts; but now, he
thought a little wyly, the protests of the Freedom League were beginning to have their effect
upon him It was true that the propaganda about Man's ensl avenent was no
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nore t han propaganda. Few people seriously believed it, or really wished for a return to the old
days. Men had grown accustoned to Karellen's inperceptible rule-but they were becom ng inpatient
to know who rul ed them And how could they be bl anmed?

Though it was nuch the | argest, the Freedom League was only one of the organi zations that opposed
Karel | en-and, consequently, the humans who co-operated with the Overlords. The objc¢ctions and
policies of these groups varied enornously:

sonme took the religious viewpoint, while others were nmerely expressing a sense of inferiority.
They felt, with good reason, much as a cultured Indian of the nineteenth century must have done as

file:/lIF|/rah/Arthur%20C.%20Clarke/Childhoods%20End.txt (9 of 92) [1/14/03 10:52:30 PM]



file:/l1F|/rah/Arthur%20C.%20Cl arke/Childhoods%20End.txt

he contenplated the British Raj. The invaders had brought peace and prosperity to Earth-but who
knew what the cost night be? History was not reassuring: even the npst peaceable of contacts
between races at very different cultural |evels had often resulted in the obliteration of the nore
backward society. Nations, as well as individuals, could |ose their spirit when confronted by a
chal | enge which they could not neet. And the civilization of the Overlords, veiled in nystery
though it mght be, was the greatest challenge Man had ever faced.

There was a faint click fromthe facsinmle machine in the adjoining roomas it ejected the hourly,
summary sent out by Central News. Storngren wandered indoors and ruffled hal fheartedly through the
sheets. On the other side of the world, the Freedom League had i nspired a not-very-origina
headl i ne.

"I'S MAN RULED BY MONSTERS?" asked the paper, and went on to quote: "Addressing a neeting in Mdras
today, Dr. C V.

Kri shnan, President of the Eastern Division of the Freedom League, said: 'The explanation of the
Overlords' behaviour Is quiet sinple: Their physical formis so alien and repul sive that they dare
not show thenselves to humanity. | challenge the Supervisor to deny this."

Storngren threw down the sheet in disgust. Even if the charge were true, did it really matter? The
i dea was an old one, but it had never worried him He did not believe that there was ny bi ol ogi ca
form however strange, which he could not accept Lii time and, perhaps, even find beautiful. The
nm nd, not the body, was all that mattered. If only he could convince Karellen of this, the
Overlords night change their policy. It was certain that they could not be half as hideous as the
23

i magi nati ve drawi ngs that had filled the papers soon after their conmng to Earth!

Yet it was not, Storngren knew, entirely consideration for his successor that nade hi manxious to
see the end of this state of affairs. He was honest enough to adnmit that, in the final analysis,
his, nain notive was sinple hunan curiosity. He bad grown to know Karellen as a person, and he
woul d never be satisfied until he had al so di scovered what kind of creature he m ght be.

When Storngren fliiled to arrive at his usual tine next norning, Pieter van Ryberg was surprised
and a little annoyed. Though the Secretary General often nade a nunber of calls before reaching
his own office, he invariably left word that he was doing so. This norning, to nake matters worse,
there had been several urgent messages for Storngren. Van Ryberg rang halfa dozen departnents to
try and locate him then gave it up in disgust.

By noon he had become al arned and sent a car to Storngren's house. Ten minutes |ater he was
startled by the screamof a siren, and a police patrol canme racing up Roosevelt Drive. The news
agenci es nust have had friends in that vehicle, for even as van Ryberg watched it approach, the
radio was telling the world that he was no | onger nerely Assistant-but Acting-Secretary-General of
the United Nations.

Had van Ryberg fewer troubles on his hands, he would have found it entertaining to study the Press
reactions to Storngren's di sappearance. For the past nonth, the world's papers had divided
thensel ves into two sharply defined groups. The Western press, on the whole, approved of
Kar~llen's plan to 'make all nmen citizens of the world. The Eastern countries, on the other hand,
wer e undergoing violent but largely synthetic spasns of national pride. Sone of them had been

i ndependent for little nore than a generation, and felt that they bad been cheated out of their
gains. Criticismof the Overlords was w despread and energetic: after an initial period of extrenme
caution, the Press had quickly found that it could be as rude to Karellen as it liked and nothing
woul d happen.

Now it was excelling itself.

24

Most of these attacks, though very vocal, were not representative of the great mass of the people.
Along the frontiers that would soon be gone forever the guards had been doubl ed

-but the soldiers eyed each other with a still inarticulate friendliness. The politicians and the
general s nmight stormand rave, but the silently waiting mllions felt that, none too soon, a |long
and bl oody chapter of history was comng to an end.

And now St orngren had gone, no-one knew where. The tumult suddenly subsided as the world realized
that it had lost the only man through whomthe Overlords, for their own strange reasons, would
speak to Earth. A paralysis seened to descend upon the press and radi o comentators: but in the
silence could be heard the voice of the Freedom League, anxiously protesting its innocence.
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It was utterly dark when Storngren awke. For a nonent he was too sleepy to realize how strange
that was. Then, as full consciousness dawned, he sat up with a start and felt for the switch
besi de his bed.

In the darkness his hand encountered a bare stone wall, cold to the touch. He froze instantly,

m nd and body paral ysed by the inpact of the unexpected. Then, scarcely believing his senses, he
kneel ed on the bed and began to explore with his finger-tips that shockingly unfamliar wall

He had been doing this only for a nmonent when there was a sudden click and a section of the
darkness slid aside. He caught a glinpse of a man sil houetted against a dimy lit background: then
the door closed again and the darkness returned. It happened so swiftly that he had no chance to
see anything of the roomin which he was |ying.

An instant later, he was dazzled by the Iight of a powerful electric torch. The beam ffickered
across his face, held himsteadily for a nonent, then dipped to illuninate the whol e bed

-whi ch was, he now saw, nothing nore than a mattress supported on rough pl anks.

Qut of the darkness a soft voice spoke to himin excellent English, but with an accent which
Storngren could not at first identif~~.

"Au, M. Secretary-l'mglad to see you're awake. | hope you feel quite all right."
There was sonet hing about the | ast sentence that caught
25

Stornmgren's attention, so that the angry questions he had been about to ask died upon his lips. He
stared back into the darkness, then replied calmy: "How | ong have | been U | COFl scious?"

The ot her chuckl ed.

"Several days. W were prom sed there'd be no after-effects. I'mglad to see it's true.”

Partly to gain tine, partly to test his own reactions, Storngren swung his | egs over the side of
the bed. He was sqil wearing his night-clothes, but they were badly crunpled and seened to have
gathered considerable dirt. As he noved he felt a slight dizziness-not enough to be unpl easant but
sufficient to convince himthat he had i ndeed been drugged.

He turned towards the |ight.

"Where am | ?" he said sharply. "Does Wi nwight know about this?"

"Now, don't get excited," replied the shadow figure. "W won't talk about that sort of thing yet.
| guess you're pretty hungry. Get dressed and cone along to dinner."

The oval of light slipped across the roomand for the first tine Storngren had an idea of its
dimensions. It was scarcely a roomat all, for the walls seened bare rock, roughly snoothed into
shape. He realized that he was underground, possibly at a great depth. And if he had been
unconsci ous for several days, he m ght be anywhere on Earth.

The torch-light illum nated a pile of clothes draped over a packi ng-case.

"This should be enough for you," said the voice fromthe darkness. "Laundry's rather a problem
here, so we grabbed a couple of your suits and half a dozen shirts."

"That," said Stormgren wi thout hunmour, "was very considerate of you."

"We're sorry about the absence of furniture and electric Light. This place is convenient in some
ways, but it rather |acks amenities.”

"Conveni ent for what?" asked Storngren as he clinbed into a shirt. The feel of the famliar cloth
beneath his fingers was strangely reassuring.

"Just -convenient," said the voice. "And by the way, since we're likely to spend a good deal of
time together, you'd better call me Joe.

"Despite your nationality," retorted Storngren, "you're
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E' olish, aren't you?-1 think | could pronounce your real nane.

Et won't be worse than many Finnish ones."

There was a slight pause and the light flickered for an distant.

"Vell, | should have expected it," said Joe resignedly.

"You must have plenty of practice at this sort of thing."

"It's a useful hobby for a man in nmy position. At a guess | ihould say you were brought up in the
United States but didn't ~eave Poland Until-"

"That," said Joe firmy, "is quite enough. As you seemto save finished dressing-thank you."

The door opened as Storngren wal ked towards it, feeling nildly elated by his snmall victory. As Joe
stood aside to |l et aimpass, he wondered if his captor was arnmed. Al npst cer~ainly he would be,
and in any case he would have friends around.

The corridor was dimy lit by oil lanps at intervals, and for the first tine Storngren could see
Joe clearly. He was a man Df about fifty, and nust have wei ghed well over two hundred pounds.
Everyt hi ng about himwas outsize, fromthe stained battledress that m ght have cone from any of
hal f a dozen armed forces, to the startlingly large signet ring on his left band. A man built on
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this scale probably would not bother to carry a gun. It should not be difficult to trace him

t hought Storngren, if he ever got out of this place. He was a little de-. pressed to realize that
Joe nust al so be perfectly well aware of this fact.

The wal s around them though occasionally faced with concrete, were nostly bare rock. It was dear
to Storngren that he was in sonme disused mine, and he could think of few nore effective prisons.
Until now the fact of his kidnapping had failed to worry himgreatly. He had felt that, whatever
happened, the i mense resources of the Overlords would soon | ocate and rescue him Now he was not
so sure. He had already been gone several days-and nothing had happened. There must be a limt
even to Karellen's power, and if he were indeed buried in some renpote continent, all the science
of the Overlords mght be unable to trace him

There were two other nmen sitting at the table in the bare, dimMy |lit room They |ooked up with
interCst, and nore than a little respect, as Storngren entered. One of them pushed across a bundl e
of sandwi ches whi ch Storngren accepted
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eagerly. Though he felt extrenely hungry, he could have done with a nore interesting neal, but it
was probable that his captors had di ned no better

As he ate, he glanced quickly at the three nmen around him

~oe was by far the nobst outstanding character, and not nerely In the matter of physical bul k. The
others were clearly his assistants-nondescript individuals, whose origins Storngren would be able
to pl ace when he heard themtal k.

Sone wi ne had been produced in a not-too-aseptic glass,

and Storngren washed down the |ast of the sandw ches.

Feeling now nore fully in conmand of the situation, he turned to the huge Pole.

"Vell," he said evenly, "perhaps you'll tell me what all this |Is about, and just what you hope to
get out of it."

Joe cleared his throat.

"I"d like to make one thing straight,” he said. "This is nothing to do with Wainwight. He'll be
as surprised as anyone. ',

Storngren had half expected this, though he wondered why Joe was confirm ng his suspicions. He had
| ong suspected the existence of an extrenmi st novenent inside-or on the frontiers of-the Freedom
League.

"As a matter of interest," he said, "how did you ki dnap me?"

He hardly expected a reply to this, and was somewhat taken aback by the other's readi ness-even
eagerness-to answer.

"It was all rather like a Hollywood thriller," said Joe cheerfully. "W weren't sure if Karellen
kept a watch on you, so we took sonmewhat el aborate precautions. You were knocked out by gas in the
air-conditioner--that was easy. Then we carried you out into the car-no trouble at all. Al this,

I mght say, wasn't done by any of our people. W hired-er-professionals fur the job. Karellen may
get themin fact, he's supposed to

-but he'll be no wiser. When it left your house, the car drove into a long road tunnel not a
thousand kilonetres from New York. It came out again on schedule at the opposite end, stil
carrying a drugged man extraordinarily like the Secretary-Ceneral. Quite a while later a large
truck | oaded with nmetal cases energed in the opposite direction and drove to a certain airfield
where the cases were | oaded aboard a freighter on perfectly legitinate business. |'msure the
owners of those cases would be horrified to know how we enpl oyed t hem

"Meanwhi l e the car that had actually done the job continued
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el aborate evasive action towards the Canadi an border. Perhaps Karellen's caught it by now | don't
know or care. As you'll iee-lI do hope you appreciate nmy frankness-our whol e pl an depended on one

thing. We're pretty sure that Karellen can ee and hear everything that happens on the surface of
the Earth-but unless he uses mmgic, not science, he can't see nderneath it. So he won't know about
the transfer in the tunnel-at least until it's too late. Naturally we've taken a risk, but there
were al so oneor two other safeguards | won't go into aow. W nmay want to use themagain, and it
woul d be a pity to give them away."

Joe had related the whole story with such obvious gusto that Stornmgren could hardly help smling.
Yet he also felt very iisturbed. The plan was an ingenious one, and it was quite possible that
Karel |l en had been deceived. Stormgren was not even certain that the Overlord kept any form of
protective rnrveillance over him Nor, clearly, was Joe. Perhaps that was why he had been so frank-

he wanted to test Storngren's reactions. Well, he would try and appear confident, whatever his
real feelings mght be.
"You nmust be a lot of fools," said Stornmgren scornfully, "if you think you can trick the Overlords
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as easily as this. In any case, what conceivable good will it do?"

Joe offered hima cigarette, which Storngren refused, then [it one hinself and sat on the edge of
the table. There was an om nous creaking and he junped off hastily.

"Qur notives," he began, "should be pretty obvious. W' ve found argunents usel ess, so we have to
take ot her neasures. There have been underground novenents before, and even Karellen, whatever
powers he's got, won't find it easy to deal with us. We're out to fight for our independence.

Don't misunderstand me. There'll be nothing violent-at [hat, anyway-but the Overlords have to use
human agents, and we can make it nmighty unconfortable for them"
Starting with me, | suppose, thought Storngren. He wondered if the other had given himnore than a

fraction of the whole story. Did they really think that these gangster nethods would | nfluence
Karellen in the slightest? On the ther hand, it was quite true that a well-organi zed resistance
novenent could make life very difficult. For Joe had put his [luger on the one weak spot in the
Overlords' rule. Utimtely, all their orders were carried out by human agents. |If these were
29

terrorized into di sobedi ence, the whole systemmi ght collapse. It was only a faint possibility,
for Storngren felt confident that Karellen would soon find sone sol ution.

"What do you intend to do with nme?" asked Storngren at length. "Am | a hostage, or what?"

"Don't worry-we'll | ook after you. We expect sone visitors in a few days, and until then we'l]|
entertain you as well as we

can."

He added sone words in his own | anguage, and one of the others produced a brand-new pack of cards.
"We got these especially fur you," explained Joe. "I read in Tine the other day that you were a
good poker player." H s voice suddenly becane grave. "I hope there's plenty of cash in your
wal | et," he said anxiously. 'W never thought of |ooking. After all, we can hardly accept
cheques. "

Quite overcone, Storngren stared blankly at his captors.

Then, as the true hunour of the situation sank into his nmnd, it suddenly seened to himthat al
the cares and worries of office had lifted fromhis shoulders. Fromnow on, it was van Ryberg's
show. WWhat ever happened, there was absolutely nothing he could do about it-and now these fantastic
crimnals were anxiously waiting to play poker with him

Abruptly, he threw back his head and | aughed as he had not done for years.

There was no doubt, thought van Ryberg norosely, that Wainwight was telling the truth. He m ght
have hi s suspicions, but he did not know who had~ki dnapped Storngren. Nor did he approve of the
ki dnapping itself: Van Ryberg had a shrewd idea that for sone tune extrem sts in the Freedom
League had been putting pressure on Wainwight to nake himadopt a nore active policy. Now they
were taking natters into their own hands.

The ki dnappi ng had been beautifully organized, there was no doubt of that. Storngren mght be
anywhere on Earth, and there seened little hope of tracing him Yet sonething nust be done,

deci ded van Ryberg, and done quickly. Despite the jest. he had so often nmade, his real feeling
towards Karellen was one of overwhel m ng awe. The thought of approaching the Supervisor directly
filled himwi th dismay, but there seenmed no alternative.

30

The Conmuni cations Section occupied the entire top fl oor

of the great building. Lines of facsinmle machines, sone silent, sone clicking busily, stretched
away into the distance. Through them poured endl ess streans of statistics-production figures,
census returns, and all the book-keeping of a world econom c system Somewhere up in Karellen's
ship nust lie the equivalent of this great roomand van Ryberg wondered, with a tingling of the
spi ne, what shapes noved to and fro collecting the nessages that Earth was sending to the

Overl ords.

But today he was not interested in these machines and the

routi ne business they handl ed. He wal ked to the little private roomthat only Storngren was
supposed to enter. At his instructions, the | ock had been forced and the Chief Comunications

O ficer was waiting there for him

"It's an ordinary teleprinter-standard typewiter keyboard,"

he was told. "There's a facsimle machine as well if you want to send any pictures or tabular
i nfornmation-but you said you wouldn't be needing that."
Van Ryberg nodded absently. "I'hat's all. Thanks," he said. "I don't expect to be here very |long

Then get the place | ocked up again and give nme all the keys."
He waited until the Communi cations Oficer had left, and then sat down at the nmachine. It was, he

file:/lIF|/rah/Arthur%20C.%20Clarke/Childhoods%20End.txt (13 of 92) [1/14/03 10:52:30 PM]



file:/l1F|/rah/Arthur%20C.%20Cl arke/Childhoods%20End.txt

knew, very seldomused, since nearly all business between Karellen and Storngren was dealt with at
their weekly neetings. Since this was sonething of an energency circuit, he expected a reply
fairly quickly.

After a monent's hesitation, he began to tap out his nessage with unpractised fingers. The nmachi ne
purred away quietly and the words gleaned for a few seconds on the darkened screen

Then he | eaned back and waited for the answer.

Scarcely a minute |ater the machine started to whirr again. Not for the first time, van Ryberg
wondered if the Supervisor ever slept.

The nessage was as brief as it was unhel pful

NO | NFORVATI ON. LEAVE MATTERS ENTI RELY TO YOUR DI SCRETI ON. K.

Rat her bitterly, and without any satisfaction at all, van Ryberg realized how much greatness had
been thrust upon him

31

During the past three days Storngren had anal ysed his captors with sone thoroughness. Joe was the
only one of any Inportance: the others were nonentities-the riff-raff one would expect any illega

nmovenment to gather round itself The ideals of the Freedom League neant nothing to them their only
concern was earning a living with the mni num of work.

Joe was an altogether nore conpl ex individual, though sonetinmes he rem nded Storngren of an
overgrown baby. Their intermni nable poker ganes were punctuated with violent political argunents,
and it soon became obvious to Storngren that the big Pole had never thought seriously about the
causes for which he was fighting. Enotion and extrene conservati smclouded all his judgnents. Hs
country's long struggle for |Independence had conditioned himso conpletely that ~ie still lived in
the past. He was a picturesque survival, one of those who had no use for an ordered way of life.
Wien his type vanished, if it ever did, the world would be a safer but |essinteresting place.
There was now little doubt, as far as Storingren was concerned, that Karellen had failed to | ocate
him He had tried to blufl, but his captors were unconvinced. He was fairly certain that they had
been hol ding himhere to see if Karellen would act, and now That not hi ng had happened they coul d
proceed with their plans.

Storngren was not surprised when, four days after his capture, Joe told himto expect visitors.

For sonme tine the little group had shown increasi ng nervousness, and the prisoner guessed that the
| eaders of the nmovenent, having seen that the coast was dear, were at last conming to collect him
They were already waiting, gathered round the rickety table, when Joe waved himpolitely into the
living room Storngren was anmused to note that his jailer was now wearing, very ostentatiously, a
huge pistol that had never been in evidence before. The two thugs had vani shed, and even Joe
seemed sonewhat restrained. Storngren could see at once that he was now confronted by nen of a
nmuch hi gher calibre, and the group opposite himrem nded himstrongly of a picture he had once
seen of Lenin and his associates in the first da~ys of the Russian Revolution. There was the sane
intellectual force, iron determination, and ruthlessness in these six nmen. Joe and his kind were
harm ess: here were the real brains behind the organi zation

32

Wth a curt nod, Storngren noved over to the only vacant seat and tried to | ook self-possessed. As
he approached, the elderly, thick-set man on the far side of the table | eaned forward and stared
at himw th piercing grey eyes. They nade Storngren so unconfortable that he spoke first-sonething
he had not intended to do.

"l suppose you've cone to discuss terns. Wuat's ny

ranson?"

He noticed that in the background soneone was taking down his words in a shorthand notebook. It
was all very businesslike.

The | eader replied in a nusical Wl sh accent.

"You could put it that way, M. Secretary-Genera]. But we're interested in information, not cash.”
So that was it, thought Storngren. He was a prisoner of war, and this was his interrogation

"You know what our notives are," continued the other in his softly lilting voice. "Call us a

resi stance novenent, if you like. W believe that sooner or later Earth will have to fight for its
i ndependence-but we realize that the struggle can only be by indirect nmethods such as sabotage and
di sobedi ence. W ki dnapped you partly to show Karellen that we nmean busi ness and are well

organi zed, but |argely because you are the only man who can tell us anything of the Overl ords.
You're a reasonable man, M. Storngren. G ve us your co-operation, and you can have your freedom"”
"Exactly what do you wish to know?" asked Storngren cautiously.

Those extraordi nary eyes seened to search his mnd to its depths: they were unlike any that
Storngren had ever seen in his |life. Then the sing-song voice replied:

"Do you know who, or what, the Overlords really are?"

file:/lIF|/rah/Arthur%20C.%20Clarke/Childhoods%20End.txt (14 of 92) [1/14/03 10:52:30 PM]



file:/l1F|/rah/Arthur%20C.%20Cl arke/Childhoods%20End.txt

Stormgren al nost sm | ed.

"Believe ne," he said, "l'mquite as anxious as you to discover that."

"Then you'll answer our questions?”

"I make no promises. But | may."

There was a slight sigh of relief fromJoe, and a rustle of anticipation ran round the room

"We have a general idea," continued the other, "of the circumstances in which you nmeet Karellen
But perhaps you

33

woul d descri be them carefully, |eaving out nothing of inportance.”

That was harnl ess enough, thought Storingren. He had done it many tinmes before, and it would give
t he appearance of co-operation. There were acute ninds here, and perhaps they could uncover
sonet hi ng new. They were wel conme to any fresh information they could extract fromhimso |ong as
they shared it. That it could harmKarellen in any way he did not fur a nmonent believe.

Stormgren felt in his pockets and produced a pencil and an old envel ope. Sketching rapidly while
he spoke, he began

"You know, of course, that a small flying machine, with no obvious nmeans of propulsion, calls for
me at regular intervals and takes nme up to Karellen's ship. It enters the hull-and you've
doubt |l ess seen the telescopic filns that have been taken of that operation. The door opens again-
if you can call it a door-and | go into a small roomwith a table, a chair, and a vision screen
The layout is something like this."

He pushed the plan across to the old Wl shrnan, but the strange eyes never turned towards it. They
were still fixed on Storngren's face, and as he watched them sonethi ng seened to change in their
dept hs. The room had becone conpletely silent, but behind himhe heard Joe take a sudden i ndrawn
br eat h.

Puzzl ed and annoyed, Storngren stared back at the other, and as he did so, understanding slowy
dawned. In his confusion he crunpled the envelope into a ball of paper and ground it underfoot.
He knew now why those grey eyes had affected himso strangely. The man opposite hi mwas blind.

Van Ryberg had made no further attenpts to contact. Karellen. Miuch of his departnent's work-the
forwardi ng of statistical information, the abstracting of the world' s press, and the |like-had
continued automatically. In Paris the |awers were still wangling over the proposed Wrld
Constitution, but that was none of his business for the noment. It was a fortnight before the
Supervisor wanted the final draft: if it was not ready by then, no doubt Karellen would take what
action he thought fit.

And there was still no news of Storngren

34

4

Van Ryberg was dictating when the "Energency Only"

tel ephone started to ring. He grabbed the receiver and listened with nmounting astoni shnent, then
threw it down and rushed to the open window In the distance, cries of anlazenment were rising from
the streets, and traffic was slowing to a halt.

It was true: Karellen's ship, that never-changi ng synbol of the Overlords, was no longer in the
sky. He searched the heavens as far as he could see, and found no trace of it. Then, suddenly, it
seermed as if night had swiftly fallen. Conming down fromthe north, its shadowed underbelly bl ack
as a thundercloud, the great ship was racing | ow over the towers of New York. Involuntarily, van
Ryberg shrank away fromthe onrushing nonster. He had al ways known how huge the ship. of the
Overlords really were-but it was one thing to see themfar away in space, and quite another to
wat ch t hem passi ng overhead |i ke denon-driven cl ouds.

In the darkness of that partial eclipse, he watched until the ship and its nonstrous shadow had
vani shed into the south. There was no sound, not even the whisper of air, and van Ryberg realized
that despite its apparent nearness the ship had passed at |east a kil onetre above his head. Then
the buil di ng shuddered once as the shock wave struck it, and from somewhere cane the tinkling of
broken gl ass as a wi ndow bl ew i nwar ds.

In the office behind himall the tel ephones had started to ring, but van Ryberg did not nove. He
remai ned | eani ng agai nst the wi ndow | edge, still staring into the south, paral ysed by the presence
of illimtable power.

As Storngren talked, it seemed to himthat his mnd was operating on two | evels simultaneously. On
the one hand he was trying to defy the men who had captured him yet on the other he was hoping
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that they might help himunravel Karellen's secret. It was a dangerous gane, yet to his surprise
he was enjoying it.

The blind Wi shman had conducted nost of the interrogation. It was fascinating to watch that agile
m nd trying one opening after another, testing and rejecting all the theories that Storngren

hi nsel f had abandoned | ong ago. Presently he | eaned back with a sigh

"We're getting nowhere," he said resignedly. "W want

35

more facts, and that neans action, not argunent." The sightless eyes seemed to stare thoughtfully
at Storngren. For a nmonment he tapped nervously on the table-it was the first sign of uncertainty
that Storngren had noticed. Then he conti nued:

"I'ma little surprised, M. Secretary, that you' ve never nmade any effort to |learn nore about the
Overlords."

"What do you suggest?" asked Stornmgren coldly, trying to disguise his interest. "I've told you
that there's only one way out of the roomin which | have ny talks with Karellen-and that |eads
straight back to Earth."

"I't mght be possible," nused the other, "to devise instrunents which could teach us sonething.
I'"'mno scientist, but we can look into the matter. If we give you your freedom would you be
willing to assist with such a plan?"

"Once and fur all," said Storngren angrily, "let me nmake nmy position perfectly clear. Karellen is
working for a united world, and 1'll do nothing to help his enenies. What his ultimte plans may
be, I don't know, but | believe that they are good."

"What real proof have we of that?"

"Al'l his actions, ever since his ships appeared in our skies. | defy you to nention one act that,
inthe ultimate analysis, hasn't been beneficial." Storngren paused for a nonent, letting his mnd
run back thrpugh the past years. Then he snil ed.

"I'f you want a single proof of the essential-how shall | put it?-benevol ence of the Overlords,
think of that cruelty-to-aninmals order which they nmade within a nonth of their arrival

If | had any doubts about Karellen before, that bani shed them

-even though that order baa caused nme nore trouble than anything el se he's ever done!"

That was scarcely an exaggeration, Storngren thought. The whol e incident had been an extraordinary
one, the first revelation of the Overlords' hatred of cruelty. That, and their passion for justice
and order, seened to be the domi nant enptions in their lives-as far as one could judge them by
their actions.

And it was the only tine Karellen bad shown anger, or at |east the appearance of anger. "You may
kill one another if you wi sh," the nessage had gone, "and that is a matter between you and your
own laws. But if you slay, except for food or in self-defence, the beasts that share your world
with you-then you may be answerable to ne."

36

No one knew exactly how conprehensive this ban was supposed to be, or what Karellen would do to
enforce it. They had not long to wait.

The Plaza de Toros was full when the matadors and their attendants began their professional entry.
Everyt hing seened nornmal: the brilliant sunlight blazed harshly on the traditional costunes, the
great crowm greeted its favourites as it had a hundred tinmes before. Yet here and there faces were
turned anxiously towards the sky, to the al oof silver shape fifty kil o-netres above Madri d.

Then the picadors bad taken up their places and the bull had come snorting out into the arena. The
ski nny horses, nostrils wide with terror, had wheeled in the sunlight as their riders forced them
to neet their eneny. The first | ance flashed-nade contact-and at that nonent cane a sound that had
never been heard on Earth befbre.

It was the sound often thousand people screaming with the pain of the sanme wound-ten thousand
peopl e who, when they bad recovered fromthe shock, found thensel ves conpl etely unharned. But that
was the end of that bull-fight, and indeed of all bull-fighting, for the news spread rapidly. It
is worth recording that the aficionados were so shaken that only one in ten asked for their noney
back, and al so that the London Daily Mrror nmade natters nuch worse by suggesting that the

Spani ards adopt cricket as a new national sport.

"You may be correct," the old Wishman replied. 'Possibly the notives of the Overlords are good-
according to their standards, which rmay sonetinmes be the sane as ours. But they are interl opers-we
never asked themto come here and turn our world upside-down, destroying ideals-yes, and nations-
that generations of nen have fought to protect.”

"I come froma small nation that had to fight for its liber.ties," retorted Storngren. "Yet | am
for Kareilen. You may annoy him you nmay even delay the achievenent of his ains, but it will nmake
no di fference mthe end. Doubtless you are sincere in believing as you do: | can understand your
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fear that the traditions and cultures of little countries will be overwhel med when the Wrld State
arrives. But you are w ong:

it is useless to cling to the past. Even before the Overlords canme to Earth, the sovereign state
was dying. They have nerely hastened its end: no one can save it now and no one should try."

37

There was no answer: the man opppsite neither moved nor spoke. He sat with his lips half open, his
eyes now lifeless as well as blind. Around hint the others were equally notionless, frozen in
strained, unnatural attitudes. Wth a gasp of pure horror, Storngren rose to his feet and backed
away towards the door. As he did so the silence was suddenly broken.

"That was a nice speech, R kki: thank you. Now | think we can go."

Storngren spun on his heels and stared into the shadowed corridor. Floating there at eye-level was
a smal |, featurel ess sphere-the source, no doubt, of whatever nysterious force the Overlords had
brought into action. It was hard to be sure, but Storngren inagined that be could hear a faint
hunm ng, as of a hive of bees on a drowsy sumrer day.

"Karellen! Thank God! But what have you done?"

"Don't worryj they're quite all right. You can call it a paralysis, but it's nmuch subtler than
that. They're sinply living a few thousand years nore slowy than normal. \Wen we've gone they'l
never know what happened."

"You'll | eave them here until the police cone?"

"No. |I've a nuch better plan. I'mletting themgo."

Stormgren felt a surprising sense of relief. He gave a last valedictory glance at the little room
and its frozen occupants. Joe was standing on one foot, staring very stupidly at nothing. Suddenly
Storngren | aughed and funbled in his pockets.

"Thanks for the hospitality, Joe," he said. "I think I'Il |leave a souvenir."

He ruffled through the scraps of paper until he had found the figures he wanted. Then, on a
reasonably cl ean sheet, he wote carefully:

B~u~ OF MANHATTAN
Pay Joe the sum of One hundred Thirty-Five Dollars and Fifty Cents ($135.50)
R. St orngren

As he laid the strip of paper beside the Pole, Karellen's voice enquired:

"Exactly what are you doing ?"

"We Storngrens al ways pay our debts. The other two cheated, but Joe played fair. At least | never
caught himout."

He felt very gay and |ightheaded, and quite forty years younger, as he wal ked to the door. The
met al sphere noved

35
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aside to let himpass. He assunmed that it was sonme kind of robot, and it explained how Karellen
had been able to reach himthrough the unknown | ayers of rock overhead.

"Carry straight on for a hundred netres,"” said the sphere, speaking in Karellen's voice. "Then
turn to the left until | give you further instructions."

He strode forward eagerly, though he realized that there was no need for hurry. The sphere

remai ned hanging in the corridor, presunmably covering his retreat.

A minute |ater he cane across a second sphere, waiting for himat a branch in the corridor
"You've half a kilometre to go," it said. "Keep to the left until we neet again."

Six times he encountered the spheres on his way to the open. At first he wondered if, sonehow, the
robot was managi ng to keep ahead of him then he guessed that there must be a chain of the

machi nes nmaintaining a conplete circuit down into the depths of the mne. At the entrance a group
of guards formed a piece of inprobable statuary, watched over by yet another of the ubiquitous
spheres. On the hillside a few netres away lay the little flying machine in which Stormgren had
made all his journeys toKarellen.

He stood for a nonent blinking in the sunlight. Then he saw the ruined m ning machi nery around
hint, and beyond that a derelict railway stretching down the nountainside. Several kil onetres away
a dense forest |apped at the base of the nountain, and very far off Storngren could see the gl eam
of water froma great |ake. He guessed that he was sonewhere in South America, though it was not
easy to say exactly what gave himthat inpression

As he clinbed into the little flying machine, Storngren had a | ast glinpse of the mine entrance
and the men frozen around

it. Then the door seal ed behind himand with a sigh of relief
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he sank back upon the faniliar couch

For a while he waited until he had recovered his breath; then he uttered a single, heart-felt
syl | abl e:

"Wl | ?"

"I"'msorry | couldn't rescue you before. But you see how very inportant it was to wait until al
the | eaders bad gathered here."

"Do you mean to say," spluttered Storngren, "that you knew where | was all the tine? If | thought-
39

"Don't be too hasty," answered Karellen, "at least, let me 6nish expl~iining."

"Very well," said Storngren darkly, "I'mlistening." He was begi nning to suspect that he had been
no nore than bait In an el aborate trap

"I've had a-perhaps 'tracer' is the best word for it-on you For some tine," began Karellen
"Though your late friends were correct in thinking that I couldn't follow you underground, | was
able to keep track until they brought you to the nine. That transfer in the tunnel was ingenious,
but when the first car ceased to react it gave the plan away and | soon | ocated you again. Then it
was nerely a matter of waiting. | knew that once they were certain |I'd |l ost you, the | eaders would
cone here and |'d be able to~p themall."

"But you're letting themgo!"

"Until now," said Karellen, "I had no way of telling who of the two and a half billion nen on this
pl anet were the real heads of the organization. Now that they're |located, | can trace their
movenent s anywhere on Earth, and can watch their actions in detail if I want to. That's far better
than | ocking themup. If they make any noves, they'|ll betray their renmaining conrades.

They're effectively neutralized, and they know it. Your rescue will be conpletely inexplicable to
them for you nust have vani shed before their eyes."

That rich laugh echoed round the tiny room

"I'n somre ways the whole affair was a conedy, but it had a serious purpose. |'mnot nerely
concerned with the few score nen in this organization-l1 have to think of the noral effect on other
groups that exist el sewhere."

Storngren was silent for a while. He was not altogether satisfied, but he could see Karellen's
poi nt of view, and sone of his anger had evaporat ed.

"It's a pity to do it in ny last few weeks of office," he said finally, "but fromnow on |I'm going
to have a guard on ny house. Pieter can be ki dnapped next tinme. How has he nanaged, by the way?"
"1"ve watched himcarefWy this |ast week, and have deliberately avoi ded hel ping him On the whole
he's done very well- but he's not the nan to take your place."

"That's lucky for him" said Storngren, still sonewhat aggrieved. "And by the way, have you had
any word yet from your superiors-about show ng yourself to us? |I'm sure now

40

that it's the strongest argunent your enem es have. Again and

again they told nme: "We'll never trust the Overlords until we

can see them'"

Kardi | en si ghed.

"No. |'ve heard nothing. But |I know what the answer nust be."

Stormgren did not press the matter. Once he night have done so, but now for the first tine the
faint shadow of a plan was beginning to take shape in his mnd. The words of his interrogator
passed agai n through his nenory. Yes, perhaps instrunments could be devised...

What he had refused to do under duress, he might yet attenpt of his own free willL

4
I T woul d never have occurred to Storngren, even a few days before, that he could seriously have
considered the action he was plnnning now. This ridiculously nelodramatic kidnapping, which in
retrospect seened like a third-rate TV dramm, probably had a great deal to do with his new
outlook. It was the first tine in his life that Storngren had ever been exposed to viol ent

physi cal action, as opposed to the verbal battles of the conference room The virus nust have
entered his bl oodstream or else he was nerely approaching second chil dhood nore quickly than he
had supposed.

Sheer curiosity was also a powerful notive, and so was a determ nation to get his own back for the
trick that had been played upon him It was perfectly obvious now that Karell en had used himas a
bait, and even if this had been for the best of reasons, Storngren did not feel inclined to
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forgive the Supervisor at once.

Pi erre Duval showed no surprise when Storngren wal ked unannounced into his office. They were old
friends and there was nothing unusual in the Secretary-General paying a personal visit to the
Chief of the Science Bureau. Certainly Karellen would not think it odd, if by any chance he-or one
of his underlings-turned his instrunents of surveillance upon this spot.

For a while the two nmen tal ked busi ness and exchanged

41

political gossip; then, rather hesitantly, Stornmgren cane to the point. As his visitor tal ked, the
old Frenchman | eaned back in his chair and his eyebrows rose steadily, millinmetre by nmllinmetre,
until they were alnost entangled in his forelock. Once or twice he seened about to speak, but each
time thought better of it.

Wihen Storngren had finished, the scientist |ooked nervously around the room

"Do you think he's |istening?" he said.

"I don't believe he can. He's got what he calls a tracer on me, for ny protection. But it doesn't
wor k under ground, which is one reason why I cane down to this dungeon of yours. It's supposed to
be shielded fromall forns of radiation, isn't it? Karellen's no magician. He knows where | am
but that's all."

"I hope you're right. Apart fromthat, won't there be trouble when he discovers what you're trying
to do? Because he will, you know "

"I'"ll take that risk. Besides, we understand each other rather well."

The physicist toyed with his pencil and stared into space for a while.

"It's a very pretty problem | like it," he said sinply. Then he dived into a drawer and produced
an enornobus witing-pad, quite the biggest that Storngren had ever seen

"Right," he began, scribbling furiously in what seened to be sone private shorthand. "Let ne nake
sure | have all the facts. Tell ne everything you can about the roomin which you have your
interviews. Don't onmit any derail, however trivial it seens."

"There isn't much to describe. It's made of metal, and is about eight netres square and four high.
The vision screen is about a nmetre on a side and there's a desk i medi ately beneath it-here, it
will be quicker if | drawit for you."

Rapidly Storngren sketched the little roomhe knew so well, and pushed the draw ng over to DuvalL
As he did so, he recalled, with a slight shiver, the last tinme he had done this sort of thing. He
wonder ed what had happened to the blind Wl sh-man and his confederates, and how they had reacted
to his abrupt departure.

The Frenchman studied the drawing with a puckered brow.

"And that's all you can tell ne?"
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Duval snorted in disgust.

"What about lighting? Do you sit in total darkness? And how about ventilation, heating.

Storngren sniled at the characteristic outburst.

"The whole ceiling is lumnous, and as far as | can tell the air comes through the speaker grille.
I don't know how it |eaves; perhaps the streamreverses at intervals, but | haven't noticed it.
There's no sign of any heater, but the roomis always at nornal tenperature.”

"“Meani ng, | suppose, that the water vapour has frozen out, but not the carbon dioxide."

Storngren did his best to snile at the well-worn joke.

"I think I'"ve told you everything," he concluded. "As for the nachine that takes ne up to
Kardllen's ship, the roomin which | travel is as featureless as an el evator cage. Apart from he
couch and table, it mght very well be one."

There was silence for several minutes while the physicist enmbroidered his witing-pad with

meti cul ous and m croscopi ¢ doodl es. As he watched, Storngren wondered why it was that a man |ike
Duval - whose mi nd was inconparably nmore brilliant than his own-had never nade a greater mark in the
worl d of science. He renenbered an unkind and probably inaccurate comment of a friend in the U S
State Departnent. "The French produce the best second-raters in the world." Duval was the sort of
man who supported that statenent.

The physicist nodded to hinself in satisfaction, |eaned forward and pointed his pencil at

St or ngr en.

"What makes you think, Rikki," he asked, "that Karellen's vision-screen, as you call it, really is
what it pretends to be?"

"1"ve always taken it for granted: it |ooks exactly like one. What else would it be, anyway?"
"When you say that it |looks like a vision-screen, you nean, don't you, that it |ooks |like one of
ours?"

"Of course."
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"I find that suspicious in itself. I'msure the Overlord' s own apparatus won't use anything so
crude as an actual physical screen-they' |l probably materialize inmages directly in space. But why
shoul d Karellen bother to use a TV system anyway?

The sinplest solution is always best. Doesn't it seemfar nore probable that your 'vision-screen'
is really ?wtluizg non cornplicod4ed than a sheet of one-way gl ass?"
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Storngren was so annoyed with hinmself that for a nonent

h~ sat in silence, retracing the past. Fromthe beginning, he j~id never challenged Rardllen's
story-yet now he cane to

| ook back, when had th~ Supervisor ever told himthat he was using a TV systen? He had sinply
taken it for granted: the

whol e thing had been a piece of psychol ogical trickery, and he

had been conpl etely decei ved. Al ways assuning, of course, that Duval's theory was correct. But he
was junping to concl usions again: no one had proved anything yet.

"If you're right," he said, "all | have to do is to snash the gl ass-"

Duval si ghed.

"These unscientific laynen! Do you think it'll be made of anything you could smash without

expl osives? And if you succeeded, do you i m-agine that Karellen is likely to breathe the sane air
that we do? Wn't it be nice for both of you if he flourishes in an atnosphere of chlorine?"
Storrogren felt a little foolish. He should have thought of that.

"Well, what do you suggest?" he asked with sone exasperation
"l want to think it over. First of all we've got to find if nmy theory is correct, and if so learn
sonet hi ng about the material of that screen. I'll put a couple of my men on the job. By the way,

suppose you carry a brief-case when you visit the Supervisor? Is it the one you've got there?"
"Yes."

"I't should be big enough. W don't want to attract attention by changing it for another,
particularly if Karellen's grown used to it."

"What do you want me to do?" asked Storngren. "Carry a conceal ed X-ray set?"

The physicist grinned.

"I don't know yet, but we'll think of something. I'Il let you know what it is in a fortnight's
tine."

He gave a little I augh

"Do you know what all this rem nds ne of ?"

"Yes," said Stornmgren pronptly, "the tinme you were building illegal radio sets during the German
occupation.”

Duval | ooked di sappoi nted.

"Well, | suppose | have nentioned that once or tw ce before. But there's one other thiug-"
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"What' s that?"

"When you are caught, | didn't know what you wanted the gear for."

"What, after all the fuss you once nade about the scientist's social responsibility for his
inventions? Really, Pierre, |I'mashanmed of you!"

Storngren laid down the thick folder of typescript with a sigh of relief.

"Thank heavens that's settled at last," he said. "lIt's strange to think that these few hundred
pages hold the future of mankind. The Wbrld State! | never thought | would see it in ny lifetime!"
He dropped the file into his brief-case, the back of which was no nore than ten centinetres from
the dark rectangle of the screen. Fromtime to nine his fingers played across the locks in a half-
consci ous nervous reaction, but he had no intention of pressing the concealed switch until the
meeti ng was over. There was a chance that sonmething night go wong: though Duval had sworn that
Karell en woul d detect nothing, one could never be sure.

"Now, you said you'd sone news for ne," Stornmgren continued, with scarcely conceal ed eager ness.
"Is it about-"

"Yes," said Karellen. "I received a decision a few hours ago."

What did he nean by that? wondered Storingren. Surely it was not possible for the Supervisor to
have comuni cated with his di stant home, across the unknown nunbers of |ight years that separated
himfromhis base. O perhaps-this was van Ryberg's theory-he had nerely been consulting sone vast
conmputi ng machi ne which could predict the outcome of any political action

"I don't think," continued Karellen, "that the Freedom League and its associates will be very
satisfied, but it should help to reduce the tension. We won't record this, by the way.
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"You've often told nme, Rikki, that no matter how unlike you we are physically, the human race
woul d soon grow accustoned to us. That shows a | ack of inmagination on your part. It would probably

be true in your case, but you must renenber that nost of the world is still uneducated by any
reasonabl e
45

standards, and is riddled with prejudices and superstitions that nay take decades to eradicate.
"You will grant that we know sonething of human psychol ogy. We know rather accurately what would
happen if we reveal ed ourselves to the world in its present state of develop-nerit. | can't go
into details, even with you, so you nmust accept my analysis on trust. W can, however, nake this
definite prom se, which should give you sone satisfaction. In fifty years-two generations from now
we will conme down from our ships and humanity will at |ast see us as we are.”

Stornmgren was silent for a while, absorbing the Supervisor's words. He felt little of the
satisfaction that Karellen's statenent would once have given him |ndeed, he was somewhat confused
by his partial success, and for a nmoment his resolution faltered. The truth would cone with the
passage of tine:

all his plotting was unnecessary and perhaps unwise. If he still went ahead, it would be only for
the selfish reason that he would not be alive in fifty years.

Karel l en nust have seen his irresolution, for he continued:

"I'msorry if this disappoints you, but at |east the political problenms of the near future won't
be your responsibility. Perhaps you will think that our fears are unfounded, but believe ne we've
had convi nci ng proofs of the danger of any other course.”

Storngren | eaned forward, breathing heavily.

"So you have been seen by Man!"

"I didn't say that," Karellen answered pronptly. "Your world isn't the only planet we've

supervi sed. "

Stormgren was not to be shaken off so easily.

"There have been many | egends suggesting that E5L'th has been visited in the past by other races.”
"l know. 1've read the }listorical Research Section's report. It nmakes Earth | ook |ike the
crossroads of the Universe."

"There may have been visits about which you know nothing," said Storngren, still angling
hopeful |l y. "Though since you nust have been observing us for thousands of years, | suppose that's
rather unlikely."

"I suppose it is,"” replied Karellen, in his nost unhel pful manner. And at that nonent Storngren
made up his mnd.

"Karellen," he said abruptly, "I"Il draft out the statenent and send it up to you for approval
But | reserve the right to continue pestering you, and if | see any opportunity, |I'll do ny best
to |l earn your secret."
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"I"'mperfectly well aware of that,
"And you don't mind?"

"Not in the least-though | draw the line at nucl ear weapons, poison gas, or anything el se that

nm ght strain our friendship."

St or mgren wondered what, if anything, Karellen had guessed. Behind the Supervisor's banter he had
recogni zed the note of understandi ng, perhaps-who could tell ?-even of encouragenent.

"I"'mglad to knowit," Storngrcn replied in as level a voice as he could nanage. He rose to his
feet, bringing down the cover of his case as he did so. Hs thunb slid along the catch

"I''"ll draft that statenent at once,"” he repeated, "and send It up on the teletype later today."
Whi | e he was speaki ng, he pressed the button-and knew that all his fears had been groundl ess.
Karell en's senses were no subtler than Man's. The Supervisor could have detected nothing, for

replied the Supervisor, with a slight chuckle.

there was no change in his voice as he said goodbye and spoke the fRnlili2r code-words that opened
the door of the chanber.
Yet Stornmgren still felt like a shoplifter |eaving a departnent store under the eyes of the house-

detective, and breathed a sigh of relief when the snoboth wall had sealed itself behind

"I admit," said van Ryberg, "that sone of ny theories haven't been very successful. But tell ne
what you think of this one.”

"Must |1?" sighed Storngren

Pieter didn't seemto notice.

"It isn't really nmy idea," he said nodestly. "I got it froma story of Chesterton's. Suppose the
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Overlords are hiding the fact that they' ve got nothing to hide?"

"That sounds just a little conplicated to nme," said Storngren, beginning to take slight interest.
"What | nmean is this,” van Ryberg continued eagerly. "I think that physically they're human bei ngs
like us. They realize that we'll tolerate being ruled by creatures we inagine to be- well, alien
and super-intelligent. But the human race being what it is, it just won't be bossed around by
creatures of the same species."”
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"Very ingenious, like all your theories," said Storngren

"l wish you'd give them opus nunbers so that | could keep up with them The objections to this one-
---" But at that nmonent Al exander WAi nwright was ushered in

St or zngren wondered what he was thinking. He wonder ed)

too, if WAinwright had nade any contact with the nmen who had ki dnapped him He doubted it, for he
bel i eved Vi nwright's di sapproval of violence to be perfectly genuine. The extrenmists in his
moverrent had. discredited thenmsel ves thoroughly, and it would be a long tine before the world
heard of them again.

The head of the Freedom League |istened carefully while the draft was read to him Storngren hoped
he appreciated this gesture, which had been Karellen's idea. Not for another twelve hours would
the rest of the world know of the pronise that had been made to its grandchildren

"Fifty years," said Wainwight thoughtfully. "That is a long tine to wait."

"For manki nd, perhaps, but not for Karellen," Storngren answered. Only now was he beginning to
realize the nearness of the Overlords' solution. It had given themthe breathing space they
bel i eved they needed, and it had cut the ground from beneath the Freedom League's feet. He did not
i magi ne that the League would capitulate, but its position would be seriously weakened. Certainly
Wai nwright realized this as well.

"In fifty years," he said bitterly, "the damage will be done. Those who renenbered our

i ndependence will be dead:

humanity will have forgotten its heritage."

Wor ds- enpty words, thought Stormgren. The words for which nen had once fought and died, and for
whi ch they woul d never die or fight again. And the world would be better for it.

As he watched Wai nwight |eave, Storngren wondered how rmuch troubl e the Freedom League woul d stil
cause .in the years that |lay ahead. Yet that, he thought with a lifting of his spirits, was a
probl em for his successor.

There were sonme things that only time could cure. Evil men could be destroyed, but nothing could
be done with good nmen who were del uded.

"Here's your case," said Duval. "It's as good as new."

"Thanks," Storrugren answered, inspecting it carefully none
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the I ess. "Now perhaps you'll tell nme what it was all about, and what we are going to do next."
The physicist seened nore interested in his own thoughts.

"What | can't understand,"” he said, "is the ease with which we've got away with it. Nowif I'd
been Kar-"

"But you're not. Get to the point, man. Wat did we discover?"

"Ah me, these excitable, highly-strung Nordic races!" sighed Duval. "Wat we did was to nmake a

type of | ow powered radar set. Besides radio waves of very high frequency, it used far infra-red-
all waves, in fact, which we were sure no creature could possibly see, however weird an eye it
had. "

"How coul d you be. sure of that?" asked Storngren, becoming intrigued by the technical problemin
spite of hinself.

"Wl | -we couldn't be quite sure," admitted Duval reluctsntly. "But Karellen views you under nornal
lighting, doesn't he? So his eyes nmust be approxinmately simlar to ours in spectral range. Anyway,
it worked. We've proved that there is a |arge room behind that screen of yours. The screen is
about three centinmetres thick, and the space behind it is at |least ten nmetres across. W couldn't
detect any echo fromthe far wall, but we hardly expected to with the | ow power which was all we
dared use. However, we did get this."

He pushed across a pi ece of photographic paper on which was a single wavy line. In one spot was a
kink Iike the autograph of a mld earthquake.

"See that little kink?"

"Yes: what is it?"

"Only Karellen.™
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"Good Lord! Are you sure?"

"It's a pretty safe guess. He's sitting, or standing, or whatever it is he does, about two netres
on the other side of the screen. If the resolution had been a bit better, we night even have

cal cul ated his size."

Storngren's feelings were very nmixed as he stared at that scarcely visible inflexion of the trace.
Until now, there had been no proof that Karellen even had a naterial body. The evidence was stil
indirect, but he accepted it w thout question

"The other thing we had to do," said Duval, "was to calculate the transnission of the screen to
ordinary light. W think we've got a reasonable idea of that-anyway it doesn't matter If we're out
even by a factor often. You'll realize, of course,
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that there's no such thing as a truly one-way glass. It's sinply

a matter of arranging the lights. Karellen sits in a darkened room you are illumnated-that's
all." Duval chuckl ed.

"Well, we're going to change that!"

Wth the air of a conjurer producing a whole litter of white

rabbits, he reached into his desk and pulled out an overgrown

nash-1anp. The'end flared out into a wi de nozzle, so that the whole device | ooked rather like a

bl under buss.

Duval gri nned.

"It's not as dangerous as it looks. Al you have to do is to tamthe nozzl e against the screen and
press the trigger. It gives out a very powerful beamlasting ten seconds, and in that

dine you'll be able to swing it round the roomand get a good view. Al the Iight will go through
the screen and it will floodlight your friend beautifully."

"I't won't hurt Karellen?"

"Not if you aimlow and sweep upwards. That will give his eyes tine to adapt-1 suppose he has
reflexes like ours, and we don't want to blind him"

Storngren | ooked at the weapon doubtfully and hefted it in his hand. For the |ast few weeks his
consci ence had been pricking him Karellen bad always treated himw th unm stakabl e affection
despite his occasional devastating frankness, and now that their tinme together was drawing to its
close he did not wish to do anything that mght spoil that relationship. But the Supervisor had
received due warning, and Storngren had the conviction that if the choice had been his, Karellen
woul d | ong ago have shown hinself. Now the decision would be nade for him when their |ast neeting
came to its end, Storngren would gaze upon Karellen's face.

it; of course, Karellen bad a face.

The nervousness that Storngren had first felt had | ong since passed away. Karellen was doing

al nost all the talking, weaving the intricate sentences which he was occasionally prone to use.
Once this had seemed to Storngren the nost wonderful and certainly the nost unexpected of al
Karellen's gifts. Nowit no | onger appeared quite so marvellous, for he knew that |ike nost of the
Supervisor's abilities it was the result of sheer intellectual power and not of any special

tal ent.

Karellen had tine for any anount of literary conposition
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when he slowed his thoughts down to the pace of human speech

"There is no need for you or your successor to worry unduly about the Freedom League, even when it
has recovered fromits present despondency. It has been very quiet for the past nonth, and though
it will revive again it will not be a danger for sone years. Indeed, since it is always val uable
to know what your opponents are doing, the League is a very useful institution. Should it ever get
into financial difficulties | night even have to subsidize it."

Stormgren had often found it difficult to tell when Karellen was joking. He kept his face

i mpassi ve and continued to |isten.

"Very soon the League will | ose another of its argunents. There has been a good deal of criticism
all somewhat childish, of the special position you have held for the past few years. | found it
very valuable in the early days of ny adm nistration, but nowthat the world is nmoving along the
lines that | planned, it can cease. In future, all ny dealings with Earth will be in-direct and
the of fice of Secretary-General can revert to sonmething resenbling its original form

"During the next fifty years there will be many crises, but they will pass. The pattern of the
future is clear enough, and one day all these difflqgilties will be forgotten-even to a race with
menories as long as yours."
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The |l ast words were spoken with such peculiar enphasis that Storngren inmediately froze in his
seat. Karellen, he was sure, never made accidental slips: even his indiscretions were cal cul ated
to many deci mal places. But there was no tinme to ask questions-which certainly would not be
answer ed- bef ore the Supervi sor had changed t he subject again.

"You have often asked nme about our |ong-termplans," he continued. "The foundation of the Wrld

State is, of course, only the first step. You will live to see its conpletion-but the change wll
be so inperceptible that feww Il notice it when it cones. After that there will be a period of
sl ow consol i dation while your race beconmes prepared for us. And thenwi ||l conethe day which we have

prom sed. lain sorry you will not be there.”

Storngren's eyes were open, but his gaze was fixed far beyond the dark barrier of the screen. He
was | ooking into the future, imagining the day that he woul d never see, when the great ships of
the Overlords came down at last to Earth and were thrown open to the waiting world.
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"On that day," continued Karellen, "the human race will experience what can only be called a
psychol ogi cal discontinuity. But no permanent harmwll be done: the nmen of that age will be nore
stable than their grandfathers. W will always have been part of their lives, and when they neet
us we will not seem so-strange-as we would do to you."

St orngren had never known Karellen in so contenpl ative a nmood, but this gave himno surprise. He
did not believe that he had ever seen nore than a few facets of the Supervisor's personality: the
real Karellen was unknown and perhaps unknowabl e to human beings. And once again Storngren had the
feeling that the Supervisor's real interests were el sewhere, and that he ruled Earth with only a
fraction of his mnd, as effortlessly as a nmaster of three-dinensional chess mght play a gane of
dr aught s.

"And after that?" asked Storngren softly.

"Then we can begin our real work."

"I have often wondered what that m ght be. Tidying up our world and civilizing the human race is
only a neans-you nust have an end as well. WIIl we ever be able to cone out into space and see
your uni verse-perhaps even help you in your tasks?"

"You can put it that way," said Karellen-and now his voice held a clear yet inexplicable note of
sadness that left Storngren strangely perturbed.

"But suppose, after all, your experinment fails with Man? W have known such things in our own
dealings with primtive human races. Surely you have your failures too?"

"Yes," said Karellen, so softly that Storngren could scarcely hear him "W have had our
failures."

"And what do you do then?"

"W wait-and try again."

There was a pause |asting perhaps five seconds. Wen Karellen spoke again, his words were so
unexpected that for a monent Stormgren did not react.

"CGood- bye, Rikki!"

Karell en had tricked himprobably it was already too late. Storrngren's paralysis lasted only a
monent. Then, with a single swift, well-practised novenent, he whi pped out the flash gun and
janmed it agai nst the gl ass.
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The pine trees cane alnost to the edge of the |ake, leaving along its border only a narrow strip
of grass a few netres wi de.

Every evening when it was warm enough Storngren, despite

his ninety years, would walk along this strip to the |anding-

stage, watch the sunlight die upon the water, and then return to the house before the chill night
wind came up fromthe forest. The sinple ritual gave himnmuch contentnment, and he woul d conti nue
it as long as he had the strength.

Far away over the | ake something was coming in fromthe

west, flying low and fast. Aircraft were unconmon in these

parts, unless one counted the trans-polar |iners which nust be

passi ng overhead every hour of the day and night. But there

was never any sign of their presence, save an occasional vapour trail high against the blue of the
stratosphere. This machine was a small helicopter, and it was coming towards himw th obvious
determi nation. Storngren glanced al ong the beach

and saw that there was no chance of escape. Then he shrugged his shoul ders and sat down on the
wooden bench at the head of the jetty.

The reporter was so deferential that Stornmgren found it surprising. He had al nost forgotten that
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he was not only an el der statesman but, outside his own country, alnost a nythical figure.

"M. Storngren," the intruder began, "lI'mvery sorry to bother you, but | wonder if you' d care to
coment on sonet hing we've just heard about the Overlords.”
Storngren frowned slightly. After all these years, he still shared Karellen's dislike for that

wor d.

"I do not think," he said, "that | can add a great deal to what has been witten el sewhere."

The reporter was watching himwi th a curious intentness.

"I thought that you might. A rather strange story has just conme to our notice. It seens that,
nearly thirty years ago, one of the Science Bureau's technicians nade sone renmarkabl e equi pnent
for you. W wondered if you could tell us anything about it."

For a nonent Storngren was silent, his nind going back into the past. He was not surprised that
the secret had been discovered. Indeed, it was surprising that it had been kept so tong.

He rose to his feet and began to wal k back along the jetty, the reporter following a few paces
behi nd.
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"The story," he said, "contains a certain anount of truth. On ny last visit to Karellen's ship |
t ook some apparatus with

me, in the hope that | might be able to see the Supervisor. It

was rather a foolish thing to do, but-well, | was only sixty at the tinme."

He chuckl ed to hinmself and then continued.

"I't's not much of a story to have brought you all this way. You see, it didn't work."

"You saw not hing ?"

"No, nothing at all. I"'mafraid you'll have to wait-but

after all, there are only twenty years to go!"

Twenty years to go. Yes, Karellen bad been right. By then the world would be ready, as it had not
been when he had spoken that same lie to Duval thirty years ago.

Karellen had trusted him and Stormgren had not betrayed his faith. He was as sure as he coul d be
of anything that the Supervisor had known his plan fromthe begi nning, and had fbreseen every
moment of its final act.

Wiy el se had that enornous chair been already enpty when the circle of light blazed upon it! In
the sane nonent he had started to swing the beam fearing that he was too late. The nmetal door
twice as high as a man, was closing swiftly when he first caught sight of it-closing swiftly, yet
not quite swiftly enough

Yes, Karellen had trusted him had not wished himto go down into the long evening of his life
haunted by a nystery he could never solve. Karellen dared not defy the unknown powers above him
(were they of that sane race also?) but he had done all that he could. If he had di sobeyed them
they could never prove it. It was the final proof, Stormgren. knew, of Karellen's affection for
him Though it might be the affection of a nan for a devoted and intelligent dog, it was none the
| ess sincere for that, and Storngren's life had given himfew greater satisfactions.

"W have had our failures.”

Yes, Karellen, that was true: and were you the one who failed, before the dawn of human history?
It nust have been a failure indeed, thought Storngren, for its echoes to roll down all the ages,
to haunt the chil dhood of every race of man. Even In fifty years, could you overcone the power of
all the nmyths and | egends of the world?

Yet Stormgren knew there would be no second failure.

54

When the two races met again, the Overlords would have won the trust and friendship of mankind,
and not even the shock of recognition could undo that work. They woul d go together Into the
future, and the unknown tragedy that nust have darkened the past woul d be | ost forever down the
dimcorridors of prehistoric tinme.

And St ornmgren hoped that when Karellen was free to wal k once nore on Earth, he woul d one day cone
to these northern forests, and stand beside the grave of the first man to be his friend.

4
55
n
THE GOLDEN AGE
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"Tins is the day!" whispered the radios in a hundred tongues. "This is the day!" said the
headl i nes of a thousand newspapers. "This is the day!" thought the cameranmen as they checked and
rechecked the equi pnent gathered round the vast enpty space upon which Karellen's ship would be
descendi ng.

There was only the single ship now, hangi ng above New York. Indeed, as the world had just

di scovered, the ships above Man's other cities had never existed. The day before, the great fleet
of the Overlords had dissolved into nothingness, fading like nists beneath the norni ng dew.

The supply ships, com ng and going far out in space, had been real enough; but the silver clouds
that had hung for a lifetime above alnost all the capitals of Earth had been an illusion. How it
had been done, no-one could tell, but it seemed that every one of those ships had been not hing
nmore than an inmage of Karellen's own vessel. Yet it had been far nore than a natter of playing
with light, for radar had al so been deceived, and there were still nen alive who swore that they
had heard the shriek of torn air as the fleet cane in through the skies of Earth.

It was not inportant: all that mattered was that Karellen no longer felt the need for this

di spl ayof force. He had thrown away his psychol ogi cal weapons.

"The ship is moving !'" canme the word, flashed instantly to every corner of the planet. "It is
headi ng westward!"

At less than a thousand kilonetres an hour, falling slowy down fromthe enpty heights of the
strat osphere, the ship noved out to the great plains and to its second rendezvous with history. It
settl ed down obediently before the waiting caneras and the packed thousands of spectators, so few

of whom coul '~ see as nmuch as the millions gathered round their TV sets.

The ground shoul d have cracked and trenbl ed beneath
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that trenendous wei ght, but the vessel was still in the grip of whatever forces drove it anobng the

stars. It kissed the earth as gently as a falling snowfl ake.

The curving wall twenty nmetres above the ground seened to flow and shimer: where there had been a
snoot h and shining surface, a great opening had appeared. Nothing was visible within it, even to
the questing eyes of the canera. It was as dark and shadowed as the entrance to a cave.

Qut of the orifice, a wide, glittering gangway extruded itself and drove purposefully towards the
ground. It seened a solid sheet of netal with hand-rails along either side. There were no steps;
it was steep and snooth as a toboggan slide and, one would have thought, equally inpossible to
ascend or descend in any ordi nary nmanner.

The worl d was wat ching that dark portal, w thin which nothing had yet stirred. Then the sel dom
heard yet unfor-. gettable voice of Karellen floated softly down from sone hidden source. H's
message coul d scarcely have been nore unexpected

"There are sone children by the foot of the gangway. | would like two of themto cone up and neet
me. "

There was silence for a nonent. Then a boy and a girl broke fromthe crowd and wal ked, with

conmpl ete | ack of self-consciousness, towards the gangway and into history. Qhers followed, but

st opped when Karellen's chuckle cane fromthe ship.

"Two wi Il be enough.”

Eagerly anticipating the adventure, the children-they could not have been nore than six years ol d-
junped on to the netal slide. Then the first mracl e happened.

Waving cheerfi.illy to the crowmds beneath, and to their anxi ous parents-who, too |late, had
probably remenbered the | egend of the Pied Piper-the children began swiftly ascending the steep
slope. Yet their |legs were notionless, and soon it was clear also that their bodies were tilted at
right angles to that peculiar gangway. It possessed a private gravity of its own, one which could
ignore that of Earth. The children were still enjoying this novel experience, and wonderi ng what
was draw ng t hem upwards, when they disappeared into the ship.

A vast silence lay over the whole world for the space of twenty seconds-though, afterwards, no-one
could believe that the time had been so short. Then the darkness of the
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great opening seemed to nove forward, and Karellen came forth into the sunlight. The boy was
sitting on his left arm the girl on his right. They were both too busy playing with Karellen's
wings to take any notice of the watching multitude.

It was a tribute to the Overlords' psychology, and to their careful years of preparation, that
only a few people fainted. Yet there could have been fewer still, anywhere in the world, who did
not feel the ancient terror brush for one awful instant against their mnds before reason bani shed
it forever.

There was no mistake. The | eathery wings, the little horns, the barbed tail-all were there. The
nmost terrible of all |egends had cone to |ife, out of the unknown past. Yet now it
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stood sniling, in ebon majesty, with the sunlight gleaning upon its trenmendous body, and with a
human child resting trustfully on either arm

6

Furry years is anple tinme in which to change a world and its people al nost beyond recognition. Al
that is required for the task are a sound know edge of social engineering, a clear sight of the

i nt ended goal - and power.

These things the Overl ords possessed. Though their goal was hidden, their know edge was obvi ous-
and so was their power.

That power took many forns, few of themrealized by the peoples whose destinies the Overlords now
rul ed. The m ght enshrined in their great ships had been cl ear enough for every eye to see. But
behi nd that display of sleeping force were other and nuch subtler weapons.

"Al'l political problems," Karellen had once told Storngren, "can be solved by the correct
application of power."

"That sounds a rather cynical remark," Storngren had replied doubtfully. "It's a little too nuch
like "Mght is Right'. In our ow past, the use of power has been notably unsuccessflu in solving
anyt hi ng. "

"The operative word is correct. You have never possessed real power, or the know edge necessary to
apply it. As in all problens, there are efficient and inefficient approaches. Suppose, for
exanpl e, that one of your nations, led by some
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fanatical ruler, tried to revolt against nme. The highly inefficient answer to such a threat would
be sone billions of horsepower in the shape of atomic bonmbs. If | used enough bombs, the sol ution
woul d be conplete and finéi. It would also, as | remarked, be inefficient-even if it possessed no

ot her defects."

"And the efficient solution?"

"That requires about as much power as a small radio transmitter-and rather sinmilar skills to
operate. For it's the application of the power, not its anount, that matters. How | ong do you
think Htler's career as dictator of Gernmany woul d have | asted, if wherever he went a voice was
talking quietly in his ear? O if' a steady nusical note, |oud enough to drown all other sounds
and to prevent sleep, filled his brain night and day? Nothing brutal, you appreciate. Yet, in the
final analysis, just as irresistible as a tritium bonb."

"I see," said Storngren; "and there would be no place to hide?"

"No place where | could not send ny-ah-devices if | felt sufficiently strongly about it. And that
is why I shall never have to use really drastic nmethods to nmaintain nmy position."

The great ships, then, had never been nore than synbols, and now the world knew that all save one
had been phant ons.

Yet, by their mere presence, they had changed the history of Earth. Now their task was done, and
their achi evermentlingered behind themto go echoing down the centuries.

Karell en's cal cul ati ons had been accurate. The shock of revul sion had passed swiftly, though there
were many who prided thenselves on their freedom from superstition yet would never be able to face
one of the Overlords. There was sonething strange here, sonething beyond all reason or |ogic.

In the Mddl e Ages, people believed in the devil and feared him But this was the twenty-first
century: could it be that, after all, there was such a thing as racial nmenory?

It was, of course, universally assumed that the Overlords, or beings of the sanme species, had cone
into violent conflict with ancient nman. The neeting nust have lain in the remtte past, for it had
|l eft no traces in recorded history. Here was another puzzle, and Karellen would give no help in
its solution.

The COverlords, though they had now shown thenselves to man, seldomleft their one remaining ship
Perhaps they found it physically unconfortable on Earth, for their size, and the existence of
their wings, indicated that they cane from
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a world of much lower gravity. They were never seen without a belt adorned with conpl ex nmechani sns
which, it was generally believed, controlled their weight and enabled themto comunicate with
each other. Direct sunlight was painful to them and they never stayed in it for nore than a few
seconds. When they had to go into the open for any length of tinme, they wore dark gl asses which
gave them a sonmewhat incongruous appearance. Though they seenmed able to breathe terrestrial air
they sometinmes carried small cylinders of gas fromwhich they refreshed thensel ves occasional ly.
Per haps t hese purely physical problens accounted fbr their aloofness. Only a snall fraction of the
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human race had ever actually net an Overlord in the flesh, and no-one could guess how nmany of them
were aboard Karellen's ship. No nmore than five had ever been seen together at one tine, but there
m ght be hundreds, even thousands of them aboard that trenendous vessel

In many ways, the appearance of the Overlords had raised nore problens than it had sol ved. Their
origin was still no-known, their biology a source of endless speculation. On many natters they
woul d give information freely, but on others their behaviour could only be described as secretive.
On the whol e, however, this did not annoy anyone except the scientists. The average nman, though he
m ght prefer not to neet the Overlords, was grateflil to themfor what they had done to his world.
By the standards of all earlier ages, it was Utopia. |gnorance, disease, poverty and fear had
virtually ceased to exist. The nenory of war was fading into the past as a nightmare vani shes with
the dawn: soon it would lie outside the experience of all living nen.

Wth the energies of mankind directed into constructive channels, the face of the world had been
remade. It was, alnost literally, a new world. The cities that had been good enough for earlier
generations had been rebuilt-or deserted and | eft as nuseum speci nens when they had ceased t~
serve any useful purpose. Many cities had al ready been abandoned in this nmanner, for the whole
pattern of industry and commerce had changed conpl etely. Producti on had becone |argely automatic
the robot factories poured forth consuner goods in such unending streans that all the ordinary
necessities of life were virtually free. Men worked for the sake of the luxuries they desired: or
they did not work at all
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It was One Wrld. The old nanes of the old countries were still used, but they were no nore than
conveni ent postal divisions. There was no-one on earth who could not speak English, who could not
read, who was not within range of a television set, who could not visit the other side of the

pl anet within twenty-four hours..

Crime had practically vanished. It had becone both no-necessary and inpossible. Wen no-one | acks
anything, there is no point in stealing. Mreover, all potential crimnals knew that there could
be no escape fromthe surveillance of the Overlords. In the early days of their rule, they had

i ntervened so effectively on behalf of |aw and order that the | esson had never been forgotten
Crinmes of passion, though not quite extinct, were al nbost unheard of. Now that so many of its
psychol ogi cal probl ens had been renoved, hunanity was far saner and less irrational. And what
earlier ages would have called vice was now no nmore than eccentricity-or, at the worst, bad
manners.

One of the nost noticeabl e changes had been a sl ow ng-down of the mad tenpo that had so
characterized the twentieth century. Life was nore leisurely than it had been for generations. It
therefore had | ess zest for the few, but nmore tranquillity for the nany. Western nman had rel ear ned-
what the rest of the world had never forgotten-that there was nothing sinful in |eisure as |long as
it did not degenerate into nere sloth.

What ever problens the future might bring, tine did not yet hang heavy on hunanity's hands.
Educati on was now rmuch nore thorough and nuch nore protracted. Few people left college before
twenty-and that was nerely the first stage, since they normally returned again at twenty-five for
at least three nore years, after travel and experience had broadened their mnds. Even then, they
woul d probably take refresher ~urses at intervals for the remainder of their lives in the subjects
that particularly interested them

Thi s extension of human apprenticeshi~ so far past the begi nning of physical maturity had given
rise to many social changes. Some of these had been necessary for generations, but earlier periods
had refused to face the chall enge-or had pretended that it did not exist. In particular, the
pattern of sexual nores-insofar as there had ever been a single pattern- ~ad altered radically. It
had been virtually shattered by two
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i nventions, which were, ironically enough, of purely human ~rn and owed nothing to the Overl ords.
The first was a conpletely reliable oral contraceptive: the 3econd was an equally infallible

met hod-as certain as fingerprinting, and based on a very detail ed anal ysis of the bl ood- of
identifying the father of any child. The effect of these two inventions upon human society coul d
only be described as devastating, and they had swept away the last remants of the Puritan
aberrati on.

Anot her great change was the extrene nobility of the new society. Thanks to the perfection of air-
transport, everyone

was free to go anywhere at a noment's notice. There was nore roomin the skies than there had ever
been on the roads, and the, twenty-first century had repeated, on a |arger scale, the great

Aneri can achi evenent of purnng a nation on wheel s.

It had given wings to the world.
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Though not literally. The ordinary private flyer or air-car

had no wings at all, or indeed any visible control surfaces.

Even the clunsy rotor blades of the old helicopters had been

bani shed. Yet Man had not discovered anti-gravity: only the Overl ords possessed that ultinate
secret. His air-cars were propelled by forces which the Wight brothers would have understood. Jet
reaction, used both directly and in the nore subtle fbrmof boundary I ayer control, drove his
flyers forward and held themin the air. As no laws or edicts of the Overlords could have done,
the ubiquitous little air-cars had washed away the | ast barriers between the different tribes of
manki nd.

Pr of ounder things had al so passed. It was a conpletely secular age. O the faiths that had existed
before the comng of the Overlords, only a forn~ of purified Buddhi sm perhaps the nbst austere of
all religions-still survived. The creeds that had been based upon niracles and revel ati ons had
col l apsed utterly. Wth the rise of education, they had al ready been slowy dissolving, but for a
while the Overlords had taken no sides in the matter. Though Karellen was often asked to express
his views on religion, all that he would say was that a man's belieft were his own affair, so |ong
as they did not interfere with the liberty of others.

Perhaps the old faiths would have |ingered for generations yet, had it not been for human
curiosity. It was known that the Overlords had access to the past, and nore than once historians
had appealed to Karellen to settle sone ancient contro
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versy. It may have been that he had grown tired of such questions, but it is nore likely that he
knew perfectly well what the outcome of his generosity would be...

The instrunent he handed over on pernmanent |oan to the World History Foundati on was nothing nore
than a television receiver with an el aborate set of controls for deternining coordinates in tine
and space. It nust have been |inked sonehow to a far nore conpl ex machi ne, operating on principles
that no-one coul d i magi ne, aboard Karellen's ship. One had nerely to adjust the controls, and a

wi ndow i nto the past was opened up. Al nost the whole of human history for the past five thousand
years becane accessible in an instant. Earlier than that the machi ne woul d not go, and there were
bafi hing bl anks all down the ages. They mi ght have had sone natural cause, or they m ght be due to
del i berate censorship by the Overl ords

Though it had al ways been obvious to any rational mind that all the world' s religious witings
could not be true, the shock was neverthel ess profound. Here was a revel ati on whi ch no-one coul d
doubt or deny: here, seen by sonme unknown magi c of Overlord science, were the true begi nnings of
all the world' s great faiths. Mst of themwere noble and inspiring- but that was not enough
Wthin a few days, all mankind's nultitudi nous nessiahs had lost their divinity. Beneath the
fierce and passionless light of truth, faiths that had sustained millions for twice a thousand
years vani shed like norning dew. Al the good and all the evil they had wought were swept
suddenly into the past, and could touch the minds of men no nore.

Humanity had lost its ancient gods: now it was old enough to have no need for new ones.

Though few realized it as yet, the fall of religion bad been paralleled by a decline in science.
There were plenty of technol ogists, but few original workers extending the frontiers of hunman
know edge. Curiosity remained, and the leisure to ndulge in it, but the heart had been taken out
of fundanmental scientific research. It seened futile to spend a lifetine search-tog fur secrets
that the Overlords had probably uncovered ages before.

This decline had been partly disguised by an enornous efflorescence of the descriptive sciences
such as zool ogy, botany and observational astronomy. There had never been so
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many amat eur scientists gathering facts for their own anusenent-but there were few theoreticians
correlating these facts.

The end of strife and conflicts of all kinds had also nmeant the virtual end of creative art. There
were nyriads of performers, amateur and professional, yet there had, been no really outstanding
new works of literature, nusic, painting or sculpture for a generation. The world was still living
on the glories of a past that could never return

No- one worried except a few phil osophers. The race was too intent upon savouring its newfound
freedomto | ook beyond the pleasures of the present. Utopia was here at last: its novelty had not
yet been assailed by the supreme eneny of all U opias-boredom

Per haps the Overlords had the answer to that, as they had to all other problens. No-one knew any
nmore than they knew, a lifetine after their arrival-what their ultimte purpose m ght be. Mankind
had grown to trust them and to accept w thout question the superhuman altruismthat had kept
Karel |l en and his conpani ons so long exiled fromtheir hones.

If, indeed, it was altruism For there were still sone who wondered if the policies of the
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Overlords woul d always coincide with the true welfare of humanity.

7

WHEN Rupert Boyce sent out the invitations for his party, the total nileage involved was
impressive. To list only the first dozen guests, there were the Fosters from Adel ai de, the
Shoenbergers fromHaiti, the Farrans from Stalingrad, the Mravias from C ncinnati, the |vankos
fromParis, and the Sullivans fromthe general vicinity of Easter Island, but approximately four
kil ometres down on the ocean bed. It was a considerable conmplinment to Rupert that although thirty
guests had been invited, over forty turned up-which was about the percentage he had expected. Only
the Krauses | et himdown, and that was sinmply because they forgot about the International Date
Line and arrived twenty-four hours |ate.

By noon an inposing collection of flyers had accumnul ated in
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the park, and the later arrivals would have quite a distance to wal k once they had found sonmewhere
to land. At least, it would seemquite a distance to them under this doudl ess sky and with the
mercury at a hundred and ten. The assenbl ed vehicles ranged fromone-man Flitterbugs to famly
Cadi |l acs which were nore |like air-borne palaces than sensible flying machines. In this age,
however, nothing could be deduced concerning the social status of the guests fromtheir nodes of
transport.

"It's a very z~gly house," said Jean Morrel as the Meteor spiralled down. "It |ooks rather |ike a
box that sonmebody's stepped on."

George Greggson, who had an ol d-fashi oned dislike of automatic |andings, readjusted the rate-of-
descent control before answering.

"It's hardly fair to judge the place fromthis angle," he replied, sensibly enough. "From ground
level it may look quite different. Ch dear!"

"What's the matter?"

"The Fosters are here. |I'd recogni ze that col our-schenme anywhere."

"Well, there's no need to talk to themif you don't want to. That's one advantage of Rupert's
parti es-you can always hide in the crowd."

George had selected a | andi ng pl ace and was now diving purposefully towards it. They floated to
rest between anot her Meteor and something that neither of themcould identify. It |ooked very fast
and, Jean thought, very unconfortable. One of Rupert's technical friends, she decided, had
probably built it hinself. She had an idea that there was a | aw agai nst that sort of thing.

The heat hit themlike a blast froma blowtorch as they stepped out of the flyer. It seened to
suck the noisture fromtheir bodies, and George al nost imagined that he could feel his skin
cracking. It was partly their own fault, of course.

They had left Al aska three hours before, and should have renmenbered to adjust the cabin
tenperature accordingly.

"What a place to live!" gasped Jean. "I thought this climte was supposed to be controlled."

"So it is," replied George. "This was all desert once-and look at it now. Cone on-it'll be all
right indoors!"

Rupert's voice, slightly larger than |life, boomed cheerfully
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in their ears. Their host was standing beside the flyer, a glass in each hand, |ooking down at
themw th a rogui sh expression

He | ooked down at them for the sinple reason that he was about twelve feet tall: he was also sem -
transparent. One could see right through himw thout nuch difficulty.

"This is a fine trick to play on your guests!" protcsted

George. He grabbed at the drinks, which he could just reach

H s hand, of course, went right through them "I hope you' ve got sonething nore substantial for us
when we reach the house!”

"Don't worry!" |aughed Rupert. "Just give your order now, and it'll be ready by the tinme you
arrive."

"Two | arge beers, cooled in liquid air," said George pronptly. "W'll be right there."

Rupert nodded, put down one of his glasses on an invisible table, adjusted an equally invisible
control, and pronptly vani shed from si ght.

"Well!" said Jean. "That's the first tinme |I've seen one of those gadgets in action. How did Rupert
get hold of it? | thought only the Overlords had them™

"Have you ever known Rupert not to get anything he wanted?" replied George. "That's just the toy
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for him He can sit confortably in his studio and go wandering round half of Africa. No heat, no
bugs, no exertion-and the icebox always in reach. | wonder what Stanley and Livingstone woul d have
t hought ?"

The sun put an end to further conversation until they had reached the house. As they approached
the front door (which was not very easy to distinguish fromthe rest of the glass wall facing
them) it swng automatically open with a fanfare of trunpets. Jean guessed, correctly, that she
woul d be heartily sick of that fanfare before the day was through

The current Ms. Boyce greeted themin the delicious coolness of the hail. She was, if truth be
known, the main reason for the good turn-out of guests. Perhaps half of them would have cone in
any case to see Rupert's new house: the waverers had been decided by the reports of Rupert's new
wi fe.

There was only one adjective that adequately described her. She was distracting. Even in a world
where beauty was al nost commonpl ace, nmen would turn their heads when she entered the room She
was, Ceorge guessed, about one quarter Negro; her features were practically G ecian and her hair
was | ong and
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lustrous. Only the dark, rich texture of her skin-the overworked word "chocol ate" was the only one
that described it- reveal ed her nixed ancestry.

"You' re Jean and Ceorge, aren't you?" she said, holding out her hand. "I'mso pleased to neet you
Rupert is doing sonmething conplicated with the drinks-come al ong and neet everybody."

Her voice was a rich contralto that sent little shivers running up and down CGeorge's back, as if
sonmeone was playing on his spine like a flute. He | ooked nervously at Jean, who had rmanaged to
force a sonmewhat artificial smle, and finally recovered his voice.

"It's-it's verynice to neet you," he said lanely. 'W've been |ooking forward to this party."
"Rupert always gives such nice parties," put in Jean. By the way she accented the "al ways", one
knew perfectly well she was thinking "Every tine he gets nmarried". CGeorge flushed slightly and
gave Jean a gl ance of reproof, but there was no sign that their hostess noticed the barb. She was
friendliness itself as she ushered theminto the main | ounge, already half packed with a
representative collection of Rupert's nunerous friends. Rupert hinself was sitting at the console
of what seened to be a television engineer's control unit: it was, Ceorge assunmed, the device that
had projected his inmage out to neet them He was busily denponstrating it by surprising two nore
arrivals as they descended into the parking place, but paused just |ong enough to greet Jean and
George and to apol ogize for having given their drinks to sonebody el se.

"You'll find plenty nore over there,” he said, waving one hand vaguely behind himwhile he
adjusted controls with the other. "Just nake yourselves at home. You know nost of the people here-
Maia will introduce you to the rest. Good of you to cone."

"Good of you to invite us," said Jean, wi thout rmuch conviction. George had al ready departed
towards the bar and she nmade her way after him occasionally exchanging greetings with soneone she
recogni zed. About three-quarters of those present were perfect strangers, which was the norma
state of affairs at one of Rupert's parties.

"Let's explore," she said to George when they had refreshed thensel ves and waved to everyone they
knew. "I want to |ook at the house."

67

George, with a barely conceal ed backward | ook at Miia Boyce, followed after her. There was a
faraway look in his eyes that Jean didn't like in the least. It was such a nuisance that nen were

fundanmental |y pol yganobus. On the other hand, if they weren't. . . Yes, perhaps it was better this
way, after

511.

George qui ckly cane back to normal as they investigated the wonders of Rupert's new abode. The
house seenmed very large for two people, but this was just as well in view of the frequent

overloads it would have to handle. There were two storeys, the upper considerably |arger so that
it overhung and provi ded shade around the ground floor. The degree of mechanizati on was

consi derable, and the kitchen closely resenbled the cockpit of an airliner

"Poor Ruby!" said Jean. "She would have |oved this place."

"Fromwhat |'ve heard," replied George, who had no great synpathy for the | ast Ms. Boyce, "she's
perfectly happy with her Australian boy-friend."

This was such common know edge that Jean could hardly contradict it, so she changed the subject.
"She's awfully pretty, isn't she?"

George was sufficiently alert to avoid the trap

"Ch, | suppose so," he replied indifferently. "That is, of course, if one likes brunettes."
"Which you don't, | rake it," said Jean sweetly.
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"Don't be jeal ous, dear," chuckled George, stroking her platinumhair. "Let's go and | ook at the
library. What floor do you think that will be on?"
"It nmust be up here: there's no nmore room down bel ow. Besides, that fits in with the genera

design. Al the living, eating, sleeping and so on's relegated to the ground flopr. This is the

fun and ganes departnent-though | still think it's a crazy idea having a sw nmm ng-pool upstairs."”
"I guess there's sonme reason for it," said George, opening a door experinmentally. "Rupert must
have had skilled advice when he built this place. I'msure he couldn't have done it hinself."
"You're probably right. If he had, there'd have been roons wi thout doors, and stairways |eading
nowhere. In fact, 1'd be afraid to step inside a house that Rupert had designed all by hinself."
"Here we are,"” said George, with the pride of a navigator
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L

maki ng |l andfall, "the fabul ous Boyce collection in Its new home. | wonder just how many of them

Rupert has really read."

The library ran the whole width of the house, but was virtually divided into half a dozen snal
roons by the great bookcases extending across it. These held, if George renenbered correctly, sone
fifteen thousand vol unes-al nost everything of inportance that had ever been published on the

nebul ous subjects of nagic, psychic research, divining, tel epathy, and the whole range of el usive
phenonena | unped in the category of paraphysics. It was a very peculiar hobby for anyone to have
in this age of reason. Presumably it was sinply Rupert's particular form of escapism

George noticed the snell the nonment he entered the room

It was faint but penetrating, not so nuch unpl easant as puzzling. Jean had observed it too: her
forehead was winkled in the effort of identification. Acetic acid, thought George- that's the
nearest thing to it. But it's got sonething else as well....

The library terminated in a small open space just |arge enough for a table, two chairs and some
cushions. This, presumably, was where Rupert did nost of his reading. Someone was reading there
now, in an unnaturally dimlight.

Jean gave a little gasp and clutched at George's hand. Her reaction was, perhaps excusable. It was
one thing to watch a television picture, quite another to neet the reality. George, who was sel dom
surprised by anything, rose to the occasion at once.

"I hope we haven't disturbed you, sir," he said politely. 'W'd no idea that there was anyone
here. Rupert never told us...."

The Overlord put down the book, |ooked at them closely, then comenced readi ng again. There was
nothing inpolite about the action, comng as it did froma being who could read, talk, and
probably do several other things at the sane time. Neverthel ess, to human observers the spectacle
was di sturbingly schi zophrenic.

"My nanme i s Rashaverak," said the Overlord amiably. "I"'mafraid |I'mnot being very sociable, but
Rupert's library is a difficult place fromwhich to escape."

Jean managed to suppress a nervous giggle. Their unexpected fell ow guest was, she noticed, reading
at the rate of a
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page every two seconds. She did not doubt that he was assim|lating every word, and she wondered if
he coul d manage to read a book with each eye. "And then, of course," she thought to herself, "he
could go on to learn braille so he could use his fingers. " The resulting nmental picture was
too comc to be confortable, so she tried to suppress it by entering into the conversation. After
all, it was not every day that one had a chance of talking to one of the masters of Earth.

George let her chatter on, after he had made the introductions, hoping that she woul dn't say

anyt hing tactless. Like Jean, he bad never seen an Overlord in the flesh. Though they m xed
socially with governnment officials, scientists and others who dealt with themin the course of

busi ness, he had never heard of one being present at an ordinary private party. One inference was
that this party was not as private as it seemed. Rupert's possession of a piece of Overlord

equi pnent also hinted at this, and George began to wonder, in capital letters, just Wat Was Goi ng
On. He would have to tackle Rupert about this when he could get himinto a corner

Since the chairs were too snall for him Rashaverak was sitting on the floor, apparently quite at
ease since he had ignored the cushions only a netre away. As a result his head was a nmere two
nmetres fromthe ground, and CGeorge had a uni que chance of studying extra-terrestrial biology.
Unfortunately, as he knew little about terrestrial biology, he was not able to |l earn nuch that he
did not already know. Only the peculiar, and by no neans unpl easant, acid odour was new to him He
wonder ed how humans snelt to the Overlords, and hoped for the best.

There was not hi ng ant hr oponor phi ¢ about Rashaver ak

George could understand the way in which, if seen froma distance by ignorant, terrified savages,
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the Overlords could be m staken for wi nged nmen, and so could have given rise, to the conventiona
portrait of the Devil. Fromas cl Ose as this, however, sone of the illusion vanished. The little
horns (what function did they serve? wondered CGeorge) were as per specification, but the body was
neither like that of a man nor of any aninmal Earth had ever known. Coming froma totally alien
evol utionary tree, the Overlords were neither m-nmls, insects, nor reptiles. It was not even
certain that they were vertebrates: their hard, external arnour night well be their only
supporting framework.
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Rashaverak's wi ngs were folded so that George could not see themdearly, but his tail, |ooking
Iike a piece of arnoured hose-pipe, lay neatly curled under him The fanbus barb was not so much
an arrowhead as a large, flat dianond. Its purpose, it was now generally accepted, was to give
stability in flight, like the tail-feathers of a bird. Fromscanty facts and suppositions such as
these, scientists had concluded that the Overlords cane froma world of |ow gravity and very dense
at nosphere.

Rupert's voi ce suddenly bellowed froma conceal ed speaker

"Jean! George! \Were the hell are you hiding? Cone down and join the party. People are beginning
to talk."

"Perhaps |'d better go too," said Rashaverak, putting his book back on the shelf~ He did that
quite easily, without noving fromthe floor, and CGeorge noticed for the first tine that he had two
opposed thunbs, with five fingers between them |1'd hate to do arithnetic, George thought to
hinmsel f, in a system based on fourteen

Rashaverak getting to his feet was an inpressive sight, and as the Overlord bent to avoid the
ceiling it becane obvious that, even if they were anxious to mx w th human bei ngs, the practical
difficulties woul d be considerable.

Several nore cargoes of guests had arrived in the last half hour, and the roomwas now quite
crowded. Rashaverak's arrival made matters a good deal worse, because everyone in the adjacent
roonms canme running in to see him Rupert was obviously very pleased with the sensation. Jean and
George were much less gratified, as no-one took any notice of them |ndeed, few people could see
them because they were standi ng behind the Overl ord.

"Come over here, Rashy, and neet some of the folks," shouted Rupert. "Sit on the divan-then you
can stop scraping the ceiling."”

Rashaverak, his tail draped over his shoul der, noved across the roomlike an icebreaker worrying
its way through a pack. As he sat down beside Rupert, the room seened to becone much | arger again
and Ceorge let out a sigh of relief.

"I't gave ne cl austrophobi a when he was standing. | wonder how Rupert got hold of himthis | ooks
like being an interesting party."

"Fancy Rupert addressing himlike that, in public too. But he didn't seemto nmind. It's all very
peculiar."
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"l bet you he did mind. The trouble with Rupert Is that he likes to show oft; and he's got no
tact. And that rem nds ne- sonme of those questions you asked!"

"Such as?"

"Wl | -' How | ong have you been here?' 'How do you get on with Supervisor Karellen? 'Do you like it
on Earth?

Real Iy, darling! You just don't talk to Overlords that way!"

"l don't see why not. It is about tine sonmeone did."

Bef ore the di scussion could get acrinobnious, they were accosted by the Shoenbergers and fission
rapi dly occurred. The girls went off in one direction to discuss Ms. Boyce: the men went in

anot her and did exactly the same thing, though froma different viewpoint. Benny Shoenberger, who
was one of Ceorge's oldest friends, had a good deal of information on the subject.

"For heaven's sake don't tell anyone,"” he said. "Ruth doesn't know this, but | introduced her to
Rupert."”

"I think," George remarked enviously, "that she's nmuch too good for Rupert. However, it can't
possi bly last. She'll soon get fed up with him" This thought seened to cheer him considerably.

"Don't you believe it! Besides being a beauty, she's a really nice person. It's high time soneone
took charge of Rupert, and she's just the girl to do it."

Both Rupert and Maia were now sitting beside Rashaverak, receiving their guests in state. Ruperf S
parti es sel dom had any focal point, but usually consisted of half a dozen independent groups
intent on their own affairs. This tinme, however, the whole gathering was polarized towards a
centre of attraction.

George felt rather sorry for Miia. This shoul d have been her day, but Rashaverak had partially
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eclipsed her.

"Look," said George, nibbling at a sandwi ch. "How the devil has Rupert got hold of an COverlord?
I'"ve never heard of such a thing-but he seenms to take it for granted. He never even nentioned it
when he invited us."

Benny t hudded.

"Just another of his little surprises. You'd better ask himabout it. But this isn't the first
time it's happened, after all. Karellen's been to parties at the Wite House and Bucki ngham

Pal ace, and-"

"Heck, that's different! Rupert's a perfectly ordinary citizen."
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l.

"And maybe Rashaverak's a very mnor Overlord. But you'd better ask them™"
"I will," said George, "just as soon as | can get Rupert by hinself."
"Then you'll have to wait a long tine."

Benny was right, but as the party was now warmng up it was easy to be patient. The slight

paral ysi s which the appearance of Rashaverak had cast over the assenbly had now vani shed. There
was still a small group around the Overlord, but el sewhere the usual fragnmentation had taken pl ace
and everyone was behaving quite naturally. Sullivan, for exanple, was describing his |atest
submari ne research to an interested audi ence.

"We're not sure, yet," he said, "just how big they grow

There's a canyon not far from our base where a real giant lives.

I"ve caught a glinpse of it once, and 1'd say that its tentacle-spread is the best part of thirty
metres. I'mgoing in after it next week. Anyone like something really novel in the way of pets?"
There was a squeal of horror from one of the wonen.

"Ugh! It gives ne the creeps just to think about it! You nmust be terribly brave."

Sull'ivan | ooked quite surprised.
"I"d never thought about that,"
been in any real danger

The squi ds know that they can't eat ne, and as long as | don't go too close they never take the
slightest notice. Mst sea-creatures |eave you alone unless you interfere with them"

"But surely," someone asked, "sooner or later you're bound to run up agai nst one that thinks
you' re edi bl e?"

"Ch," replied Sullivan airily, "that happens now and then

I try not to hurt them because after all |'m anxious to make

friends. So | just turn the jets full on and it usually takes on

a mnute or two to pull free. If I'"'mtoo busy to stop and pl ay,

may tidde themup with a couple of hundred volts. That settles

the matter and they never bother me again."”

he said. "OfF course, | take suitable precautions, but |I've never

You certainly nmet sone interesting people at Rupert's parties, thought George as he noved on to

t he next group.

Rupert's literary tastes night be specialized, but his friendships were w de-rangi ng. Wt hout
bothering to turn his head, George could see a fanous film producer, a m nor poet, a

mat hemati ci an, two actors, an atom c power engi neer, a gane warden,
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the editor of a weekly news nmagazine, a statistician fromthe Wrld Bank, a violin virtuoso, a
prof essor of arth~ology and an astrophysicist. There were no other representatives of George's own
prof ession, television studi o design-which was

a good thing, as he wanted to get away from shop. He loved his work: indeed, in this age, for the
first tinme in human history, no-one worked at tasks they did not like. But George was content to
mentally | ock the studi o doors behind himat the

end of the day.

He finally trapped Rupert in the kitchen, experinmenting wthdrinks. It seened apitytobringhim
backto earth when he had such a far-away ook in his eye, but George could be ruthless when
necessary.

"Look here, Rupert," he began, perching hinself on the nearest table. "I thipk you owe us all some
expl anation.”

"Um" said Rupert thoughtfully, rolling his tongue round his nouth. "Just a teeny bit too nuch
gin, I'mafraid."

"Don't hedge, and don't pretend you' re not still sober, because | know perfectly well you are.
Where does your Overlord friend cone from and what's he doi ng here?"
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"Didn't | tell you?" said Rupert. "I thought I'd explained it to everybody. You couldn't have been
around- of course, you were hiding up in the library." He thudded in a manner which George found
offensive. "It's the library, you know, that brought Rashy here."

"How extraordinary!"

"\ 2"

George paused, realizing that this would require tact. Rupert was very proud of his peculiar

col I ection.

"Er-well, when you consider what the Overlords know about science, | should hardly think they'd be
interested in psychic phenonena and all that sort of nonsense.”

"Nonsense or not," replied Rupert, "they're interested in human psychol ogy, and |'ve got sone
books that can teach thema lot. Just before | noved here sone Deputy Under-Overlord, or Over-
Underlord, got in touch with ne and asked if they could borrow about fifty of my rarest vol unes.
One of the keepers of the British Miseum Li brary had put himon to ne, it seemed. O course, you
can guess what | said."

"l can't imgine."

"Well, | replied very politely that it had taken nmetwenty years to get nmy library together. They
were wel cone to study
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my books, but they'd darn well have to read them here. So

Rasby cane al ong and has been absorbi ng about twenty volumes a day. |'d | ove to know what he nmakes
of them"

George thought this over, then shrugged his shoul ders in disgust.

"Frankly," he said, "ny opinion of the Overlords goes down. | thought they had better things to do
with their tinme."

"You're an incorrigible materialist, aren't you? |I don't think Jean will agree at all. But even
fromyour oh-so-practical viewpoint, it-still makes sense. Surely you'd study the superstitions of

any prinmtive race you were having dealings with!"

"l suppose so," said George, not quite convinced. The table-top was feeling hard, so he rose to
his feet. Rupert had now m xed the drinks to his satisfaction and was headi ng back to his guests.
Quer ul ous voi ces could already be heard denmandi ng his presence.

"Hey!" protested CGeorge, "just before you disappear there's one other question. How did you get
hol d of that two-way television gadget you tried to frighten us wth?"

"Just a bit of bargaining. | pointed out how valuable it would be for a job.like mne, and Rashy
passed the suggestion on to the right quarters."

"Forgive ne for being so obtuse, but what is your new job? |I suppose, of course, it's sonmething to
do with animals."

"That's right. 1'ma super-vet. My practice covers about ten thousand square kil onmetres of jungle,
and as ny patients won't conme to inc |I've got to |ook for them™

"Rather a full-time job."

"Ch, of course it isn't practical to bother about the small fry. Just lions, elephants, rhinos,
and so on. Every nmorning | set the controls for a height of a hundred netres, sit down in front of
the screen and go cruising over the countryside. Wien | find anyone in trouble | clinb into ny
flyer and hope ny bedside manner will work. Sonetines it's a bit tricky. Lions and such-like are
easy-but trying to puncture a rhino fromthe air with an an~sthetic dart is the devil of a job."
"RUPERT! " yel |l ed soneone fromthe next room

"Now | ook what you've done! You've nade ne forget ny guests. There-you take that tray. Those are
the ones with vernouth-1 don't want to get them mi xed up."
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It was just before sunset that George found his way up to the roof. For a nunber of excellent
reasons he had a slight headache and ftlt |ike escaping front the noise and confusion downstairs.
Jean, who was a much better dancer than he was, still seened to be enjoying herself hugely and
refused to | eave. This annoyed George, who was beginning to feel alcoholically anorous, and he
decided to have a quiet sulk beneath the stars.

One reached the roof by taking the escalator to the first floor

and then clinbing the spiral stairway round the intake of the

air-conditioning plant. This led, through a hatchway, out on to the wide, flat roof. Rupert's
flyer was parked at one end: the centre area was a garden-al ready show ng signs of running
wild-and the rest was sinply an observation platformw th a few deckchairs placed on it. George
flopped into one of these and regarded his surroundings with an inperial eye. He felt very much
monarch of all he surveyed.

file:/lIF|/rah/Arthur%20C.%20Clarke/Childhoods%20End.txt (35 of 92) [1/14/03 10:52:30 PM]



file:/l1F|/rah/Arthur%20C.%20Cl arke/Childhoods%20End.txt

It was, to put it mldly, quite a view. Rupert's house had

been built on the edge of a great basin, which sloped downwards towards the east into swanpl ands
and | akes five kilo-nmetres away. Westwards the land was flat and the jungle cane al nost to
Rupert's back-door. But beyond the jungle, at a distance that nust have been at |east fifty
kilometres, a line of mountains ran |like a great wall out of sight to north and south.

Their sumits were streaked with snow, and the clouds above themwere turning to fire as the sun
descended on the last few minutes of its daily journey. As he | ooked at those renote ranparts,
George felt awed into a sudden sobriety.

The stars that sprang out in such indecent haste the nonment the sun had set were conpletely
strange to him He | ooked for the Southern Cross, but w thout success. Though he knew very little
of astronomy, and could recognize only a few constellations, the absence of faniliar friends was
di sturbing. So were the noises drifting in fromthe jungle, unconfortably close at band. Enough of
this fresh air, thought George. |I'll go back to the party before a vanpire bat, or sonething
equal Iy pleasant, cones flying up to investigate.

He was just starting to wal k back when anot her guest energed fromthe hatchway. It was now so dark
that George could not see who it was, so he called out: "Hello, there. Have you had enough of it
too?" H s invisible conpani on | aughed.

"Rupert's starting to show sone of his novies. |'ve seen themall before."
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"Have a cigarette," said CGeorge

"Fhanks. "

By the flane of the |ighter-George was fond of such antiques-he could now recognize his fellow
guest, a strikingly handsone young negro whose nanme George had been told but had i medi ately
forgotten, like those of the twenty other conplete strangers at the party. However, there seened
sonmet hing fam liar about him and suddenly George guessed the truth.

"I don't think we've really met," he said, "but aren't you Rupert's new brother-in-|aw?"

"That's right. I'mJan Rodricks. Everyone says that Mala and | | ook rather alike."
Geor ge wondered whether to conm serate with Jan for his newy acquired relative. He decided to |et
the poor fellow find out for hinself; after all, it was just possible that Rupert would settle

down this tine.

"I''"'m George Greggson. This is the first tinme you' ve been to one of Rupert's fanopus parties?"

"Yes. You certainly neet a |lot of new people this way."

"And not only humans," added George. "This is the first chance |I've had of neeting an Overlord
socially."

The other hesitated for a nonent before replying, and George wondered what sensitive spot he had
struck. But the answer reveal ed not hing.

"I've never seen one before, either-except of course on

TV. "

There the conversation | angui shed, and after a noment George realized that Jan wanted to be al one.
It was getting cold, anyway, so he took his |eave and re-joined the party.

The jungl e was quiet now, as Jan | eaned agai nst the curving wall of the air intake, the only sound
he coul d hear was the faint murmur of the house as It breathed through its ntdianical lungs. He
felt very nmuch al one, which was the way he wanted to be. He also felt highly frustrated-and that
was sonet hing he had no desire to be at all.
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8

No Utopia can ever give satisfaction to everyone, all the tine.

As their nmaterial conditions inprove, nen raise their sights and becone di scontented with powers
and possessions that once woul d have seened beyond their w | dest dreans. And even when the
external world has granted all it can, there still remain the searchings of the mind and the

| ongi ngs of the heart.

Jan Rodricks, though he sel dom appreciated his |uck, would

have been even nore discontented in an earlier age. A century before, his colour woul d have been a
trenendous, perhaps an overwhel m ng, handi cap. Today, it neant nothing. The inevitable- reaction
that had given early twenty-first-century negroes a slight sense of superiority had al ready passed
away.

The conveni ent word "nigger" was no |longer tabu in polite society, but was used without
enbarrassnent by everyone. It had no nore enotional content than such |abels as republican or

met hodi st, conservative or |iberal

Jan's father had been a charm ng but sonewhat feckless Scot who had nade a consi derabl e nanme for
hinself as a professional magician. H's death at the early age of forty-five had been aggravated
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by the excessive consunption of his country's nost fanmous product. Though Jan had never seen his
father drunk, he was not sure that he had ever seen hi m sober.

M's. Rodricks, still very m~ch alive, lectured in advanced probability theory at Edi nburgh
University. It was typical of the extreme nmobility of twenty-first-century Man that Ms. Rodricks
who was coal black, had been born in Scotland, whereas her expatriate and bl ond husband had spent
almost all his life in Haiti. Maia and Jan had never had a single hone, but had oscill ated between
their parents' fanmilies like two small shuttl ecocks. The treatnent had been good fun, but had not
hel ped to correct the instability they had both inherited fromtheir father.

At twenty-seven, Jan still had several years of college |ife ahead of himbefore he needed to
think seriously about his career. He had taken his bachelors' degrees w thout any difilculty,
followi ng a syllabus that woul d have seened very strange a century before. Ilis main subjects bad
been mat hemati cs and physics, but as subsidiaries he had taken phil osophy and
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nmusi cal appreciation. Even by the high standards of the time he was a first-rate amateur pianist.
In three years he would take his doctorate in engineering

physics, with astronony as a second subject. This would

involve fairly hard work, but Jan rather wel coned that. He

was studying at what was perhaps the nost beautifully situated place of higher education in the
wor | d-the University of Cape Town, nestling at the foot of Tabl e Muntain.

He had no material worries, yet he was discontented and saw no cure for his condition. To make
matters worse, Maia's own happi ness-thotigh he did not grudge it in the |east-had underlined the
chi ef cause of his own trouble.

For Jan was still suffering fromthe romantic illusion-the cause of so nuch misery and so much
poetry-that every man has only one real love in his life. At an unusually | ate age, be had | ost
his heart for the first time, to a |ady nore renowned for beauty than constancy. Rosita Tsien
clained, with perfect truth, to have the bl ood of Manchu enperors flowing in her veins. She still
possessed many subjects, including nost of the Faculty of Science at Cape. Jan had been taken

pri soner by her delicate, flower-like beauty, and the affair had proceeded far enough to nake its
termnation all the nore galling. He could not inagine what had gone wong.. ..

He woul d get over it, of course. Other nen had survived simlar catastrophes without irreparable
damage, had even reached the stage when they could say, "lI'msure | could never have been really
serious about a wonman like that!" But such detachment still lay far in the future, and at the
monent Jan was very nmuch at odds with life.

His other grievance was |ess easily renedied, for it concerned the inpact of the Overlords upon
his own anbitions. Jan was a romantic not only in heart but in nmind. Like so nany other young nen
since the conquest of the air had been assured, he had let his dreans and his imagi nati on roamthe
unexpl ored seas of space.

A century before, Man had set foot upon the |adder that could lead himto the stars. At that very
monent -coul d it have been coi nci dence?-the door to the planets had been slamed in his face. The
Overl ords had i nposed few positive bans on any formof human activity (the conduct of war was

per haps the maj or exception), but research into space flight had virtually ceased. The chall enge
presented by the science
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of the Overlords was too great. For the nonent, at |east, Man had | ost heart and had turned to
other fields of activity. There was no point in devel opi ng rockets when the Overl ords had
Infinitely superior neans of propul sion, based on principles of which they had never given any

hi nt .

A few hundred nen had visited the noon, for the purpose of establishing a |unar observatory. They
had travell ed as passengers in a small vessel |oaned by the Overlords-and driven by rockets. It
was obvious that little could be learned froma study of this primtive vehicle, even if its
owners handed it over without reservation to inquisitive terrestrial scientists.

Man was, therefore, still a prisoner on his wn planet. It was a nuch fairer, but a rmuch smaller

pl anet than it had been a century before. Wen the Overlords had abolished war and hunger and

di sease, they had al so abolished adventure.

The rising noon was beginning to paint the eastern sky with.

a pale nmlky glow. Up there, Jan knew, was the rmain base of the Overlords, lying within the
ranparts of Pluto. Though the supply ships nust have been comi ng and going for nore than seventy
years, it was only in Jan's lifetine that all conceal nent had been dropped and they had nade their
departure in clear sight of Earth. In the two-hundred-inch tel escope, the shadows of the great
shi ps could be dearly seen when the norning or evening sun cast themfor mles across the |unar

pl ains. Since everything that the Overlords did was of inmense interest to mankind, a carefu
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wat ch was kept of their comings and goings, and the pattern of their behaviour (though not the
reason for it) was beginning to emerge. One of those great shadows had vani shed a few hours ago.
That neant, Jan knew, that somewhere off the nmoon an Overlord ship was lying in space, carrying
out what ever routine was necessary before it began its journey to its distant, unknown hone.

He had never seen one of those returning ships launch itself towards the stars. If conditions were
good the sight was visible over half the world, but Jan had al ways been unl ucky. One coul d never
tell exactly when the take-off would be-and the Overlords did not advertise the fact. He decided
he woul d wait another ten minutes, then rejoin the party.

VWhat was that? Only a neteor sliding down through Eridanus. Jan rel axed, discovered his cigarette
had gone out, and |lit another.

He was hal f-way through it when, half a nmillion kilonetres

80

away, the Stardrive went on. Up fromthe heart of the spreadi ng noon-glow a tiny spark began to
climb towards the zenith.

At first its novenment was so slow that it could hardly be perceived, but second by second it was
gai ning speed. As it

clinmbed it increased in brilliance, then suddenly faded fromsight. A nonent later it had

r eappear ed, gaining speed and brightness. Waxing and waning with a peculiar rhythm it

ascended ever nore swiftly into the sky, drawing a fluctuating

line of Iight across the stars. Even if one did not knowits real distance, the inpression of
speed was breatht aki ng: when one knew that the departing ship was sonewhere beyond the noon, the
mnd reel ed at the speeds and energies invol ved.

It was an uni nportant by-product of those energies, Jan knew, that he was seeing now. The ship
itself was invisible, already far ahead of that ascending light. As a high-flying jet may | eave a
vapour trail behind it, so the outward-bound vessel of the Overlords left its own peculiar wake.
The generally accepted theory-and there seemed little doubt of its truth- was that the i mense
accel erations of the Stardrive caused a local distortion of space. Wat Jan was seeing, he knew,
was nothing less than the light of distant stars, collected and focused into his eye wherever
conditions were favourabl e along the track of the ship. It was a. visible proof of relativity-the
bending of light in the presence of a colossal gravitational field.

Now t he end of that vast, pencil-shaped |ens seenmed to be noving nore slowy, but that was only
due to perspective. In reality the ship was still gaining speed: its path was nerely being
foreshortened as it hurled itself outwards to the stars. There woul d be nany tel escopes foll ow ng
it, Jan knew, as Earth's scientists tried to uncover the secrets of the Drive. Dozens of papers
had al ready been published on the subject; no doubt the Overlords had read themw th the greatest
i nterest.

The phantom |light was beginning to wane. Now it was a fading streak, pointing to the heart of the
constel lation Carina, as Jan had known that it would. The home of the Overlords was somewhere out
there, but it mght circle any one of a thousand stars in that sector of space. There was no way
of telling its distance fromthe Solar System

It was all over. Though the ship had scarcely begun its Journey, there was nothing nore that human
eyes could see. But in Jan's nind the nmenory of that shining path still burned,
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a beacon that woul d never fade as |ong as he possessed anibition and desire.

The parry was over. Alnost all the guests had clinbed back into the sky and were now scattering to
the four corners of the globe. There were, however, a few exceptions.

One was Nornman Dodsworth, the poet, who had got unpleasantly drunk but had been sensible enough to
pass out befbre any violent action proved necessary. He had been deposited, not very gently, on
the I awn, where it was hoped that a hyena would give hima rude awakening. For all practica

pur poses he could, therefore, be regarded as absent.

The ot her remaining guests were George and Jean. This was not George's idea at all: he wanted to
go home. He di sapproved of the friendship between Rupert and Jean, though not for the usua

reason. Ceorge prided hinself on being a practical, |evel-headed character, and regarded the

i nterest which drew Jean and Rupert together as being not only childish in this age of science,

but more than a little unhealthy. That anyone should still place the slightest credence in the
supernormal seened extraordinary to him and finding Rashaverak here had shaken his faith in the
Overl ords.

It was now obvious that Rupert had been plotting sonme surprise, probably with Jean's conni vance.
George resigned hinmself gloom |y to whatever nonsense was comn ng.
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"I tried all sorts of things before | settled on this," said Rupert proudly. "The big problemis
to reduce friction so that you get conplete freedom of nmovenent. The ol d-fashi oned polished table
and tunbler set-up isn't bad, but ft's been used for centuries now and I was sure that nodern
science could do better. And here's the result. Draw up your chairs- are you quite sure you don't
want to join, Rashy?"

The Overlord seenmed to hesitate for a fraction of a second. Then he shook his head. (Had they

| earned that habit on Earth? George wondered.)

"No, thank you," he replied. "I would prefer to observe. Sone other tine, perhaps."

"Very well-there's plenty of tinme to change your mnd |ater."”

Oh, Is there? thought George, |ooking gloomly at his watch

Rupert had shepherded his friends round a small but nassive
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table, perfectly circular in shape. It had a flat plastic top which he lifted off to reveal a
glittering sea of closely packed ball-bearings. They were prevented from escaping by the table's
slightly raised rim and George found it quite inpossible to imgine their purpose. The hundreds
of reflected points of light formed a fascinating and hypnotic pattern, and he felt hinself
becom ng slightly dizzy.

As they drew up their chairs, Rupert reached under the table and brought forth a disc sone ten
centinmetres in dianmeter, which he placed on the surface of the ball-bearings.

"There you are," he said. "You put your fingers on this, and it noves around with no resistance at
all."

CGeorge eyed the device with profound distrust. He noted that the letters of the al phabet were
pl aced at regular intervals

-though in no particular order-round the circunference of the table. In addition there were the
nunbers one to nine, scattered at random anong the letters, and two cards bearing the words "~s
and "NO'. These were on opposite sides of the table.

"It looks like a lot of munbo-junbo to nme,"” he nuttered. "I'm surprised that anyone takes it
seriously in this age." He felt a little better after delivering this mld protest, which was
aimed at Jean quite as nuch as Rupert. Rupert didn't pretend to have nore than a detached
scientific interest in these phenonena. He was open-m nded, but not credul ous. Jean, on the other
hand-wel I, CGeorge was sonmetinmes a little worried about her. She really seened to think that there
was sonething in this business of tel epathy and second-si ght.

Not until he had made his remark did George realize that it also inplied a criticism of
Rashaverak. He gl anced nervously round but the Overlord showed no reaction. Wich, of course,
proved absolutely nothing at all.

Everyone had now taken up their positions. Going in a clockw se direction round the table were
Rupert, Maia, Jan, Jean, George, and Benny Shoenberger. Ruth Shoenberger was sitting outside the
cirde with a notebook. She apparently had sonme objection to taking part in the proceedi ngs, which
had caused Benny to snake obscurely sarcastic remarks about people who still took the Tal nud
seriously. However, she seened perfectly willing to act as a recorder

"Now |l isten," began Rupert, "for the benefit of sceptics |ike George, let's get this straight.
Whet her or not there's
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anyt hi ng supernormal about this, it works. Personally, | think there's a purely nechanica

expl anati on. When we put our hands on the disc, even though we may try to avoid influencing its
movenent s, our subconscious starts playing tricks. |I've analysed |ots of these seances, and |'ve
never got answers that someone in the group mghtn't have known or guessed- though sonetines they
weren't aware of the fact. However, I'd like to carry out the experiment in these rather-ah-

pecul i ar circunstances."

The Peculiar Circunstance sat watching themsilently, but doubtless not with indifference. CGeorge
wonder ed just what Rashaverak thought of these antics. Wre his reactions those of an

ant hr opol ogi st watching sonme primtive religious rite? The whole set-up was really quite
fantastic, and George felt as big a fool as he had ever done in his life.

If the others felt equally foolish, they concealed their enptions. Only Jean | ooked flushed and
excited, though that night have been the drinks.

"All set?" asked Rupert. "Very well." He paused inpressively; then, addressing no-one in
particular, he called ~ut: "lIs there anybody there?"

George could feel the plate beneath his fingers trenble ~lightly. That was not surprising,
considering the pressure teing exerted upon it by the six people in the circle. It ilithered
around in a small figure-eight, then came to rest back at the centre.

"I's there anybody there?" repeated Rupert. In a nore conversational tone of voice he added, "It's
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often ten or fifteen mnutes before we get started. But somnetines-"

"Hush!" breathed Jean.

The plate was noving. It began to swing in a wide arc between the cards | abelled "yEs" and "NO'.
Wth sonme difficulty, George suppressed a giggle. Just what would it prove, he wondered, if the
answer was "NO'? He renenbered the old joke: "There's nobody here but us chickens, Massa. .. ."
But the answer was "VYES". The plate cane swiftly back to the centre of the table. Sonehow it now
seened alive, waiting fir the next question. Despite hinself, Ceorge began to be inpressed.

"Who are you?" asked Rupert.

There was no hesitation now as the letters were spelled out. The plate darted across the table
Iike a sentient thing, noving
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so swiftly that George sonetines found it hard to keep his fingers in contact. He could swear that
he was not contributing to its nmotion. @ ancing quickly round the table, he could see nothing
suspicious in the faces of his friends. They seened as intent, and as expectant, as he hinsel f~
"I AVALL" spelled the plate, and returned to its point of equilibrium

"1 amall,'" repeated Rupert. "That's a typical reply. Evasive, yet stinmulating. It probably
means that there's nothing here except our conbined nminds." He paused for a nmonment, obviously
deci di ng upon his next question. Then he addressed the air once nore.

"Have you a nessage for anyone here?"

"No," replied the plate pronptly.

Rupert | ooked around the table.

"It's up to us; sonetines it volunteers information, but this time we'll have to ask definite
questions. Anyone like to start?"

"WIIl it rain tonorrow?" said George jestingly.

At once the plate began to swing back and forth in the YES

NO I'i ne. -

"That's a silly question," reproved Rupert. "It's bound to be r2ining somewhere and to be dry
somewhere el se. Don't ask questions that have anbi guous answers."

George felt appropriately squashed. He decided to | et soneone el se have the next turn

"What is ny favourite col our?" asked Mi a.

"BLUE," came the pronpt reply.

"That's quite correct."”

"But it doesn't prove anything. At |east three people here knew that,
"What's Ruth's favourite col our?" asked Benny.

"RED. "

"I's that right, Ruth?"

The recorder |ooked up from her notebook

"Yes, it is. But Benny knows that, and he's in the circle."

"l didn't know," retorted Benny.

"You darn well ought to-1've told you enough tines."

"Subconsci ous nmenory," nurnured Rupert. "That often happens. But can we have sone nore intelligent

CGeorge pointed out.

questions, please? Now that this has started so well, | don't want It to peter out."
Curiously enough, the very triviality of the phenonenon was
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beginning to inpress George. He was sure that there was no supernormal explanation; as Rupert had
said, the plate was sinply responding to their unconsci ous nuscul ar novenents.

But this fact in itself was surprising and inpressive: he would never have believed that such
precise, swift replies could have been obtained. Once he tried to see if he could influence the
board by making it spell out his own name. He got the "G', but that was all: the rest was
nonsense. It was virtually unpossible, he decided, for one person to take control without the
remai nder of the circle knowing it.

After half an hour, Ruth had taken down nore than a dozen nessages, sonme of them quite |ong ones.
There were occasional spelling mstakes and curiosities of grammar, but they were few Watever

t he expl anation, CGeorge was now convinced that he was not contributing consciously to the results.
Several tines, as a word was being spelt out, he had anticipated the next |letter and hence the
meani ng of the message. And on each occasion the plate had gone in a quite unexpected direction
and spelt sonmething totally different. Sonetines, indeed

-since there was no pause to indicate the end of one word and the beginning of the next-the entire
message was meani ngless until it was conplete and Ruth had read it back

The whol e experi ence gave George an uncanny inpression of being in contact with sonme purposeful
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i ndependent mind. And yet there was no concl usive proof one way or the other. The replies were so
trivial, so anbiguous. \Wat, for exanple, could one nmake of:

BEL| EVEI NMANNATURRI SW THYQU.
Yet sonetinmes there were suggestions of profound, even disturbing truths:
RI MEMBERVANI SNOTAL ONENEARVANI SCOUNTRYOFOTHERS

But of course everyone knew that-though could one be sure that the nmessage nerely referred to the
Overl ords?

George was growi ng very sleepy. It was high tine, he thought drowsily, that they headed for hone.
This was all very Intriguing, but it wasn't getting them anywhere and you could have too nuch of a
good thing. He glanced around the table.

Benny | ooked as if he m ght be feeling the same way, Miia and Rupert both appeared slightly

gl azed, and Jean-well, she had been taking it too seriously all along. Her expression worried
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George; it was alnost as if she were afraid to stop-yet afraid to go on

That left only Jan. George wondered what he thought of his brother-in-law s eccentricities. The
young engi neer had asked no questions, shown no surprise at any of the answers. He seened to be
studyi ng the novenment of the plate as if it was just another scientific phenonenon.

Rupert roused hinself fromthe | ethargy into which he appeared to have fallen

"Let's have one nore question," he said, "then we'll call it a day. Wat about you, Jan? You've
not asked anything."

Surprisingly, Jan never hesitated. It was as if he had nade

his choice a long time ago and had been waiting for the opportunity. He gl anced once at the

i npassi ve bul k of Rashaverak, then called out in a clear, steady voice:

"Which star is the Overlord' s sun?"

Rupert checked a whistle of surprise. Miia and Benny showed no reaction at all. Jean had cl osed
her eyes and seened to be asl eep. Rashaverak had | eaned forward so that he could | ook down into
the circle over Rupert's shoul der

And the plate began to nove.

When it canme to rest again, there was a brief pause: then Ruth asked, in a puzzled voice:

"What does NGS 549672 nean?"

She got no reply, for at the sanme nonment George called out anxiously:

"Gve ne a hand with Jean. |'mafraid she's fainted."

9

"THI'S man Boyce," said Karellen. "Tell me all about him" The Supervisor did not use those actual
wor ds, of course

and the thoughts he really expressed were far nore subtle. A human |istener would have heard a
short burst of rapidly nodul ated sound, not unlike a high-speed Mdrse sender in action. Though
many sanpl es of Overlord | anguage had been recorded, they all defied anal ysis because of their
extrenme coinplexity. The speed of transmission nade it certain that no Interpreter, even if he had
mastered the el enents of the
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| anguage, could ever keep up with the Overlords in their normal conversation

The Supervisor for Earth stood with his back to Rashaverak

staring out across the nulticoloured gulf of the Grand Canyon

Ten kil ometres away, yet scarcely veiled by distance, the terraced walls were catching the ful
force of the sun. Hundreds of nmetres down the shadowed sl ope at whose brim Karellen stood, a mul e-
train was slowy winding its way into the valley's depths. It was strange, Karellen thought, that
so many human beings still seized every opportunity for primtive behaviour. They could reach the
bottom of the canyon in $ fraction of the time, and in far greater confort, if they chose. Yet
they preferred to be jolted al ong tracks which were probably as unsafe as they | ooked.

Karell en made an inperceptible gesture with his hand. The great panorama faded from view, |eaving
only a shadowy bl ankness of indeterm nable depth. The realities of his office and of his position
crowded i n upon the Supervisor once nore.

"Rupert Boyce is a sonewhat curious character," Rashaverak answered. "Professionally, he's in
charge of animal welfare over an inportant section of the Main African ReservalLion. He's quite
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efficient, and interested in his work. Because he has to keep watch over several thousand square
kil ometres, he has one of the fifteen panoranic viewers we've so far issued cmloan-with the usua
saf equards, of course. It is, incidentilly, the only one with full projection facilities. He was
able to make a good case for these, so we |let himhave them™

"What was his argunent ?"

"He wanted to appear to various wild aninals so that they could get used to seeing him and so
woul dn't attack when he was physically present. The theory has worked out quite well with ~nirnals
that rely on sight rather than smell-though he'll probably get killed eventually. And, of course,
there was an)ther reason why we | et himhave the apparatus.”

"I't nade himnore co-operative?"

"Precisely. | originally contacted hi mbecause he has one rf the world's finest libraries of books
on parapsychology and illied subjects. He politely but firmy refused to | end any of them so
there was nothing to do but to~it him |'ve now read ibout half his Ilibrary. It has been a
consi der abl e ordeal . "

"That | can well believe," said Kardllen dryly. "Have you fiscovered anything anong all the

r ubbi sh?"
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"Yes-el even dear cases of partial breakthrough, and twenty-seven probables. The material is so

sel ective, however, that one cannot use it for sampling purposes. And the evidence is hopel essly
confused with nystici smperhaps the prinme aberration of the human mnind."

"And what is Boyce's attitude to all this?"

"He pretends to be open-m nded and sceptical, but it's

clear that he would never have spent so nuch tinme and effort in this field unless he had sone
subconscious faith. | challenged himon this and he adnitted that | was probably right.

He would like to find sonme convincing proof. That is why he Is always carrying out these
experiments, even though he pretends that they are only gaines."

"You are sure he doesn't suspect that your interest is nore than academ c?"

"Quite sure. In many ways Boyce is renarkably obtuse and sinple-mnded. That nakes his attenpts to
do research in this, of all fields, rather pathetic. There is no need to take any special acon
regarding him"

"I see. And what about the girl who fainted?"

"This is the nost exciting feature of the entire affair. Jean Mrrel was, alnost certainly, the
channel through which the information cane. But she is twenty-six-far too old to be a prine
contact herself, judging by all our previous experience. It nust, therefore, be sonmeone closely
linked to her. The conclusion is obvious. W cannot have nmany nore years to wait. W nust transfer
her to Category Purple: she may be the nost inmportant human being alive."

"I will do that. And what of the young man who asked the question? Was it random curiosity, or did
he have sone other notive?"

"It was chance that brought himthere-his sister has just married Rupert Boyce. He had never net
any of the other guests before. | am sure the question was unpreneditated, being inspired by the
unusual conditions-and probably by ny presence. Gven these factors, it is hardly surprising that
he acted in the way he did. H's great interest is astronautics:

he is secretary of the space-travel group at Cape Town University, and obviously intends to make
this field his life study."

"Flis career should be interesting. Meanwhile, what action do you think he will take, and what
shall we do about hinP"
89

"l'ie will undoubtedly nake sone checks as soon as he can

But there is no way in which he can prove the accuracy of his information, and because of its
peculiar origin he is hardly likely to publish it. Even if he does, will it affect matters in the
sl i ght est ?"

"I will have both situations evaluated," Karellen replied. "Though it is part of our D rective not
to reveal our base, there is no way in which the information could be used agai nst us."

"I agree. Rodricks will have sone information which is of doubtful truth, and of no practical

val ue. "

"So it would seem " said Karellen. "But let us not be too certain. Human beings are remarkably

i ngeni ous, and often very persistent. It is never safe to underrate them and it will be
interesting to follow M. Rodricks' career. | must think about this further."

Rupert Boyce never really got to the bottomof it. Wien his guests had departed, rather |ess
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boi sterously than usual, he bad thoughtfully rolled the table back into its corner. The nild

al coholic fog prevented any profound anal ysis of what had happened, and even the actual facts were
already slightly blurred. He had a vague idea that sonmething of great but elusive inportance had
happened, and wondered if he should 3iscuss it with Rashaverak. On second thought, he decided it
aught be tactless. After all, his brother-in-law had caused the trouble, and Rupert felt vaguely
annoyed with young Jan. But was it Jan's fault? Was it anybody's fault? Rather guiltily, Rupert
remenbered that it had been his experinent. He lecided, fairly successfully, to forget the whole
busi ness.

Per haps he m ght have done sonmething if the |ast page of Ruth's notebook could have been found,
but it had vani shed in the confusion. Jan al ways feigned i nnocence-and, well, one ould hardly
accuse Rashaverak. And no-one could ever ~enenber exactly what had been spelled out, except that
it lidn't seemto make any sense.

The person nost inmediately affected had been George C~reggson. He could never forget his feeling
of terror as Jean iitched into his arns. Her sudden hel pl essness transforned icr in that noment
from an anusi ng compani on to an obj ect
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of tenderness and affection. Wnen had fainted-not always w thout forethought-since tine

i menorial, and nen had invariably responded in the desired way. Jean's collapse was conpletely
spont aneous, but it could not ~have been better planned. In that instant, as he realized |ater
George came to one of the nost inportant decisions of his life. Jean was definitely the girl who
matt ered, despite berqueer ideas and queerer friends. He had no intention of totally abandoning
Naom or Joy or Elsa or-what was her nane?-Denise; but the tune bad cone for sonething nore

per manent. He had no doubt that Jean would agree with him for her feelings had been quite obvious
fromthe start

Behi nd his decision there was anot her factor of which, he was unaware. Tonight's experience had
weakened his con-tenpt and scepticismfor Jean's peculiar interests. He would never recogni ze the
fact, but it was so-and it had renoved the | ast barrier between them

He | ooked at Jean as she lay, pale but conposed, in the reclining chair of the flyer. There was
dar kness bel ow, stars above. George had no idea, to within a thousand kil onmetres, where they m ght
be-nor did he care. That was the business of the robot that was guiding them honewards and woul d
land themin, so the control board announced, fifty-seven mnutes from now.

Jean smiled back at him and gently dislodged her hand fromhis

"Just let nme restore the circulation," she pleaded, rubbing her fingers. "I w sh you'd believe ne
when | tell you I"'mperfectly all right now"

"Then what do you think happened? Surely you renenber sonetFt h~g?"

"No-it's just a conplete blank. | heard Jan ask his quesdon-and then you were all making a fuss
over me. |'msure it was sonme kind of trance. After all-"

She paused, then decided not to tell Ceorge that this sort of thing had happened before. She knew
how he felt about these matters, and had no desire to upset himfurther-and perhaps scare hi maway
conpl etely.

"After all-what?" asked George.

"Ch, nothing. | wonder what that Overlord thought about the whol e business. W probably gave him
nore material than he bargained for."

91

Jean shivered slightly, and her eyes cl ouded.

"I" mafraid of the Overlords, CGeorge. Ch, | don't xne~ they're evil, or anything foolish Iike
that. I"'msure they nean well and are doing what they think is best for us. |I wonder just what

their plans really are?"
George shifted unconfortably.

"Men have been wondering that ever since they cane to Earth," he said. "They'll tell us when we're
ready for it-and, frankly, I'"mnot inquisitive. Besides, |'ve got nmore inport~t things to bother
about." He turned towards Jean and grasped her hands.

"What about going to Archives tonmorrow and signing a contract for-let's say-five years?”
Jean | ooked at him steadfastly, and decided that, ~ the whole, she |iked what she saw.
"Make it ten," she said.

Jan bided his time. There was no hurry, and he wanterj to think. It was alnost as if he feared to
make any checks, lest the fantastic hope that had cone into his nmind be too swiftly destroyed.
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While he was still uncertain, he could at |east dream
Moreover, to take any further action he would have to see the Cbservatory librarian. She knew hint
and his interests too well, and would certainly be intrigued by his request. Probably it would

make no difference, but Jan was determined to | eave nothing to chance. There would be a better
opportu~jty in a week. He was bei ng super-cautious, he knew, but that added a school boy zest to
the enterprise. Jan also feared ridicule quite as nuch as anything that the Overlords m ght
Conceivably do to thwart him If he was enbarking on a wi | d-goose chase, no-one el se would ever
know.

He had a perfectly good reason for going to London: the arrangenents had been nade weeks ago.
Though he wa~ too young and too unqualified to be a del egate, he was one of the three students who
had nl 2nl1ged to attach thenselves to the official party going to the neeting of the Internationa
Astr~.

nom cal Union. The vacanci es had been there, and it scen~ed a pity to waste the opportunity, as he
had not visited London since his chil dhood. He knew that very few of the dozens of papers to be
delivered to the I.A U would be of the ~lig~t~
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interest to turn, even if he could understand them Like a delegate to any scientific congress, he
woul d attend the | ectures that | ooked prom sing, and spend the rest of the tine talking with
fellow enthusiasts, or sinply sightseeing.

London had changed enormously in the last fifty years. It now contained scarcely two million
peopl e, and a hundred

tinmes as many nachines. It was no |onger a great port, for

with every country producing alnost all its needs, the entire

pattern of world trade had been altered. There were sone goods that certain countries still made
best, but they went

directly by air to their destinations. The trade routes that had once converged on the great
harbours, and later on the great airports, had finally dispersed into an intricate web-work
covering the whole world with no mgj or nodal points.

Yet some things had not altered. The city was still a centre

of administration, of art, of learning. In these matters, none of the continental capitals could
rival it-not even Paris, despite many clains to the contrary. A Londoner froma century before
could still have found his way around, at least at the city's centre, with no difficulty. There
were new bridges over the Thames, but in the old places. The great, grinmy railway stations had
gone- bani shed to the suburbs. But the Houses of Parlianment were unchanged: Nelson's solitary eye

still stared down Whitehall: the dome of St. Paul's still stood above Ludgate Hill, though now
there were taller buildings to challenge its pre-eninence.
And the guard still marched in front of Bucki ngham Pal ace.

Al'l these things, thought Jan, could wait. It was vacation time, and he was |odged, with his two
fell ow students, in one of the University hostels. Blooinsbury also had not changed its character
in the last century: it was still an island of hotels and boardi ng- houses, though they no | onger
jostled each other so closely, or fornmed such endless, identical rows of soot-coated brick

It was not until the second day of the Congress that Jan got his opportunity. The mai n papers were
being read in the great assenbly chanber of the Science Centre, not far fromthe Concert Hall that
had done so rmuch to nmake London the musical netropolis of the world. Jan wanted to hear the first
of the day's lectures, which, it was rumoured, would conpletely denolish the current theory of the
formati on of the pl anets.

Perhaps it did, but Jan was little the wiser when he left after
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the interval. He hurried down to the directory, and | ooked up

the roonms he want ed.

Sone hunorous civil servant had put the Royal Astrociom cal Society on the top floor of the great
bui | di ng, a gesture which the Council nenbers fully appreciated as it gave them a magnificent view
across the |'hanes and over the entire north~rn part of the city. There seened to be nobody
around, but

~an-duchi ng his nmenbership card |ike a passport in case he

was chal | enged-had no difficulty in locating the library.

It took himal nost an hour to find what he wanted, and to | earn how to handle the great star

catal ogues with their mllions of entries. He was trenbling slightly as he neared the end of his
quest, and felt glad that there was no-one around to see his nervousness.

He put the catal ogue back anong its fellows, and for a long tine sat quite still, staring
sightlessly at the wall of volunmes before him Then he slowy wal ked Qut into the still corridors,
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past the secretary's office (there was sonebody there now, busily unpacking parcels of books) and
down the stairs. He avoided the elevator, for he wanted to be free and unconfi ned.

There was another |ecture he had intended to hear, but that was nO | onger inportant now.

Hi s thoughts were still in turnoil as he crossed to the embanknent wall and let his eye follow the
Thanes on its unhurried way to the sea. It was hard for anyone with his training in orthodox
science to accept the evidence that had now cone into his hands. He woul d never be certain of its
truth, yet the probability was overwhel ming. As he paced slowy beside the river wall, he

mar shal | ed the facts one by one.

Fact one: no-one at Rupert's party could possibly have known that he was going to ask that
question. He had not known it hinself: it had been a spontaneous reaction to the circunstances.
Theref ore, no-one coul d have prepared any answer, or had it already lying in their m nds.

Fact two: "NGS 549672" probably meant nothing to anyone except an astrononer. Though the great
Nat i onal Geographi c Survey had been conpleted half a century before, its existence was known only
to a few thousand specialists. And taking any nunber fromit at random no-one could have said
where that particular star lay in the heavens.

But-and this was Fact three, which he had only this nonent discovered-the snall and insignificant
star known as
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NGS 549672 was in precisely the right place. It lay in the heart of the constellation Carina, at
the end of that shining trail Jan hinselLf had seen, so few nights ago, |eading fromthe Sol ar
System out across the depths of space.

It was an inpossible coincidence. NGS 549672 nust be the home of the Overlords. Yet to accept the
fact violated all Jan's cherished ideas of scientific nmethod. Very well-let them be violated. He
must accept the fact that, sonehow, Rupert's fantastic experinment had tapped a hitherto unknown
source of know edge.

Rashaver ak? That seemed the nobst probabl e expl anation. The Overlord had not been in the circle,
but that was a mnor point. However, Jan was not concerned with the nechani sm of paraphysics: he
was only interested in using the results.

Very little was know about NGS 549672: there had been nothing to distinguish it froma mllion
other stars. But the catal ogue gave its magnitude, its co-ordinates, and its spectral type. Jan
woul d have to do a little research, and nmake a few sinple cal culations: then he would know, at

| east approximately, how far the world of the Overlords was from Earth.

A slow smile spread over Jan's face as he turned away fromthe Thanmes, back towards the gl eam ng
white facade of the Science Centre. Know edge was power-and he was the only man on Earth who knew
the origin of the Overlords. How he would use that know edge he could not guess. It would lie
safely in his mind, awaiting the noment of destiny.

10

Tw~ hunman race continued to bask in the long, cloudl ess sumei afternoon of peace and prosperity.
Wul d there ever be a winter again? It was unthinkable. The age of reason, prenaturely wel coned by
the | eaders of the French Revolution two and a half centuries before, had nowreally arrived. This
time, there was no m stake.

There were drawbacks, of course, though they were willingly accepted. One had to be very old
indeed to realize that the papers which the telecaster printed in every hone were really rather
dull. Gone were the crises that had once produced banner headlines. There were no nysterious
nmurders to

95

baffle the police and to arouse in a million breasts the noral indignation that was often
suppressed envy. Such murders as

did occur were never nysterious: it was only necessary to turn a dial-and the crine could be seen
re-enacted. That instrunents capabl e of such feats existed had at first caused consi derabl e panic
anong quite | aw abi di ng people. This was sonething that the Overlords, who had nmastered nost but
not all the quirks of human psychol ogy, had not anticipated. It had to be nade perfectly clear
that no Peeping Tom would be able to spy on his fellows, and that the very few instrunents in
human hands woul d be under strict control. Rupert Boyce's projector, for instance, could not
operate beyond the borders of the Reservation, so he and Main were the only persons inside its
range.

Even the few serious crines that did occur received no par.

ricular attention in the news. For well-bred people do not, after all, care to read about the
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soci al gaffes of others.

The average worki ng week was now about twenty hours- but those twenty hours were no sinecure.
There was little work left of a routine, mechanical nature. Men's mnds were too valuable to waste
on tasks that a few thousand transistors, sone photoelectric cells, and a cubic nmetre of printed
circuits could perform There were factories that ran for weeks without being visited by a single
human being. Men were needed for troubl e-shooting, for naking decisions, for planning new
enterprises. The robots did the rest.

The existence of so nmuch | eisure would have created tremendous problems a century before.
Educati on had overcone nost of these, for a well-stocked mnd is safe from boredom The genera
standard of culture was at a | evel which would once have seened fantastic. There was no evidence
that the intelligence of the hunman race had inproved, but for the first tinme everyone was given
the fullest opportunity of using what brains they had.

Most peopl e had two hones, in widely separated parts of the world. Now that the pol ar regi ons had
been opened up, a considerable fraction of the hunman race oscillated fromArctic to Antarctic at
six monthly intervals, seeking the long, nightiess polar summer. Qthers bad gone into the deserts,
up the nountains, or even into the sea. There was nowhere on the planet where science and
technol ogy could not provide one with a confortable hone, if one wanted it badly enough
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Sone of the nore eccentric dwelling-places provided the fewitens of excitenment in the news. In
the nost perfectly ordered-society there will always be accidents. Perhaps it was a good sign that
people felt it worthwhile to risk, and occasionally break, their necks for the sake of a cosy
villa tucked under the summt of Everest, or |ooking out through the spray of Victoria Falls. As a
result, soneone was al ways being rescued from sonmewhere. It had becone a kind of game-al nost a

pl anetary sport.

Peopl e could indulge in such whims, because they had both the time and the noney. The abolition of
arnmed forces had at once al nost doubled the world's effective wealth, and increased producti on had
done the rest. As a result, it was difficult to conpare the standard of living of twenty-first-
century man with that of any of his predecessors. Everything was so cheap that the necessities of
life were free, provided as a public service by the comunity as roads, water, street lighting and
drai nage had once been. A nan could travel anywhere he pl eased, eat whatever food he fancied-

wi t hout handi ng over any noney. He had earned the right to do this by being a productive nenber of
the conmunity.

There were, of course, sone drones, but the nunber of people sufficiently strong-willed to indul ge
inalife of conplete idleness is much snmaller than is generally supposed. Supporting such
parasites was considerably | ess of a burden than providing the arm es of ticket-collectors, shop
assi stants, bank clerks, stockbrokers and so forth whose main function, when one took the gl oba
point of view, was to transfer itens fromone | edger to another

Nearly a quarter of the human race's total activity, it had been cal cul ated, was now expended on
sports of various kinds, ranging fromsuch sedentary occupati ons as chess to lethal pursuits Iike
ski-gliding across nountain valleys. One unexpected result of this was the extinction of the

prof essi onal sportsnmen. There were too nany brilliant amateurs, and the changed econonic
conditions had nade the old system obsol ete.
Next to sport, entertainment, in all its branches, was the greatest single industry. For nore than

a hundred years there had been peopl e who had believed that Holl ywood was the centre of the world.
They coul d now make a better case for this claimthan ever before, but it was safe to say that
nost of
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2050' s producti ons woul d have seemed i nconprehensi bly hi ghbrow to 1950. There had been sone
progress: the box-office was no longer lord of all it surveyed.

Anong all the distractions and diversions of a planet which' ~.

now seened well on the way to becom ng one vast playground, there were sone who still found tinme

to repeat an anci ent and never-answered question:
"Where do we go from here?"

Jai |l | eaned agai nst the el ephant and rested his hands on the skin, rough as the bark of a tree. He
| ooked at the great tusks and the curving trunk, caught by the skill of the taxidermist in the
monent of chall enge or salutation. What still weirder creatures, he wondered, from what unknown

file:/lIF|/rah/Arthur%20C.%20Clarke/Childhoods%20End.txt (46 of 92) [1/14/03 10:52:31 PM]



file:/l1F|/rah/Arthur%20C.%20Cl arke/Childhoods%20End.txt

wor | ds woul d one day be looking at this exile fromEarth?

"How many ani mal s have you sent the Overlords?" he asked Rupert.

"At least fifty, though of course this is the biggest one. He's magnificent, isn't he? Mst of the
others have been quite small-butterflies, snakes, nonkeys, and so on. Though | did get a hippo

| ast year."

Jan gave a wy snile.

"I't's a norbid thought, but | suppose they've got a fine stuffed group of Honb sapiens in their
collection by this tine. | wonder who was honoured?"

"You're probably right," said Rupert, rather indifferently. "It would be easy to arrange through
the hospitals."

"What woul d happen,"” continued Jan thoughtfully, "if soneone volunteered to go as a |ive specinmen?
Assum ng that an eventual return was guaranteed, of course."

Rupert | aughed, though not unsynpathetically.

"I's that an offer? Shall | put it to Rashaverak?"
For a nonent Jan considered the idea nore than half seriously. Then he shook his head.
"Er-no. | was only thinking out loud. They'd certainly turn me down. By the way, do you ever see

Rashaver ak t hese days?"

"He called nme up about six weeks ago. He'd just founda book |I'd been hunting. Rather nice of him"
98

Jan wal ked slowy round the stuffed nonster, admring the

skill that had frozen it forever at this instant of greatest vigour

"Did you ever discover what he was | ooking for?" he asked.

"I mean, it seens so hard to reconcile the Overlords' science with an interest in the occult."
Rupert | ooked at Jan a little suspiciously, wondering if his brother-in-law was poking fun at his
hobby.

"Hi s explanation seemed adequate. As an ant hropol ogi st he was interested in every aspect of our
cul ture. Renmenber, they have plenty of time. They can go into nore detail than a human research
wor ker ever could. Reading nmy entire library probably put only a slight strain on Rashy's
resources.”

That m ght be the answer, but Jan was not convi nced.

Soneti mes he had thought of confiding his secret to Rupert but his natural caution had held him
back. Wien he nmet his

Overlord friend again, Rupert would probably give sonething away-the tenptati on would be far too
great.

"Incidentally," said Rupert, changing the subject abruptly, "if you think this is a big job, you
shoul d see the commission Sullivan's got. He's pronmised to deliver the two biggest creatures of
all-a spermwhal e and a giant squid. They'll be shown |ocked in nortal conbat. Wat a tabl eau that
will nmake!"

For a nonent Jan did not answer. The idea that had exploded in his mnd was too outrageous, too
fantastic to be taken seriously. Yet, because of its very daring, it mght succeed.

"What's the matter?" said Rupert anxiously. "The heat getting you down?"

Jan shook hinself back to present reality.

"I'mall tight," he said. "I was just wondering how the Overlords would collect a little packet
like that."

"oh," said Rupert, "one of those cargo ships of theirs will cone down, open a hatch, and hoist it
in"

"That," said Jan, "is exactly what | thought."'

It nmight have been the cabin of a spaceship, but it was not. The walls were covered with neters
and instrunents: there were no wi ndows-nerely a |arge screen in front of the pilot. The vesse
could carry six passengers, but at the nmonment Jan was the only one.
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He was wat ching the screen intently, absorbing each glinpse of this strange and unknown region as
it passed before his eyes. Unknown-yes, as unknown as anything he m ght meet beyond the stars,
ifhis mad pl an succeeded. He was going into a real mof nightmare creatures, preying upon each
other in a darkness undi sturbed since the world began. It was a real mabove which nmen had sail ed
for thousands of years: it lay no nore than a kilonetre below the keels of their ships-yet unti
the I ast hundred years they had known | ess about it than the visible face of the noon.

The pilot was dropping down fromthe ocean heights, towards the still unexpl ored vastness of the
South Pacific Basin. He was followi ng, Jan knew, the invisible grid of sound waves created by
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beacons al ong the ocean fl oor. They were still sailing as far above that floor as cl ouds above the
surface of the Earth....

There was very little to see: the submarine's scanners were searching the waters in vain. The

di sturbance created by their jets had probably scared away the smaller fish: if any creature cane
to investigate, it would be sonmething so large that it did not know the neani ng of fear

The tiny cabin vibrated with power-the power which could hold at bay the i mense wei ght of the

wat ers above their heads, and could create this little bubble of light and air w thin which nen
could live. If that power failed, thought Jan, they would becone prisoners in a netal tonb, buried
deep in the silt of the ocean bed.

"Time to get a fix," said the pilot. He threw a set of switches, and the subnarine canme to rest in
a gentle surge of deceleraion as the jets ceased their thrust. The vessel wasinotioniess, ~oating
in equilibriumas a balloon floats in the atnosphere.

It took only a nmonent to check their position on the sonar ~rid. Wen he had finished with his

i nstrument readings, the pilot remarked: "Before we start the notors again, let's see if we can
hear anything."

The | oudspeaker flooded the quiet little roomwith a |ow, ~ontinuous murmur of sound. There was no
out standi ng ioise that Jan could distinguish fromthe rest. It was a steady Dackground, into which
al | individual sounds had been Di ended. He was listening, Jan knew, to the nyriad creatures )f the
sea talking together. It was as if he stood in the centre )f a forest that teemed with |ife-except
that there he would
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have recogni zed sonme of the individual voices. Here, not one thread in the tapestry of sound could
be disentangled and identified. It was so alien, so renpote from anything he had ever known, that
it set Jan's scalp crawming. And yet this was part of his own world- The shriek cut across the

vi brating background like a flash

of lightning against a dark storndoud. It faded swiftly away Into a banshee wail, an ululation
that dwi ndl ed and died, yet was repeated a nmonent |ater froma nore distant source. Then a chorus
of screanms broke out, a pandenoniumthat caused the pilot to reach swiftly for the volune control
"What in the nane of God was that?" gasped Jan

"Weird, isn't it? It's a school of whales, about ten kilo-netres away. | knew they were in the

nei ghbour hood and thought you'd like to hear them"

Jan shudder ed.

"And | always thought the sea was silent! Wiy do they nake such a din?"

"Tal king to one another, | suppose. Sullivan could tell you

-they say he can even identifS sone individual whales, though | find that hard to believe. Hello,
we' ve got conpany!"”

A fish with incredibly exaggerated jaws was visible in the viewing screen. It appeared to be quite
| arge, but as Jan did now know the scale of the picture it was bard to judge. Hanging froma point
just belowits gills was a long tendril, ending In an unidentifiable, bell-shaped organ

"We're seeing it on infra-red,"” said the pilot. "Let's ook at the normal picture.”

The fish vanished conpletely. Only the pendant renained,

slowing with its own phosphorescence. Then, just for an nstant, the shape of the creature
ifickered into visibility as a line of lights flashed out along its body.

"It's an angler: that's the bait it uses to lure other fish. Fantastic, Isn't it? What | don't
understand i s-why doesn't his bait attract fish big enough to eat hin? But we can't wait here all
day. Watch himrun when | switch on the jets."

The cabin vibrated once again as the vessel eased itself forward. The great |uminous fish suddenly
flashed on all its lights in a frantic signal of alarm and departed like a neteor Into the
darkness of the abyss.

It was after another twenty nminutes of slow descent that the Invisible fingers of the scanner
beans caught the first
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glimpse of the ocean bed. Far beneath, a range of low hills was passing, their outlines curiously
soft and rounded. \What-~ ever irregularities they might once have possessed had | ong ago been
obliterated by the ceaseless rain fromthe watery heights above. Even here in md-Pacific, far
fromthe great estuaries that slowy swept the continents out to sea, that rain never ceased. It
came fromthe stormscarred flanks of the Andes, ~J fromthe bodies of a billion |iving creatures,
fromthe dust of~i nmeteors that had wandered t hrough space for ages and had cone at | ast to rest.
Here in the eternal night, it was laying the foundations of the Iands to be.

The hills drifted behind. They were the frontier posts, as Jan could see fromthe charts, of a
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wi de plain which lay at too great a depth for the scanners to reach.

The submarine continued on its gentle downward glide. Now another picture was beginning to formon
the screen:

because of the angle of view, it was sone tune before Jan could interpret what he saw. Then he
realized that they were approaching a subnerged nmountain, jutting up fromthe hidden plain.

The picture was dearer now. at this short range the definition of the scanners inproved and the
view was al nost as distinct as if the inage was being formed by |ight-waves. Jan could see fine
detail, could watch the strange fish that pursued each other anong the rocks. Once a venonous-

| ooking creature with gaping jaws swam slowy across a half-concealed cleft. So swiftly that the
eye could not follow the novenent, a long tentacle flashed out and dragged the struggling fish
down to its doom

"Nearly there,".said the pilot. "You'll be able to see the lab in a ninute."

They were travelling slowy above a spur of rock jutting out fromthe base of the nmountain. The
pl ai n beneath was now conming into view Jan guessed that they were not nore than a few hundred
metres above the sea-bed. Then he saw, a kilonetre or so ahead, a cluster of spheres standing on
tripod | egs, and joined together by connecting tubes. It |ooked exactly |ike the tanks of sone
chemical plant, and i ndeed was designed on the same basic principles. The only difference was that
here the pressures which had to be resisted were outside, not within.

"What's that?" gasped Jan suddenly. He pointed a shaky
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finger towards -the nearest sphere. The curious pattern of lines on its surftce had resol ved
itself into a network of giant tentacles. As the submarine cane closer, he could see that they
ended in a great, pulpy bag, fromwhich peered a pair of enornous eyes.

"That," said the pilot indifferently, "is probably Lucifer. Soneone's been feeding himagain." He
threw a switch and | eaned over the control desk
"S.2 calling Lab. 1'm connecting up. WIl you shoo away your pet?"

The reply cane promptly

"Lab to S.2. OK -go ahead and nake contact. Lucey will get out of the way."

The curving netal walls began to fill the screen. Jan caught a last glinpse of a giant, sucker-
studded arm whi ppi ng away at their approach. Then there was a dull clang, and a series of
scratchi ng noi ses as the clanps sought for their |ocking points on the submarine's snooth, ova
hull. In a few minutes the vessel was pressed tightly against the wall of the base, the two
entrance ports had | ocked together, and were noving forward through the hull of the submarine at
the end of a giant hollow screw. Then cane the "pressure equalized" signal, the batches unseal ed,
and the way into Deep Sea Lab One was open.

Jan found Professor Sullivan in a snmall, untidy roomthat seened to conbine the attributes of

of fice, workshop and | aboratory. He was peeping through a microscope into what |ooked like a snal
bonb. Presumably it was a pressure-capsul e containing some speci nen of deep-sea life, stil
swi mm ng happily around under its normal tons-to-the-square-centinetre conditions.

"Well," said Sullivan, dragging hinmself away fromthe eyepi ece. "How s Rupert? And what can we do
for you?"

"Rupert's fine," replied Jan. "He sends his best w shes, and says he'd love to visit you if it
weren't for his claustrophobia.”

"Then he'd certainly feel a little unhappy down here, with five kilonetres of water on top of him
Doesn't it worry you, by the way?"

Jan shrugged hi s shoul ders.

"No nore than being in a stratoliner. If anything went wong, the result would be the sane in

ei ther case."

"That's the sensible approach, but it's surprising how few
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peopl e see it that way.'
i nqui sitive gl ance.
"I''ll be very glad to show you around,"” he said, "but | nust confess | was a little surprised when
Rupert passed on your

Sullivan toyed with the controls of his mcroscope, then shot Jan an

request. | couldn't understand why one of you spacehounds-.

shoul d be interested in our work. Aren't you going in the wong direction?" He gave a chuckl e of
anusenment. "Personally, |'ve never seen why you were in such a hurry to get~ out there. It will be
centuries before we've got everything I n~ the oceans nicely charted and pi geonhol ed. "

Jan took a deep breath. He was glad that Sullivan had .~, broached the subject hinself; fbr it

made his task that nuch easier. Despite the ichthyologist's jest, they had a great deal in conmon.
It should not be too hard to build a bridge, to enlist Sullivan's synpathy and aid. He was a man
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of imagination, or he would never have invaded this underwater world. But Jan would have to be
cautious, for the request he was going to make was, to say the least of it, sonewhat
unconventi onal

There was one fact that gave himconfidence. Even if Sullivan refused to co-operate, he would
certainly keep Jan's secret. And here in this quiet little office on thc bed of the Pacific, there
seemed no danger that the Overl ords-whatever strange powers they possessed-would be able to listen
to their conversation.

"Professor Sullivan,” he began, "if you were interested in the ocean, but the Overlords refused to
l et you go near it, how would you feel ?"

"Exceedi ngly annoyed, no doubt."

"I"msure you woul d. And suppose, one day, you had a chance of achieving your goal, wthout them
knowi ng, what would you do? Wuld you take the opportunity?"

Sul l'i van never hesitat ed.

"Of course. And argue later."

Ri ght into ny hsnds~ thought Jan. He can't retreat now unless he's afraid of the Overlords. And |
doubt if Sullivan is afraid of anything. He | eaned forward across the cluttered table and prepared
to present his case

Prof essor Sullivan was no fool. Before Jan could speak, his lips twisted into a sardonic smle
"So that's the game, is it?" he said slowy. "Very, very Interesting! Now you go right ahead and
tell me why | should help you-"
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earlier age would have regarded Professor Suffivan as an

expensive luxury. H's operations cost as much as a small war

i ndeed, he could be likened to a general conducting a perpetual canpai gn agai nst an eneny who
never relaxed. Professor Sullivan's enenmy waS the sea, and it fought himw th weapons of cold and
dar kness-and, above all, pressure. In his turn, he countered his adversary with intelligence and
engi neering skill. He bad won many victories, but the sea was patient: it could wait. One day,
Sul l'i van knew, he would make a m st ake.

At | east he had the consol ation of knowi ng that he could never drown. It would be far too quick
for that

He had refused to comrit hinself one way or the other when Jan made his request, but he knew what
his answer was going to be. Here was the opportunity for a nost interesting experinent. It was a
pity that he would never know the result; still, that happened often enough in scientific
research, and he had initiatedother progranmmes thatwoul d take decades to conpl ete.

Professor Sullivan was a brave and an intelligent nman, but | ooking back on his career he was
consci ous of the fact that it had not brought himthe sort of fame that sends a scientist's nane
safely down all the centuries. Here was a chance, totally unexpected and all the nore attractive
for that, of really establishing hinmself in the history books. It was not an anbition he would
ever have admitted to anybody-and, to do himjustice, he would still have hel ped Jan even if his
part in the plot remained forever secret

As for Jan, he was now havi ng second thoughts. The monentum of his original discovery had carried
himthus far al nbost without effort. He had nade his investigations, but had taken no active steps
to turn his dreaminto reality. In $ few days, however, he must nmake his choice. |If Professor
Sullivan agreed to co-operate, there was no way in which he could retreat. He nust face the future
he had chosen, with all its Inplications.

What finally decided hi mwas the thought that, If he neglected this incredible opportunity, he
woul d never forgive hinself. Al the rest of his life would be spent in vain regrets- and not hing
could be worse than that.

105
Sullivan's answer reached hima few hours later, and he knew that the die was cast. Slowy,
because there was still plenty of time, he began to put his affairs in order

"Dear Maia [the letter began]. This is going to be-to put it nmildly-rather a surprise for you
When you get this letter, | shall no longer be on Earth. By that | don't nmean that | shall have
gone to theMbon, as many others have done. No: | shall be on ny way to the home of the Overlords.
I shall be the ~rst nan ever to | eave the Sol ar System

"I amgiving this letter to the friend who is helping ne: he will hold it until he knows that ny
pl an has succeeded-in its first phase, at least-and that it is too late for the Overlords to
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interfere. | shall be so far away, and travelling at such a speed, that | doubt if any recal
message can overtake ne. Even if it could, it seens nost unlikely that the ship would be able to
put back to Earth. And | very much doubt if I'mall that inportant, anyway.

"First, let ne explain what led to this. You know that |'ve always been interested in spaceflight,
and have always felt frustrated because we've never been allowed to go to the other planets, or to
| earn anything about the civilization of the Overlords. If they had never intervened, we m ght
have reached Mars and Venus by now | adnit that it is equally probable that we woul d have
destroyed ourselves with coli~alt bonbs and the other gl obal weapons the twentieth century was
devel opi ng. Yet sonetinmes | wi sh we could have had a chance of standing on our own feet.

"Probably the Overlords have their reasons for keeping us in the nursery, and probably they are
excel |l ent reasons. But even if! knew what they were, | doubt if it would nake much difference to
my own feelings-or nmy actions.

"Everything really began at that party of Rupert's. (He doesn't know about this, by the way,

t hough he put ne on the right track.) You renmenber that silly séance he arranged and how it ended

when that girl-1 forget her nane-fainted? I'd asked what star the Overlords cane from and tne
reply was ' NGS 549672.' |1'd not expected any answer, and had treated the whol e business as a joke
until then. But when | realized that this was a nunber in a star catal ogue, | decided to | ook into
it. I found that the star was in the constellation Carina- 106

and one of the few facts that we do know about the Overlords is that they cone fromthat

di re~*ion.

"Now | don't pretend to understand how that information reached us, or where it originated. D d
sonmeone read Rashaverak's mind? Even if they had, it's hardly likely that he would have known the
ref erence nunber of his sun in one of our catalogues. It's a conplete nystery, and | leave it to
people |like Rupert to solve-if they can! I"'mjust content to take the information, and to act on
it.

"We know a | ot now, through our observation of their departure, about the speed of the Overlord
shi ps. They | eave the Solar System under such tremendous accel erations that they approach the
velocity of light in Iless than an hour. That means that the Overlords nust possess sone kind of
propul sive systemthat acts equally on every atomof their ships, so that anything aboard won't be
crushed instantly. | wonder why they enploy such col ossal accel erations, when they've got al
space to play with and could take their tine picking up speed?

My theory is that they can sonehow tap the energy fields round the stars, and so have to do their
starting and stopping while they're fairly close to a sun. But that's all by the way...

"The inmportant fact was that | knew how far they had to travel, and therefore how | ong the journey
took. NGS 549672 is forty light-years from Earth. The Overl ords ships reach nore than ninety-nine
per cent of the speed of light, so the trip nmust last forty years of our dine. Qur tine: that's
the crux of the matter

"Now as you may have beard, strange things happen as one approaches the speed of light. Tine
itself begins to flow at a different rate-to pass nore slowy, so that what would be nonths on
Earth woul d be no nore than days on the ships of the Overlords. The effect is quite fundanental

it was discovered by the great Einstein nore than a hundred years ago.

"I have nmmde cal cul ati ons based on what we know about the Stardrive, and using the firmy-
established results of Relativity theory. Fromthe viewpoint of the passengers on one of the
Overlord ships, the journey to NGS 549672 will last not nore than two nont hs-even thou~h by
Earth's reckoning forty years will have passed. | know this seens a paradox, and if it's any
consolation it's puzzled the world' s best brains ever since Einstein announced it.

"Perhaps this exanple will show you the sort of thing that
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can happen, and will give you a clearer picture of the situation. If the Overlords send ne
strai ght back to Earth, | shall arrive hone having aged only four nonths. But on Earth itself;
ei ghty years will have passed. So you understand, Muia, that whatever happens, this is goodbye.
"l have few ties binding ne here, as you know wel |l enough

so | can leave with a clear conscience. |'ve not told nother yet:

she woul d get hysterical, and | couldn't face that. It's better this way. Though I've tried to
make al | owances, ever since father died-oh, there's no point nowin going into all that again!
"I"'ve terminated ny studies and told the authorities that, for fanily reasons, |I'mnoving to
Europe. Everything has been settled and there should be nothing for you to worry about.

"By this tinme, you nay imagine that |'mcrazy, since it seens inpossible for anyone to get into
one of the Overlord ships. But I've found a way. It doesn't happen very often, and after this it
may never happen again, for |I'msure Karellen never nakes the sane m stake twice. Do you know the
| egend of the Whoden Horse, that got the Greek soldiers into Troy? But there's a story fromthe
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A d Testanent that's an even closer parallel..

"You'll certainly be much nore confortable than Jonah," said Sullivan. "There is no evidence that
he was provided with electric Iight or sanitation. But you'll need a lot of. provisions, and | see
you' re taking oxygen. Can you take enough for a two nonth'! voyage in such a small space?"

He stubbed his finger on the careful sketches which Jan had laid on the table. The m croscope
acted as a paper weight at one end, the skull of sone inprobable fish held down the other.

"I hope the oxygen isn't necessary," said Jan. 'W know that they can breathe our atnosphere, but
they don't seemto like it very much and | might not be able to nanage theirs at all. As for the
supply situation, using narcosam ne solves that. It's perfectly safe. Wen we're under way, |'1|
take a shot that will knock ne out for six weeks, plus or mnus a few days. P11l be nearly there by
then. Actually, it wasn't the food and xygen that was worrying ne, so nuch as the boredom™
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Prof essor Sullivan nodded thoughtfully.

"Yes, narcosami ne is safe enough, and can be calibrated fairly accurately. But mnd you' ve got

pl enty of food handy- you'll be raveni ng when you wake up, and as weak as a kitten. Suppose you
starved to death because you hadn't the strength to use a can-opener?"

"I'd thought of that," said Jan, a little hurt. "I'll work up through sugar and chocolate in the
usual way."

"Good: I'"'mglad to see that you' ve been into the problemthoroughly, and aren't treating it like
sone stunt you can back out of if you don't like the way it's going. It's your life you' re playing
with, but 1'd hate to feel | was hel ping you to conmt suicide."

He picked up the skull and lifted it absentm ndedly in his bands. Jan grabbed the plan to prevent
it rolling up.

"Luckily," continued Professor Sullivan, "the equipnent you need is all fairly standard, and our
shop can put it together in a few weeks. And if you decide to change your nind-"

"I won't," said Jan

|'"ve considered all the risks I'mtaking, and there seens tobenoflaw nthepl an. Attheend

of si xweeks 1'Il energe |ike any other stowaway and give nyself up. By then- in ny tinme, renmenber-
the journey will be nearly over. W will be about to |land on the world of the Overl ords.

"OfF course, what happens then is up to them Probably I'lIl be sent home on the next ship-but at

| east | can expect to see sonething. |'ve got a four nmillimetre canera and thousands of netres of
film it won't be ny fault if | can't use it. Even at the worst, I'll have proved that nan can't
be kept in quarantine forever. |I'll have created a precedent that will conpel Karellen to take
some action.

"That, nmy dear Maia, is all | have to say. | know you won't mss nt greatly: let's be honest and
admt that we never had very strong ties, and now that you' ve narried Rupert you'll be quite happy
in your own private universe. At |east, | hope so.

"Goodbye, then, and good luck. | shall look forward to nmeeting ~i our grandchildren-make sure that
t hey know about me, won t you?

"Your affectionate brother
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13

W-~taii Jan first sawit, he found it hard to realize that he was not watching the fusel age of a
smal | airliner being assenbled. the netal skeleton was twenty netres long, perfectly streanlined,
and surrounded by light scafibiding over which the worknen were clathbering with their power

t ool s.

"Yes," said Sullivan in reply to Jan's question. "W use standard aeronautical techniques, and
nost of these nmen are fromthe aircraft industry. It's hard to believe that a thing this size
could be alive, isn't it? O could throwitself clear out of the water, as |'ve seen themdo."

It was all very fascinating, but Jan had other things on his nind. Hs eyes were searching the
giant skeleton to find a suitable hiding-place for his little cell-the "air-conditioned coflin",
as Sullivan had christened it. On one point he was Imredi ately reassured. As far as space was
concerned, there would be roomfor a dozen stowaways.

"The framework | ooks nearly conplete," said Jan. "When will you be putting on the skin? | suppose
you' ve al ready caught your whale, or you wouldn't know how | arge to nmake the skel eton."

Sul l'ivan seened highly anused by this remark

"We haven't the slightest intention of catching a whale. Anyway, they don't have skins in the
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usual sense of the word. It would hardly be practicable to fold a blanket of bl ubber twenty
centimetres thick around that framework. No, the whole thing will be faked up with plastics and
then accurately painted. By the tine we've finished, no-one will be able to tell the difference.”
In that case, thought Jan, the sensible thing for the. Overlords to have done would be to take
phot ographs and nake the full-sized nodel thenselves, back on their home planet. But perhaps their
supply ships returned enpty, and a little thing like a twenty-netre sperm whal e would hardly be
noti ced. Wien one possessed such power and such resources, one could not be bothered with m nor
economi cs.

Prof essor Sullivan stood by one of the great statues that had been such a challenge to arch~col ogy
since Easter |sland was
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di scovered. King, god or whatever it mght be, its eyel ess gaze

seermed to be followi ng his as he | ooked upon his handi work. He was proud of what he had done: it
seened a pity that it

woul d soon be bani shed forever from human sight.

The tabl eau m ght have been the work of sone mad artist in a drugged delirium Yet it was a

pai nst aki ng copy fromlife:

Nature herself was the artist here. The scene was one that, until the perfection of underwater

tel evision, few men had ever glinpsed-and even then only for seconds on those rare occasions when
the gi ant antagonists thrashed their way to the surface. These battles were fought in the endless
ni ght of the ocean depths, where the spermwhal es hunted for their food. It was food that objected
strongly to being eaten alive- The long, sawtoothed | ower jaw of the whal e was gapi ng

wi de, preparing to fasten upon its prey. The creature's head was al nbst conceal ed beneath the
withing network of white, pulpy arns with which the giant squid was fighting desperately for

life. Livid sucker-marks, twenty centinetres or nore in dianmeter, had nottled the whale's skin
where those arns had fastened. One tentacle was already a truncated stunp, and there could be no
doubt as to the ultimte outcome of the battle. Wien the two greatest beasts on earth engaged in
conbat, the whale was always the winner. For all the vast strength of its forest of tentacles, the
squid's only hope lay in escaping before that patiently grinding jaw bad sawn it to pieces. Its
great expressionless eyes, half a netre across, stared at its destroyer-though, in al

probability, neither creature could see the other in the darkness of the abyss.

The entire exhibit was nore than thirty nmetres |ong, and had now been surrounded by a cage of
aluminiumgirders to which the lifting tackle had been connected. Everything was ready, awaiting
the Overlords' pleasure. Sullivan hoped that they would act quickly: the suspense was begi nning to
be unconfortabl e.

Soneon~e had cone out of the office into the bright sunlight, obviously |ooking for him Sullivan
recogni zed his chief clerk, and wal ked over to neet him

"Hello, Bill-what's the fuss?"

The ot her was hol ding a nessage form and | ooked rather pleased.

"Sone good news, Professor. W' ve been honoured! The Supervisor hinmself wants to cone and | ook at
our tabl eau
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before it's shipped off. Just think of the publicity we'll geti It will help a |lot when we apply
for our newgrant. |'d been

hopi ng for sonething like this."
Prof essor Sullivan swall owed hard. He never objected to publicity, but this time he was afraid he
m ght get altogether too nuch.

Karell en stood by the head of the whale and | ooked up at the great, blunt snout and the ivory-
studded Jaw. Sullivan, concealing his unease, wondered what the Supervisor was thinking. Hs
behavi our had not hinted at any suspicion, and the visit could be easily explained as a norm
one. But Sullivan would be very glad when it was over

"W've no creatures as large as this on our planet," said Karellen. "That is one reason why we
asked you to make this group. My-er--conpatriots will find it fascinating."

"Wth your low gravity," answered Sullivan, "I should have thought you woul d have had sone very
| arge ~nimals~ Alter all, ook how nuch bigger you are than us !"

"Yes-but we have no oceans. And where size is concerned, the | and can never conpete with the sea.”
That was perfectly true, thought Sullivan. And as far as he knew, this was a hitherto unreveal ed
fact about the world of the Overlords. Jan, confound him would be very interested.
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At the moment that young man was sitting in a hut a kilonmetre away, anxiously watching the

i nspection through field-.

gl asses. He kept telling hinself that there was nothing to fear

No i nspection of the whale, however close, could reveal its secret. But there was always the
chance that Karellen suspected sonething-and was playing with them

It was a suspicion that was growing in Sullivan's nmind as the Supervisor peered into the cavernous
t hr oat .

"“In your Bible," said Karellen, "there is a remarkable story of a Hebrew prophet, one Jonah, who
was swal | owed by a whale and thus carried safely to |and after he had been cast froma ship. Do
you think there could be any basis of fact in such a | egend?"

"I believe," Sullivan replied cautiously, "that there is one

fairly well-authenticated case of a whal eman being swall owed and then regurgitated with no ill-
effects. O course, if he had been inside the whale for nmore than a few seconds he woul d have
suf focated. And he must have been very lucky to mss
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the teeth. It's an alnpbst incredible story, but not quit. inpossible."

"Very interesting," said Karellen. He stood for another nonent staring at the great jaw, then
moved on to exam ne the squid. Sullivan hoped he did not hear his sigh of relief.

"I'f 1'd known what | was going to go through," said Professor Sullivan, "I'd have thrown you out
of the office as soon as you tried to infect ne with your insanity."
"I"'msorry about that," Jan replied. "But we've got away

withit."

"I hope so. Good |uck, anyway. |If you want to change your

m nd, you've still got at |east six hours."

"I won't need them Only Karellen can stop me now. Thanks for all that you' ve done. If | ever get
back, and wite a book about the Overlords, |I'll dedicate it to you."

"Much good that will do me," said Sullivan gruffly. "I'Il have been dead for years." To his

surprise and nmild consternation, for he was not a sentinental man, he discovered that this
farewel| was beginning to affect him He had grown to |ike Jan during the weeks they had plotted
toget her. Moreover, he had begun to fear he mi ght be an accessory to a conplicated suicide.

He steadied the |adder as Jan clinbed into the great jaw, carefully avoiding the lines of teeth.
By the light of the electric torch, he saw Jan turn and wave: then he was lost in the cavernous
holl ow. There was the sound of the airlock hatch being opened and cl osed, and, thereafter,

sil ence.

In the nmoonlight, that had transfornmed the frozen battle into a scene froma nightmare, Professor
Sullivan wal ked slowy back to his office. He wondered what he had done, and where it would | ead.
But this, of course, he would never know. Jan might walk this spot again, having given no nore
than a few nmonths of his life in travelling to the hone of the Overlords and returning to Earth.
Yet if he did so, it would be on the other side of Time's inpassable barrier, for it would be
eighty years in the future

The lights went on in the tiny netal cylinder as soon as Jan bad cl osed the i nner door of the

| ock. He allowed hinself no tine for second thoughts, but began i medi ately upon the routine check
he had al ready worked out. Al the stores and
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provi si ons bad been | oaded days ago, but a final recheck would put himin the right frame of m nd
by assuring him

that nothing had been | eft undone.

An hour later, he was satisfied. He |ay back on the sponge-rubber couch and recapitulated his

pl ans. The only sound was the faint whirr of the electric cal endar dock, which would warn hi m when
the voyage was coning to its end.

He knew that he could expect to feel nothing here in his cell, for whatever tremendous forces
drov' e the ships of the Overlords nust be perfectly conpensated. Sullivan had checked that,
pointing out that his tableau would collapse if subjected to nore than a few gravities. His-
clients-had assured himthat there was no danger on this score. -

There woul d, however, be a considerabl e change of atnospheric pressure. This was uninportant,
since the holl ow nodel s could "breathe" through several orifices. Before he left his cell, Jan
woul d have to equalize pressure, and he had assuned that the atnosphere inside the Overlord ship
was unbreathable. A sinple face-mask and oxygen set would take care of that: there was no need for
anyt hing el aborate. If he could breathe w thout nechanical aid, so much the better.
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There was no point in waiting any longer: it would only be a strain on the nerves. He took out the
little syringe, already |oaded with the carefully prepared solution. Narcosam ne had been

di scovered during research into animal hibernation: it was not true to say-as was popularly

bel i eved-that it produced suspended animation. Al it caused was a great slow ng-down of the vita
processes, though netabolismstill continued at a reduced level. It was as if one had banked up
the fires of life, so that they smoul dered underground. But when, after weeks or nonths, the
effcct of the drug wore off, they would burst out again and the sleeper would revive. Narcosani ne
was perfectly safe. Nature had used it for a milliOn years to protect nmany of her children from
the foodl ess w nter

So Jan slept. He never felt the tug of the hoisting cables as the huge netal framework was lifted
into the hold of the Overlord freighter. He never hcaid the hatches dose, not to open again for
three hundred nmillion million kilonmetres. He never heard, far-off and faint through the mghty
wal |l s, the protesting screamof Earth's atnosphere, as the ship clinbed swiftly back to its
natural el enent.

And he never felt the Stardrive go on
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Ti u~ conference room was al ways crowded for these weekly neetings, but today it was so closely
packed that the reporters had difficulty in witing. For the hundredth tinme, they gruinbled to
each other at Karellen's conservati smand | ack of consideration. Anywhere else in the world they
coul d have brought TV cameras, tape recorders, and all the other tools of their highly nechanized
trade. But here they had to rely on such archaic devices as paper and pencil-and even, incredible
to relate, shorthand.

There had, of course, been several attenpts to snuggle in recorders. They had been successfully
snmuggl ed out again, but a single glance at their snoking interiors had shown the futility of the
experiment. Everyone understood, then, why they had al ways been warned, in their own interest, to
| eave wat ches and ot her netallic objects outside the conference room

To meke things nore unfair, Karellen hinself recorded the whol e proceedi ngs. Reporters guilty of
carel essness, or downright msrepresentation-though this was very rare-had been sumoned to short
and unpl easant sessions with Karellen's underlings and required to listen attentively to playbacks
of what the Supervisor had really said. The | esson was not one that ever had to be repeated.

It was strange how these runours got around. No prior announcenent was nade, yet there was al ways
a full house whenever Karellen had an inportant statement to make- whi ch happened, on the average,
two or three tines a year.

Si | ence descended on the murnuring crowd as the great doorway split open and Karellen caine
forward on to the dais. The |ight here was di mapproximating, no doubt, to that of the Overlords
far distant sun-so that, the Supervisor for Earth had di scarded the dark glasses he nornmally wore
when in the open

He replied to the ragged chorus of greetings with a forma

"Good nmorning, everybody," then turned to the tall, distinguished figure at the front of the
cromd. M. Colde, doyen of the Press O ub, night have been the original inspirer of the butler's
announcement: "Three reporters, mlud, and a gentleman from The Tinmes." He dressed and behaved
like a diplonat
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of the old school: no-one would ever hesitate to confide in him and no-one had ever regretted it
subsequent | y.

"Quite a crowd today, M. Golde. There nust be a shortage of news."

The gentl eman from The Tinmes smiled and cleared his throat.

"I hope you can rectify that, M. Supervisor."

He watched intently as Karellen considered his reply. It seened so unfair that the Overlords
faces, rigid as masks, betrayed no trace of enotion. The great, wi de eyes, their pupils sharply
contracted even in this indifferent light, stared fathonilessly back into the frankly curious
hunman ones. The twin breathing orifices on either cheek-if those fluted, basalt curves could be
call ed cheeks-enmtted the faintest of whistles as Karellen's hypothetical |ungs |aboured in the
thin air of Earth. CGolde could just see the curtain of tiny white hairs fluttering to and fro,
keepi ng accurately out of phase, as they responded to Karellen's rapid, double-action breathing
cycle. Dust filters, they were generally believed to be, and el aborate theories concerning the

at nrosphere of the Overlords' hone bad been constructed on this slender foundation.

"Yes, | have sone news for you. As you are doubtless aware, one of ny supply ships recently |eft
Earth to return to its base. W have just discovered that there was a stowaway on board."

A hundred pencils braked to a halt: a hundred pairs of eyes fixed thensel ves upon Karellen
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"A stowaway, did you say, M. Supervisor?" asked CGol de. "May we ask who he was-and how he got
aboar d?"

"H's nane is Jan Rodricks: he is an engineering student fromthe University of Cape Town. Further
details you can no doubt discover for yourselves through your own very efficient channels."
Karell en smled. The Supervisor's smile was a curious affair. Most of the effect really resided in
the eyes: the inflexible, lipless nouth scarcely noved at all. Was this, Gol de wondered, another
of the many human custons that Karellen bad copied with such skill? For the total effect was,
undoubtedly, that of a snmile, and the nind readily accepted it as such

"As for how he left," continued the Supervisor, "that is of secondary inportance. | can assure
you, or any other potential astronauts, that there is no possibility of repeating the exploit."
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"What will happen to this young man?" persisted Gol de.

"WIIl he be sent back to Earth?"

"That is outside nmy jurisdiction, but | expect he will cone

back Ol the next ship. He would find conditions too-alien- fur confort where he has gone. And
this leads nme to the main purpQSe of our neeting today."

J(arel |l en paused, and the silence grew even deeper

"There has been sone conplaint, anpong the younger and

nmore romantic el ements of your popul ation, because outer space has been closed to you. W had a
purpose in doing this: we do not inmpose bans for the pleasure of it. But have yoU ever stopped to
consider-if you will excuse a slightly ~attering anal ogy-what a man from your Stone Age

woul d have felt, if he suddenly found hinself in a nodern city?"

"Surely," protested the Herald Tribune, "there is a fundanental difference. W are accustoned to
Sci ence. On your

worl d there are doubtl ess many things which we m ght not understand-but they wouldn't seem nagic
to us."

"Are you quite sure of that?" said Karellen, so softly that it

was hard to hear his words. "Only a hundred years |ies be~ween the age of electricity and the age
of steam but what would a Victorian engi neer have nade of a tel evision set or an electronic
conputer. And how | ong woul d he have lived if he started to investigate their workings? The gulf
bet ween two ~~~bnol ogi es can easily beconme so great that it is-lethal."

("Hello," whispered Reuters to the B.B.C. "W're in luck

He's going to nake a major policy statenent. | know the synptolflS. )

"And there are other reasons why we have restricted the

human race to Earth. Watch."

The lights di med and vani shed. As they faded, a milky opal escence forned in the centre of the
room It congealed intO a whirlpool of stars-a spiral nebula seen froma point far beyond its

out ermost sun

"No human eyes have ever seen this sight before," said Karellen's voice fromthe darkness. "You
arc | ooking at your own Universe, the island gal axy of which your Sun is a nenber, froma distance
of half a million light-years."

There was a long silence. Then Karellen continued, and

now his voice held sonething that was not quite pity and not

~1.ecisely scorn
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"Your race has shown a notable incapacity for dealing with the problens of its own rather smal

pl anet. When we arrived, you were on the point of destroying yourselves with the powers that

Sci ence had rashly given you. Wthout our intervention, the Earth today woul d be a radi oactive

wi | der ness.

"Now you have a world at peace, and a united race. Soon you will be sufliciently civilized to run
your planet without our assistance. Perhaps you could eventually handl e the problens of an entire
Sol ar Systemsay fifty noons and planets. But do you really imagine that you could ever cope with
this?"

The nebul a expanded. Now the individual stars were rushing past, appearing and vani shing as
swiftly as sparks froma forge. And each of those transient sparks was a sun, with who knew how
many circling worlds...

"In this single galaxy of ours,"” nmurnured Karellen, "there are eighty-seven thousand mllion suns.
Even that figure gives only a faint idea of the imensity of space. In challenging it, you would
be like ants attenpting to |label and classify all the grains of sand in all the deserts of the
wor | d.

file:/lIF|/rah/Arthur%20C.%20Clarke/Childhoods%20End.txt (56 of 92) [1/14/03 10:52:31 PM]



file:/l1F|/rah/Arthur%20C.%20Cl arke/Childhoods%20End.txt

"Your race, in its present stage of evolution, cannot face that stupendous chall enge. One of ny
duties has been to protect you fromthe powers and forces that |lie anpbng the stars- fbroes beyond
anyt hing that you can ever imagine."

The image of the galaxy's swirling fire-msts faded: |ight returned to the sudden silence of the
great chanber.

Karellen turned to go: the audi ence was over. At the door he paused and | ooked back upon the
hushed crowd.

"It is a bitter thought, but you nust face it. The planets you may one day possess. But the stars
are not for Man."

"The stars are not for Man." Yes, it would annoy themto have the celestial portals slanmed in
their faces. But they nust learn to face the truth-or as nmuch of the truth as could nercifully be
given to them

Fromthe | onely heights of the stratosphere, Karellen | ooked | own upon the world and the people
that had been given into ~is reluctant keeping. He thought of all that |ay ahead, and what this
worl d woul d be only a dozen years from now.

They woul d never know how | ucky they had been. For a
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Iifetime Mankind had achi eved as much happi ness as any race can ever know. It had been the Gol den
Age. But gold was al so the col our of sunset, of autumm: and only Karellen's ears could catch the
first wailings of the winter stornmns.

And~only Karellen knew with what inexorable swi ftness the Gol den Age was rushing to its close.
119

m

THE LAST CENERATI ON

15

"LOOK at this!" exploded George Greggson, hurling the paper across at Jean. It cane to rest,
despite her efforts to intercept it, spread listlessly across the breakfast table. Jean patiently
scraped away the jam and read the offendi ng passage, doing her best to register disapproval. She
was not very good at this, because all too often she agreed with the critics. Usually she kept
these heretical opinions to herself; and not nerely for the sake of peace and quiet. George was
perfectly prepared to accept praise fromher (or anyone else), but if she ventured any criticism
of his work she woul d receive a crushing |l ecture on her artistic ignorance.

She read the review twi ce, then gave up. It appeared quite favourable, and she said so.

"He seened to like the perfornmance. What are you grunbling about ?"

"This," snarled CGeorge, stubbing his finger at the mddle of the colum. "Just read it again."
"*Particularly restful on the eyes were the delicate pastel greens of the background to the ball et
sequence.' Well?"

"They weren't greens! | spent a lot of time getting that exact shade of blue! And what happens?
Ei t her sone bl asted engineer in the control roomupsets the col our bal ance, or that idiot of a
reviewer's got a cock-eyed set. Hey, what colour did it |ook on our receiver?"

"Er-1 can't renenber," confessed Jean. "The Poppet started squealing about then and | had to go
and find what was wong with her."

"Ch," said CGeorge, relapsing into a gently simrering qui escence. Jean knew that another eruption
could be expected at any noment. Wen it cane, however, it was fairly mld.

"I"ve invented a new definition for TV," he nuttered
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gloomly. "l've decided it's a device for hindering comruni cati on between artist and audi ence.”
"What do you want to do about it?" retorted Jean. "Go back to the live theatre?"

"And why not?" asked George. "That's exactly what | hat'. been thinking about. You know t hat
letter | received fromthe New Athens peopl e? They've witten to ne again. This tine |'mgoing to
answer . "

"I ndeed?" said Jean, faintly alarmed. "I think they're a ot of cranks."

"Well, there's only one way to find out. | intend to go and see themin the next fortnight. | nust
say that the literature they put out |ooks perfectly sane. And they've got sone very good nen
there. "

"If you expect ne to start cooking over a wood fire, or learning to dress in skins, you'll have-"
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"Ch, don't be silly!l Those stories are just nonsense. The Col ony's got everything that's really

needed for civilized life. They don't believe in unnecessary frills, that's all. Anyway, it's a

couple of years since | visited the Pacific, It will nmake a trip for us both."

"I agree with you there," said Jean. "But | don't intend Junior and the Poppet to grow up into a
coupl e of Pol ynesi an savages."

"They won't," said George. "I can prom se you that."

He was right, though not in the way he had intended.

"As you noticed when you flew in," said the little nan on the other side of the veranda, "the

Col ony consists of two islands, |linked by a causeway. This is Athens, the other we've christened
Sparta. It's rather wild and rocky, and is a wonderful place for sport or exercise.”" H s eye
flickered nonmentarily over his visitor's waistline, and George squirned slightly in the cane
chair. "Sparta is an extinct volcano, by the way. At |east the geologists say it's extinct, ha-hal
"But back to Athens. The idea of the Colony, as you've gathered, is to build up an independent,
stable cultural group with its own artistic traditions. | should point out that a vast anount of
research took place before we started this enterprise. It's really a piece of applied social

engi neering, based on sone exceedingly conplex mathematics which I wouldn't pretend
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to understand. All | knowis that the mathematical sociol ogi sts have conputed how | arge the Col ony
shoul d be, how nmany types of people it should contain-and, above all, what constitution it should
have fur long-termstability.

"We're ruled by a Council of eight directors, representing Production, Power, Social Engineering,
Art, Econom cs, Science, Sport, and Philosophy. There's no pernanent chairnan or president. The
chair's held by each of the directors in rotation for a year at a tine.

"Qur present population is just over fifty thousand, which is a little short of the desired
optinmum That's why we keep our eyes open for recruits. And, of course, there is a certain
wastage: we're not yet quite self-supporting in sone of the nore specialized talents.

"Here on this island we're trying to save somet hing of humanity's independence, its artistic
traditions. W've no hostility towards the Overlords: we sinply want to be left alone to go our
own way. When they destroyed the old nations and the way of |ife nan had known since the begi nning
of history, they swept away nmany good things with the bad. The world's now placid, featureless and
culturally dead: nothing really new has been created since the Overlords came. The reason's
obvious. There's nothing left to struggle for, and there are too nany distracti ons and
entertainnments. Do you realize that every day sonething like five hundred hours of radio and TV
pour out over the various channels? If you went w thout sleep and did nothing el se, you could
follow less than a twentieth of the entertainnent that's available at the turn of a switch! No
wonder that people are beconi ng passive sponges-absorbing but never creating. Did you know t hat
the average viewing tinme per person is now three hours a day?

Soon people won't be living their own lives any nmore. It will be a full-time job keeping up with
the various fanmly serials on

T™V!

"Here, in Athens, entertainnment takes its proper place. Mreover, it's live, not canned. In a
community this size it is possible to have al nost conpl ete audi ence participation, with all that
that neans to the perfornmers and artists. Incidentally we've got a very fine synphony orchestra-
probably anong the worl d's hal f-dozen best.

"But | don't want you to take my word for a]l this. Wat usually happens is that prospective
citizens stay here a few
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days, getting the feel of the place. If they decide they'd |like to join us, then we |et themtake
the battery of psychol ogi cal tests whicharereallyourmainlineofdefence. About athirdof the
applicants are rejected, usually fur reasons which don't reflect on them and which wouldn't natter
out si de. Those who pass go hone | ong enough to settle their affairs, and then rejoin us.
Sonetimes, they change their mnds at this stage, but that's very unusual and al most invariably
through personal reasons outside their controL Qur tests are practically a hundred- per-cent
reliable now the people they pass are the people who really want to cone."

"Suppose anyone changed their mind | ater?" asked Jean anxiously.

"Then they could | eave. There'd be no difficulty. It's happened once or twce."

There was a long silence. Jean | ooked at CGeorge, who was rubbing thoughtfully at the side-whiskers
currently popular in artistic circles. As long as they weren't burning their boats behind them
she was not unduly worried. The Col ony | ooked an interesting place, and certainly wasn't as cranky
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as she'd feared. And the children would love it. That, in the final analysis, was all that
mat t er ed.

They noved in six weeks later. The single-storied house was snall, but quite adequate for a famly
whi ch had no intention of being greater than four. Al the basic | abour-saving devices were in
evi dence: at |least, Jean admitted, there was no danger of reverting to the dark ages of donestic
drudgery. It was slightly disturbing, however, to discover that there was a kitchen. In a
community of this size, one would nornmally expect to dial Food Central, wait five nminutes, and
then get whatever neal they had selected. Individuality was all very well, but this, Jean feared,
m ght be taking things a little too far. She wondered darkly if she woul d be expected to nmake the
famly's clothes as well as to prepare its nmeals. But there was no spinni ng-wheel between the
automati c di sh-washer and the radar range, soit wasn't quite as bad as that...

O course, the rest of the house still |ooked very bare and raw. They were its first occupants,
and it would be sone tine before all this aseptic newness had been converted into a warm hunan
hone, The children, doubtless, would catalyze the
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process rather effectively. There was already (though Jean did not know it yet) an unfortunate
victimof Jeffrey's expiring in the bath, as a result of that young nman's ignorance of the
fundanental difference between fresh and salt water

Jean nmoved to the still uncurtained wi ndow and | ooked across the Colony. It was a beautiful place,
there was no doubt
of that. The house stood on the western slopes of the low bill that dom nated, because of the

absence of any other conpetition, the island of Athens. Two kilonmetres to the north she could see
the causeway-a thin knife-edge dividing the water- that led to Sparta. That rocky island, with its
br oodi ng vol canic cone, was such a contrast to this peaceful spot that it sonetines frightened
her. She wondered how, the scientists could be so certain that it would never reawaken and
overwhel mthem al |

A wavering figure com ng up the slope, keeping carefully to the palmtrees' shade in defiance of
the rule of the road, attracted her eye. CGeorge was returning fromhis first conference. It was
tinme to stop day-dream ng and get busy about the house.

A netallic crash announced the arrival of George's bicycle.

Jean wondered how long it was going to take themboth to learn to ride. This was yet another
unexpect ed aspect of life on the island. Private cars were not pernitted, and i ndeed were
unnecessary, since the greatest distance one could travel in a straight line was less than fifteen
kil ometres. There were various community-owned service vehicl es-trucks, anbul ances, and fire-
engines, all restricted, except in cases of real energency, to fifty kilonetres an hour. As a
result the inhabitants of Athens had plenty of exercise, uncongested streets

-and no traffic accidents.

George gave his wife a perfunctory peck and collapsed with a sigh of relief into the nearest
chair.

"Phew | " he said, nmopping his brow. "Everyone raced past ne on the way up the hill, so | suppose
peopl e do get used wit.

I think I've lost ten kilogranms already."

"What sort of a day did you have?" asked Jean dutifully. She hoped George woul d not be too
exhausted to help with the unpacking.

"Very stimulating. O course 1 can't renmenber half the people | met, but they all seemed very

pl easant. And the theatre is just as good as |'d hoped. We're starting work next
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week on Shaw s 'Back to Methuselah'. 1'Il be in conplete
charge of sets and stage design. It'll make a change, not having
a dozen people to tell me what | can't do. Yes, | think we're going to like it here.”

"Despite the bicycles?"

George sumoned up enough energy to grin.

"Yes," he said. "In a couple of weeks | won't even notice this little hill of ours.™

He didn't really believe it-but it was perfectly true. It was another nonth, however, before Jean
ceased to pine for the

car, and discovered all the things one could do with one's own

ki t chen.
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New At hens was not a natural and spontaneous growth like the city whose nane it bore. Everything
about the Col ony was deliberately planned, as the result of many years of study by a group of very
remar kabl e nen. It had begun as an open conspiracy against the Overlords, an inplicit challenge to
their policy if not to their power. At first the Colony's sponsors had been nore than half certain
that Karellen would neatly frustrate them but the Supervisor had done nothi ng-absol utely not hing.
This was not quite as reassuring as m ght have been expected. Karellen had plenty of tinme: he

ni ght be preparing a del ayed counterstroke. O he might be so certain of the project's failure
that he felt no need to take any action against it.

That the Colony would fail had been the prediction of nbst people. Yet even in the past, |ong
before any real know edge of social dynam cs had existed, there had been many communiti es devoted
to special religious or philosophical ends. It was true that their nortality rate had been high
but some had survived. And the foundations of New Athens were as secure as nodern science could
make t hem

There were many reasons for choosing an island site. Not the | east inportant were psychol ogi cal

In an age of universal air transport, the ocean neant nothing as a physical barrier, but it stil
gave a sense of isolation. Moreover, a limted land area made it inpossible for too nany people to
live in the Col ony. The nmaxi num popul ati on was fixed at a hundred

thousand: nore than that, and the advantages inherent in a snmall, conpact conmunity woul d be | ost.
One of the ainms of the founders was that any nenber of New At hens shoul d
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know all the other citizens who shared his interests-and as nany as one or two per cent of the
remai nder as wel .

The man who had been the driving force behind New At hens was a Jew. And, |ike Mses, he had never
lived to enter his pronmised |and, for the Col ony had been founded three years after his death.

He had been born in Israel, the last independent nation ever to cone into existence-and,
therefore, the shortest lived. The end of national sovereignty had been felt here perhaps nore
bitterly than anywhere else, for it is hard to | ose a dream which one has just achieved after
centuries of striving.

Ben Sal onon was no fanatic, but the menories of his childhood nust have determined, to no snall
extent, the philosophy he was to put into practice. He could just renenber what the world had been
before the advent of the Overlords, and had no wish to return to it. Like not a few other
intelligent and wel |l -neaning nen, he could appreciate all that Karellen had done for the human
race, while still being unhappy about the Supervisor's ultimte plans. Was it possible, he
sonmetinmes said to hinmself that despite all their enornous intelligence the Overlords did not
real |l y understand manki nd, and were nmaking a terrible mstake fromthe best of notives? Suppose,
in their altruistic passion for justice and order, they had determned to reformthe world, but
had not realized that they were destroying the soul of nan?

The decline had barely started, yet the ftrst synptons of decay were not hard to di scover. Sal onon
was no artist, but he had an acute appreciation of art and knew that his age could riot match the
achi evenents of previous centuries in any single field. Perhaps matters would right thenselves in
due course, when the shock of encountering the Overlord civilization had worn off. But it m ght
not, and a prudent man woul d consider taking out an insurance policy.

New At hens was that policy. Its establishnent had taken twenty years and sone billions of Pounds
Decimal -a relatively trivial factor, therefore, of the world's total wealth. Nothing had happened
for the first fifteen years: everything had happened in the last five.

Sal omon' s task woul d have been inmpossi bl e had he not been able to convince a handful of the

worl d's nmost fanpus artists that his plan was sound. They had synpat hi zed because it appealed to
their egos, not because it was inportant for the
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race. But, once convinced, the world had listened to themand given both noral and materi al
support. Behind this spectacul ar facade of tenperamental talent the real architects of the Col ony
had laid their plans.

A society consists of human bei ngs whose behavi our as individuals is unpredictable. But if one

t akes enough of the basic units, then certain | aws begin to appear-as was di scovered | ong ago by
I'ife-insurance conpanies. No-one can tell what individuals will die in a given tinme-yet the tota
nunber of deaths can be predicted with considerabl e accuracy.

There are other, subtler laws, first glinpsed in the early twentieth century by mathematici ans
such as Weiner and Rashavesky. They had argued that such events as econom c depressions, the
results of armanment races, the stability of social groups, political elections, and so on could be
anal ysed by the correct mathenatical techniques. The great difficulty was the enornous nunber of
vari abl es, many of themhard to define in nunerical terms. One could not draw a set of curves and
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state definitely: "Wien this Iine is reached, it will nean war." And one could never wholly all ow
for such utterly unpredictable events as the assassination of a key figure or the effects of sone
new scientific discovery-still |ess such natural catastrophes as earthquakes or floods, which

m ght haves profound effect on | arge nunbers of people and the social groups in which they |ived
Yet one could do much, tl~ianks to the know edge patiently accumnul ated during the past hundred
years. The task woul d have been inpossible w thout the aid of the giant conputing machi nes that
could performthe work of a thousand human cal culators in a matter of seconds. Such ai ds had been
used to the utnost when the Col ony was pl anned.

Even so, the founders' of New Athens could only provide the soil and the clinmate in which the

pl ant they wi shed to cherish mght-or night not-cone to flower. As Sal onbn hinself had remarked:
"We can be sure of talent: we can only pray for genius." But it was a reasonabl e hope that in such
a concentrated solution some int~resting reactions would take place. Few artists thrive in
solitude, and nothing is nmore stinulating than the conflict of mnds with simlar interests.

So far, the conflict had produced worthwhile results in scul pture, rmusic, literary criticism and
filmmaking. It was still too early to see if the group working on historical research
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woul d fulfil the hopes of its instigators, who were frankly aimng at restoring mankind's pride in
its own achi evenents. Painting still |anguished, which supported the view of those who consi dered
that static, two-dinmensional forns of art had no further possibilities.

It was noticeabl e-though a satisfactory explanation fbr this had not yet been produced-that tine
pl ayed an essential part in the .Colony's nost successful artistic achievements. Even its

scul pture was sel dom i mmobile. Andrew Carson's intriguing volunes and curves changed slowy as one
wat ched, according to conplex p~tterns that the mnd could appreciate, even if it could not fully
conprehend them |I|ndeed, Carson clainmed, with sone truth, to have taken the "nobiles" of a century
before to their ultimte conclusion, and thus to have wedded scul pture and ball et.

Much of the Colony's mnusical experinmenting was, quite consciously, concerned with what m ght be
called "tinme span". What was the briefest note that the m nd could grasp-or the longest that it
could tolerate wi thout boredon? Could the result be varied by conditioning or by the use of
appropriate orchestrati on? Such probl enms were di scussed endl essly, and the argunments were not
purely academic. They had resulted in sone extrenmely interesting conpositions.

But it was in the art of the cartoon film with its [imtless possibilities, that New At hens had
made its nost successful experinents. The hundred years since the tine of Disney had still left
much undone in this nost flexible of all nediuns. On the purely realistic side, results could be
produced indi stingui shabl e from actual photography-much to the contenpt of those who were
devel opi ng the cartoon al ong abstract |ines.

The group of artists and scientists that had so far done | east was the one that had attracted the
greatest interest-and the greatest alarm This was the team working on "total identification". The
history of the cinena gave the clue to their actions. First, sound, then col our, then stereoscopy,
then Cinerama, had made the old 'noving pictures” nore and nore like reaiity itself. Wiere was the
end of the story? Surely, the final stage would be reached when the audience forgot it was an

audi ence, and becane part of the action. To achieve this would involve stimulation ~f all the
Senses, and perhaps h

nosis as wcll, but nmany beheved it to be practical. When

goal was attained, there would be an enornous enrichnent of
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human experience. A man coul d becone-for a while, at |east-any other person, and could take part
in any conceivabl e adventure, real or imaginary. He could even be plant or animal, if it proved

possi ble to capture and record the sense inpressions of other living creatures. And when the
"progranme" was over, he would have acquired a nenory as vivid as any experience in his actua
Iife-indeed, indistinguishable fromreality itself.

The prospect was dazzling. Many also found it terrifying, and hoped that the enterprise would
fail. But they knew in their hearts that once science had declared a thing possible, there was no
escape fromits eventual realization...

This, then, was New Athens and some of its dreams. It hoped to becone what the old Athens m ght
have been had it possessed nachi nes instead of slaves, science instead of superstition. But it was
much too early yet to tell if the experinment would succeed.

16
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Jm i ~lu~Y G ~GsoN was one islander who, as yet, had no interest in esthetics or science, the two
mai n preoccupations of his elders. But he heartily approved of the Col ony, for purely persona
reasons. The sea, never nore than a few kilometres away in any direction, fascinated hini. Mst of
his short |ife bad been spent far inland, and he was not yet accustoned to the novelty of being
surrounded by water. He was a good sw nmer, and would often cycle off with other young friends,
carrying his fins and mask, to go exploring the shallower water of the |agoon. At first Jean was
not very happy about this, but after she had nmade a few dives herself; she lost her fear of the
sea and its strange creatures and let Jeffrey enjoy hinself as he pleased-on condition that he
never swam al one.

The ot her nenber of the Greggson househol d who approved of the change was Fey, the beautiful

gol den retriever who nom nally bel onged to George, but could sel dom be detached from Jeffrey. The
two were inseparable, both by day and-if Jean had not put her foot down-by night. Only when
Jeffrey went off on his bicycle did Fey remain at honme, lying listlessly in front of the door and
staring down the road
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with nmoist, nmournful eyes, her nuzzle resting on her paws.

This was rather nortifying to George, who had paid a stiff price for Fey and her pedigree. It

| ooked as if he would have to wait for the next generation-due in three nonths-before he could
have a dog of his own. Jean had other views on the subject. She liked Fey, but felt that one hound
per house was quite sufficient.

Only Jennifer Anne had not yet deci ded whether she |iked the Colony. That, however, was hardly
surprising, for she had so far seen nothing of the world beyond the plastic panels of her cot, and
had, as yet, very little suspicion that such a place exi sted.

George Geggson did not often think about the past: he was too busy with plans for the future, too
much occupi ed by his work and his children. It was rare indeed that his mnd went back across the
years to that evening in Africa, and he never tal ked about it with Jean. By nmutual consent, the
subj ect was avoi ded, and since that day they had never visited the Boyces again, despite repeated
invitations. They called Rupert with fresh excuses several times a year, and lately he bad ceased
to bother them His narriage to Maia, rather to everyone's surprise, still seened to be

fl ouri shing.

One result of that evening was that Jean had |ost all desire to dabble with nysteries at the
borders of known science. The naive and uncritical wonder that had drawn her to Rupert and his
experiments bad conpl etely vani shed. Perhaps she had been convinced and wanted no nore proof:
George preferred not to ask her. It was just as likely that the cares of maternity had bani shed
such interests fromher nind

There was no point, George knew, in worrying about a nystery that could never be sol ved, yet
sonmetimes in the stillness of the night he would wake and wonder. He renmenbered his neeting with
Jan Rodericks on the roof of Rupert's house, and the few words that were all he had spoken with
the only human being successfully to defy the Overlords' ban. Nothing in the real mof the
supernatural, thought George, could be nore eerie than the plain scientific fact that though

al rost ten years had passed since he had spoken to Jan, that nowfar-distant voyager woul d have
aged by only a few days.

The universe was vast, but that fact terrified himless than its
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nystery. George was not a person who thought deeply on such matters, yet sonetinmes it seenmed to
himthat men were |ike children amusing thensel ves in sone secl uded pl ayground, protected fromthe
fierce realities of the outer world. Jan

Rodri cks had resented that protection and had escaped fromit

-into no-one knew what. But in this matter George found hinself on the side of the Overlords. He
bad no wish to face whatever ~lurked in the unknown darkness, just beyond the little circle of
light cast by the |anp of Science.

"How is it?" said George plaintively, "that Jeff's always off

somewhere when | happen to be home? Where's he gone

t oday?"

Jean | ooked up from her knitting-an archaic occupation which had recently been revived w th nuch
success. Such fashions canme and went on the island with some rapidity. The main result of this
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particul ar craze was that the nen had now all been presented with nmulti-col oured sweaters, far too
hot to wear in the daytine but quite useful after sundown.

"He's gone off to Sparta with sonme friends,"” Jean replied. "He prom sed to be back for dinner."

"I really canme honme to do sonme work," said George thoughtfully. "But it's a nice day, and | think
I'"l'l go out there and have a swimmnysel f. Wat kind of fish would you Iike ne to bring back?"
George had never caught anything, and the fish in the |agoon were much too wily to be trapped.
Jean was just going to point this out when the stillness of the afternoon was shattered by a sound

that still had power, even in this peaceful age, to chill the blood and set the scalp crawing
wi t h apprehensi on.
It was the wail of a siren, rising and filling, spreading its nessage of danger in concentric

circles out to sea.

For al nbst a hundred years the stresses had been slowly increasing, here in the burning darkness
deep beneath the ocean's floor. Though the submari ne canyon had been fornmed geol ogi cal ages ago,
the tortured rocks had never reconciled thenmselves to their new positions. Countless tinmes the
strata bad creaked and shifted, as the uni magi nabl e wei ght of water disturbed their precarious
equilibrium They were ready to nove again.
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Jeff was exploring the rock pools along the narrow Spartan beach-an occupation he found endl essly
absor bi ng. One never knew what exotic creatures one might find, sheltered here fromthe waves that
mar ched forever across the Pacific to spend thensel ves against the reef. It was a fairyland for
any child, and at the noment he possessed it all hinself, for his friends had gone up into the
hills.

The day was qui et and peaceful. There was not a breath of wind, and even the perpetual nuttering
beyond the reef had sunk to a sullen undertone. A blazing sun hung hal f-way down the sky, but
Jeff's mamhogany-brown body was now quite immune to its onsl aughts.

The beach here was a narrow belt of sand, sloping steeply towards the |agoon. Looking down into
the gl ass-clear water, Jeff could see the subnerged rocks which were as fanmiliar to himas any
formations on. the |land. About ten netres down, the weed-covered ribs of an anci ent schooner
curved up towards the world it had left alnpbst two centuries ago. Jeff and his friends had often
explored the weck, but their hopes of hidden treasure had been di sappointed. Al that they had
ever retrieved was a barnacl e-encrusted conpass.

Very firmy, sonmething took hold of the beach and gave it a single, sudden jerk. The trenor passed
so swiftly that Jeff wondered if he had imagined it. Perhaps it was a nonmentary gi ddi ness, for al
around himrenai ned utterly unchanged. The waters of the |agoon were unruffled, the sky enpty of
cloud or nenace. And then a very strange thing began to happen

Swifter than any tide could ebb, the water was receding fromthe shore. Jeff watched, deeply
puzzled and not in the |east afraid, as the wet sands were uncovered and lay sparkling in the sun
He foll owed the retreating ocean, deternined to make the nost of whatever miracle had opened up
the underwater world for his inspection. Now the |evel had sunk so far that the broken nmast of the
old weck was clinbing into the air, its weeds hanging linply fromit as they lost their liquid
support. Jeff hastened forward, eager to see what wonders woul d be uncovered next.

It was then that he noticed the sound fromthe reef. He had never heard anything like it before,
anLi he stopped to think the matter over, his bare feet slowy sinking into the noist sand. A
great fish was thrashing in its death agonies a few
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metres away, but Jeff scarcely noticed it. He stood, alert and listening, while the noise fromthe
reef grew steadily around him

It was a sucking, gurgling sound, as of a river racing through a narrow channel. It was the voice
of the reluctantly retreating sea, angry at |osing, even for a nonent, the lands it rightfully
possessed. Through the graceful branches of the coral, through the hidden submarine caves,
mllions of tons of water were draining out of the |lagoon into the vastness of the Pacific.

Very soon, and very swiftly, they would return

One of the salvage parties, hours later, found Jeff on a great block of coral that had been hurled
twenty nmetres above the nornmal water level. He did not seemparticularly frightened, though he was
upset over the loss of his bicycle. He was also very hungry, as the partial destruction of the
causeway had cut himoff from honme. When rescued he was contenplating swi nm ng back to Athens,

and, unless the currents had changed drastically, would doubtless have nanaged the cross-big

file:/lIF|/rah/Arthur%20C.%20Clarke/Childhoods%20End.txt (63 of 92) [1/14/03 10:52:31 PM]



file:/l1F|/rah/Arthur%20C.%20Cl arke/Childhoods%20End.txt

wi t hout rnuch trouble.

Jean and George had witnessed the whol e sequence of events when the tsunam hit the island. Though
the damage to the lowlying areas of Athens had been severe, there had been no loss of life. The
sei snographs had been able to give only fifteen mnutes' warning, but that had been | ong enough to
get everyone above the danger line. Now the Colony was licking its wounds and coll ecting together
a mass of |egends that would grow steadily nmore hair-raising through the years to cone.

Jean burst into tears when her son was restored to her, for she had quite convinced herself that
he had been swept out to sea. She had watched with horrified eyes as the black and foam capped
wal | of water had noved roaring in fromthe horizon to snother the base of Sparta in spune and
spray. It seened incredible that Jeff could have reached safety in tine.

It was scarcely surprising that he could not give a very rational account of what had happened.
Wien he had eaten and was safely in bed, Jean and George gathered by his side.

"Go to sleep, darling, and forget all about it," said Jean

"You're all right now "
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"But it was fun, Mummy," protested Jeff. "I wasn't real~y frightened."

"That's fine," said George. "You're a brave lad, and it's a good thing you were sensible and ran
intime. |I've heard about

these tidal waves before. A lot of people get drowned because

they go out on the uncovered beach to see what's happened.”

"That's what | did," confessed Jeff. "I wonder who it was

hel ped ne?"

"What do you nean? There wasn't anyone with you. The ot her boys were up the bill."

Jeff | ooked puzzl ed.

"But soneone told me to run."

Jean and George gl anced at each other in mld alarm

"You mean-you i nagi ned you heard somet hi ng?"

"Ch, don't bother himnow, " said Jean anxiously, and with a little too nuch haste. But George was
st ubborn.

"I want to get to the bottomof this. Tell nme just ~~vhat happened, Jeff."

"Well, | was right down the beach, by that old weck, when the voice spoke."

"What did it say?"

"I can't quite remenber, but it was sonmething like 'Jeffrey, get up the hill as quickly as you
can. You'll be drowned if you stay here." I'msure it called ne Jeffrey, not Jeff. So it couldn't

have been anyone | knew. "

"Was it a man's voice? And where did it cone fronP"

"I't was ever so close beside ne. And it sounded like a man. . . ." Jeff hesitated for a nonent,
and George pronpted him

"Go on-just imagine that you' re back on the beach, and tell us exactly what happened."”

"Well, it wasn't quite |ike anyone |'ve ever heard tal king before. | think he was a very big nan."
"I's that all the voice said?"

"Yes-until | started to clinb the hill. Then another funny thing happened. You know the path up
the cliff?"

"Yes."

"I was running up that, because it was the quickest way. | knew what was happeni ng now, for 1'd

seen the big wave coming in. It was making an awful noise, too. And then | found there was a great
big rock mthe way. It wasn't there before, and | couldn't get past it."
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"The 'quake nust have brought it down," said Ceorge.

"Shush! Go on, Jeff."

"I didn't know what to do, and | could hear the wave coming closer. Then the voice said 'd ose
your eyes, Jeffrey, and put your hand in front of your face.' It seened a funny thing to do, but |
tried it. And then there was a great flash-1 could feel it all over-and when | opened ny eyes the
rock was gone."

" Gone?"

"That's right-it just wasn't there. So | started running again, and that's when | nearly burnt ny
feet, because the path was awful hot. The water hissed when it went over it, but it couldn't catch
me then-1 was too far up the cliff. And that's all. | came down again when there weren't any nore
waves. Then | found that ny bi ke had gone, and the road hone had been knocked down."

"Don't worry about the bicycle, dear," said Jean, squeezing her, son thankfully. "We'Ill get you
anot her one. The only thing that matters is that. you're safe. W won't worry about how it
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happened. "

That wasn't true, of course, for the conference began i mediately they had |l eft the nursery. It
deci ded nothing, but it bad two sequels. The next day, without telling George, Jean took her smal
son to the Colony's child psychologist. He listened carefully while Jeff repeated his story, not
in the | east over-awed by his novel surroundings. Then, while his unsuspecting patient rejected
seriatimthe toys in the next room the doctor reassured Jean

"There's nothing on his card to suggest any nmental abnormality. You nust renenber that he's been
through a terrifying experience, and he's come out of it remarkably well. He's a highly

i magi native child, and probably believes his own story.

So just accept it, and don't worry unless there are any |later

synptonms. Then | et nme know at once."

That eveni ng, Jean passed the verdict on to her husband. He did not seemas relieved as she had
hoped, and she put it down to worry over the damage to his bel oved theatre. He just grunted
"That's fine" and settled down with the current issue of Stage and Studio. It |ooked as if he had
lost interest in the whole affair, and Jean felt vaguely annoyed with him

But three weeks later, on the first day that the causeway was reopened, George and his bicycle set
of f briskly towards Sparta.
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The beach was still littered with masses of shattered coral, and in one place the reef itself
seenmed to have been breached. George wondered how long it would take the nyriads of patient polyps
to repair the damage

There was only one path up the face of the dliff, and when he had recovered his breath George
began the clinb. A few dried fragments of weed, trapped anbng the rocks, marked the linit of the
ascendi ng wat ers.

For a long tine Ceorge G eggson stood on that lonely track, staring at the patch of fused rock
beneath his feet. He tried to tell himself that it was sone freak of the |ong-dead vol cano, but
soon abandoned this attenpt at self-deception. H s nind went back to that night, years ago, when
he and Jean had joined that silly experinment of Rupert Boyce's. No-one had ever really understood
what had happened then, and George knew that in sone unfathonmable way these two strange events
were |inked together. First it had been Jean, now her son. He did not know whether to be glad or
fearful, and in his heart he uttered a silent prayer

"Thank you, Karellen, for whatever your people did for Jeff. But | wish | knew why they did it."
He went slowly down to the beach, and the great white gulls wheeled around him annoyed because he
had brought no food to throw themas they cirded in the sky.

17
Ki u~u~'s request, though it night have been expected at any time since the foundation of the
Col ony, was sonething of a bonbshell. It represented, as everyone was fully aware, a crisis in the

affairs of Athens, and nobody coul d deci de whet her good or bad would come of it.

Until now, the Colony had gone its way wi thout any formof interference fromthe Overlords. They
had left it conpletely alone, as indeed they ignored nost human activities that were not
subversive or did not offend their codes of behaviour. Wether the Colony's ains could be called
subversive was uncertain. They were non-political, but they represented a bid for intellectual and
artistic i ndependence. And fromthat, who knew what mi ght come? The Overlords m ght well be
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able to foresee the future of Athens nore clearly than its

founders-and they might not like it.

O course, if Karellen wished to send an observer, inspector, or whatever one cared to call him
there was not hing that could be done about it. Twenty years ago the Overlords had announced t hat
they had di scontinued all use of their surveillance devices, so that humanity need no | onger
consider itself spied

upon. However, the fact that such devices still existed meant that nothing could be hidden from
the Overlords if they really wanted to see it.

There were sonme on the island who wel comed this visit as a chance of settling one of the minor
probl ems of Overlord psychol ogy-their attitude towards Art. Did they regard it as

a childish aberration of the human race? Did they have any

forms of art thenselves? In that case, was the purpose of this

visit purely asthetic, or did Karellen have | ess innocent

not i ves?
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Al'l these matters were debated endlessly while the preparati ons were under way. Nothing was known
of the visiting Overlord, but it was assunmed that he could absorb Culture in unlimted amounts.
The experinment would at | east be attenpted, and the reactions of the victi mobserved with interest
by a battery of very shrewd m nds.

The current chairman of the council was the phil osopher, Charles Yan Sen, an ironic but
fundamental |y cheerful nman who was not yet in his sixties and was therefore still in the prinme of
life. Plato woul d have approved of him as an exanple of the philosopher-statesman, though Sen did
not altogether approve of Plato, whom he suspected of grossly m srepresenting Socrates. He was one
of the islanders who was determ ned to nake the nost of this visit, if only to show the Overl ords
that men still had plenty of initiative and were not yet, as he put it, "fully domesticated"
Not hi ng in Athens was done without a conmittee, that ultimate hall-mark of the denocratic nethod

I ndeed, soneone had once defined the Colony as a systemof interlocking comittees. But the system
wor ked, thanks to the patient studies of the social psychol ogi sts who had been the real founders
of Athens. Because the comunity was not too |arge, everyone in it could take some part inits
runni ng and could be a citizen in the truest sense of the word.

It was al nbst inevitable that George, as a |eading nenber
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of the artistic hierarchy, should be one of the reception committee. But he nmade doubly sure by
pulling a few strings. If the Overlords wanted to study the Col ony, CGeorge wanted equally to study
them Jean was not very happy about this.

Ever since that evening at the Boyces', she had felt a vague hostility towards the Overl ords,

t hough she coul d never give any reason for it. She just wished to have as little to do with them
as possible, and to her one of the island's main attractions had been its hoped-for independence
Now she feared that this independence m ght be threatened.

The Overlord arrived without cerenmony in an ordi nary manmade flyer, to the di sappoi ntnment of those
who had hoped for sonething nore spectacul ar. He mi ght have been Karellen hinself, for no-one had
ever been able to distinguish one Overlord fromanother with any degree of confidence. They al
seermed duplicates froma single master-nmoul d. Perhaps, by some unknown bi ol ogi cal process, they
wer e.

After the first day, the islanders ceased to pay nuch attention when the official car nurnured
past on its sightseeing tours. The visitor's correct nane, Thanthalteresco, proved too
intractable, for general use, and he was soon christened "The Inspector”. It was an accurate
enough nane, for his curiosity and appetite for statistics were insatiable.

Charles Yan Sen was quite exhausted when, long after midnight, he had seen the Inspector back to
the flyer which was serving as his base. There, no doubt, he would continue to work throughout the
ni ght while his human hosts indulged in the frailty of sleep.

Ms. Sen greeted her husband anxiously on his return.

They were a devoted couple, despite his playful habit of calling her Xantippe when they were
entertaining guests. She had | ong ago threatened to nake the appropriate retort by brewing hima
cup of hem ock, but fbrtunately this herbal beverage was | ess comon to New At hens than the ol d.
"Was it a success?" she asked as her husband settled down to a bel ated neal.

"I think so-but you can never tell what goes on inside those remarkable minds. He was certainly
interested, even cornplinmentary. | apol ogi zed, by the way, for not inviting himhere. He said he
qui te understood, and had no wi sh to bang his head on our ceiling."

"What did you show hi mtoday?"
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"The bread-and-butter side of the Colony, which he didn't seemto find as boring as | always do.
He asked every question

you coul d i magi ne about production, how we bal anced our

budget, our mineral resources, the birth rate, how we got our food, and so on. Luckily | had
Secretary Harrison with ne, and he'd conme prepared with every Annual Report since the

Col ony began. You shoul d have heard them swapping statistics.. The Inspector's borrowed the |ot,
and |'m prepared to bet that when we see himtonorrow he'll be able to quote any

figure back at us. | find that kind of nental performance frightfully depressing."

He yawned and began to peck haif-heartedly at his food.

"Tormorrow should be nore interesting. We're going to do the schools and the Acadeny. That's when
I'"mgoing to ask sone questions for a change. I'd Iike to know how the Overlords bring up their
ki ds-assumi ng, of course, that they have any."

That was not a question that Charles Sen was ever to have answered, but on other points the
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I nspector was renarkably tal kati ve. He woul d evade awkward queries in a manner that was a pl easure
to behol d, and then, quite unexpectedly, would become positively confiding.

Their first real intimacy occurred while they were driving away fromthe school that was one of
the Colony's chief prides. "It's a great responsibility,” Dr. Sen had remarked, "training these
young mnds ftr the future. Fortunately, human beings are extraordinarily resilient: it takes a
pretty bad upbringing to do permanent damage. Even if our ains are mistaken, our little victins
will probably get over it. And as yoti've seen, they appear to be perfectly happy." He paused for
a nmonent, then glanced m schievously up at the towering figure of his passenger. The |nspector was
conpletely clothed in sonme reflecting silvery cloth so that not an inch of his body was exposed to
the fierce sunlight. Behind the dark glasses, Dr. Sen was aware of the great eyes watching him
enotionl essly-or with enotions which he could never understand. "Qur problemin bringing up these

children nust, | imagine, be very simlar to yours when confronted with the human race. Wul dn't
you agree?"
"In some ways," adnitted the Overlord gravely. "In others, perhaps a better anal ogy can be found

in the history of your colonial powers. The Roman and British Enpires, for that
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reason, have al ways been of considerable interest to us. The case of India is particularly
instructive. The nmain difference

between us and the British in India was that they had no rea

nmoti ves for going there-no conscious objectives, that is, except such trivial and tenporary ones
as trade or hostil~ty to

ot her European powers. They found thensel ves possessors

of an Enpire before they knew what to do with it, and were

never really happy until they had got rid of it again."

"And will you," asked Dr. Sen, quite unable to resist the

opportunity, "get rid of your enpire when the tine arises?"

"Wthout the slightest hesitation," replied the Inspector

Dr. Sen did not press the point. The forthrightness of the

reply was not altogether flattering: noreover, they had now

arrived at the Acadeny, where the assenbl ed pedagogues

were waiting to sharpen their wits on a real, live Overlord.

"As our distinguished colleague will have told you," said Professor Chance, Dean of the University
of New At hens, "our main purpose is to keep the m nds of our people alert, and to enable themto
realize all their potentialities. Beyond

this island"-his gesture indicated, and rejected, the rest of

the globe-"I fear that the human race has lost its initiative.
It has peace, it has plenty-but it has no horizons."
"Yet here, of course.. . ?" interjected the Overlord blandly.

Prof essor Chance, who | acked a sense of humpur and was vaguely aware of the fact, glanced
suspiciously at his visitor

"Here," he continued, "we do not suffer fromthe anci ent obsession that leisure is w cked. But we
do not consider that it is enough to be passive receptors of entertainment. Everybody on this

i sl and has one anbition, which may be sumed up very sinply. It is todo sonething, however smal

it may be, better than anyone else. O course, it's an ideal we don't all achieve. But in this
nmodern world the great thing isto have an ideal. Achieving it is considerably |less inportant."”
The Inspector did not seeminclined to comment. He had discarded his protective clothing, but
still wore dark gl asses even in the subdued |ight of the Common Room The Dean wondered if they
wer e physiol ogically necessary, or whether they were nerely canouflage. Certainly they nade quite
i mpossible the already difficult task of reading the Overlord' s thoughts. He did not, however,
seemto object to the sone-
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what chal | engi ng statenments that had been thrown at him or the criticisns of his race's policy
with regard to Earth which they inplied.

The Dean was about to press the attack when Professor

Sperling, Head of the Science Departnent, decided to nake it a three-cornered fight.

"As you doubtless know, sir, one of the great problens of

our culture has been the dichotony between art and science.

I'd very much like to know your views on the matter. Do you subscribe to the viewthat all artists
are abnornmal ? That their work-or at any rate the inpulse behind it-is the result of sonme deep-
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seat ed psychol ogi cal dissatisfaction?"

Pr of essor Chance cleared his throat purposefully, but the

I nspector forestalled him

"I'"ve been told that all nen are artists to a certain extent, so that everyone is capabl e of
creating sonething, if only on a rudinentary level. At your schools yesterday, for exanple, |
noticed the enphasis placed on self-expression in drawi ng, painting and nodelling.~The inpul se
seemed quite universal, even anpong those clearly destined to be specialists in science. So if all
artists are abnormal, and all nmen are artists, we have an interesting syllogism. "

Everyone waited for himto conplete it. But when it suited

their purpose the Overlords could be inpeccably tactful

The I nspector cane through the synphony concert with flying colours, which was a good deal nore
than could be said for nany human nenbers of the audi ence. The only concession to popul ar taste
bad been Stravinsky's "Synphony of Psalns": the rest of the programre was aggressively

nmoderni stic. \Whatever one's views on its nerits, the performance was superb, for the Col ony's
boast that it possessed sonme of the finest nusicians in the world was no idle one. There had been
much wrangling anong the various rival conposers for the honour of being included in the
progranme, though a few cynics wondered if it would be an honour at all. For all that anyone knew
to the contrary, the Overlords night be tone deaf.

It was observed, however, that after the concert Thanthalteresco sought out the three conposers
who had been present,

and conplinented themall on what he called their "great
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ingenuity". This caused themto retire with pleased but vaguely baffled expressions.

It was not until the third day that George Greggson had a chance of neeting the Inspector. The

theatre had arranged a kind of mxed grill rather than a single dish-two one-act plays, a sketch
by a worl d-fanous inpersonator, and a ballet sequence. Once again all these itens were superbly
executed and one critic's predicnon-"Now at |east we'll discover if the Overlords can yawn"-was

fal sified. Indeed, the Inspector |aughed several tinmes, and in the correct places.

And yet-no-one could be sure. He might hinmself be putting on a superb act, follow ng the
performance by |logic alone and with his own strange enotions conpletely untouched, as an

ant hr opol ogi st nmight take part in sonme prinitive rite. The fact that he uttered the appropriate
sounds, and made the expected responses, really proved nothing at all.

Though George had been determined to have a talk with the Inspector, he failed utterly. After the
performance they exchanged a few words of introduction, then the visitor was swept away. It was
conpletely inpossible to isolate himfromhis entourage, and George went hone in a state of
extrenme frustration. He was by no neans certain what he wished to say even if he had had the
chance, but sonmehow, he felt sure, he could have turned the conversation round to Jeff. And now
the opportunity had gone.

H s bad tenper lasted two days. The Inspector's flyer had departed, am d many protestations of
mut ual regard, before the sequel energed. No-one had thought of questioning Jeff, and the boy mnust
have been thinking it over for a long tine before he approached Ceorge.

"Daddy," he said, just prior to bedtine. "You know the Overlord who cane to see us?"

"Yes," replied George grinmy

"Well, he came to our school, and | heard himtalk to some of the teachers. | didn't really

under stand what he said-but | think | recognized his voice. That's who told me to run when the big
wave cane."

"You are quite sure?"

Jeff hesitated for a nonent.

"Not quite-but if it wasn't him it was another Overlord. | wondered if | ought to thank him But
he's gone now, hasn't he?"
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"Yes," said CGeorge. "lI'mafraid he has. Still, perhaps we'l|

have another chance. Now go to bed |i ke a good boy and don't

worry about it any nore."

When Jeff was safely out of the way, and Jenny had been attended to, Jean cane back and sat on the
rug beside George's chair, leaning against his legs. It was a habit that struck himas annoyingly
sentimental, but not worth creating a fuss about.

He nerely made his knees as nobbly as possible.

"What do you think about it now?" asked Jean in a tired, flat voice. "Do you believe it really
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happened?"
"I't happened," George replied, "but perhaps we're foolish to worry. After all, npbst parents would
be grateful -and of course, | amgrateful. The explanation may be perfectly sinple. W know t hat

the Overlords have got interested in the Col ony, so they've undoubtedly been observing it with
their instrunents-despite that pronise they made. Suppose one was just prowing round with that

vi ewi ng gadget of theirs, and saw the wave coming. It would be natural enough to warn anyone who
was in danger."

"But he knew Jeff's name, don't forget that. No, we're being watched. There's sonething peculiar
about us, sonmething that attracts their attention. 1've felt it ever since Rupert's party. It's
funny how that changed both our lives."

George | ooked down at her with synpathy, but nothing nore. It was strange how nmuch one could alter
in so short a tine. He was fond of her: she had borne his children and was part of his life. But
of the Iove which a not-clearly-renenbered person named George Greggson had once known towards a
fading dream call ed Jean Mrrel, how much remai ned?

H s | ove was divided now between Jeff and Jennifer on the one hand-and Carolle on the other. He
did not believe that Jean knew about Carolle, and he intended to tell her before anyone el se did.
But sonmehow he had never got round to it.

"Very well-Jeff is being watched-protected, in fact.

Don't you think that should nmake us proud? Perhaps the Overl ords have planned a great future for
him | wonder what it can be?"

He was talking to reassure Jean, he knew. He was not greatly disturbed himself~ only intrigued and
baffl ed. And quite suddenly another thought struck him something that
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shoul d have occurred to himbefore. H s eyes turned autonatically towards the nursery.
"l wonder if it's only Jeff they're after,” he said.

In due course the Inspector presented his report. The Islanders woul d have given nuch to see it.
Al'l the statistics nd records went into the insatiable menories of the great onputers which were
sone, but not all, of the unseen powers hehind Karellen. Even before these inpersonal electric

m nds had arrived at their conclusions, however, the |Inspector had given his own reconmendati ons.
Expressed in the thoughts and | anguage of the human race, they would have run as follows:

"W need take no action regarding the Colony. It is an interesting experinent, but cannot in any
way affect the future. Its artistic endeavours are no concern of ours, and there is no evidence
that any scientific research is progressing al ong dangerous channel s.

"As planned, | was able to see the school records of Subject Zero, without arousing curiosity. The
rel evant statistics are attached, and it will be seen that there are still no signs of any unusua
devel opnent. Yet, as we know, Breakthrough sel dom gi ves nmuch prior warning.

"I also met the Subject's father, and gathered the inpression that he wi shed to speak to ne.
Fortunately | was able to avoid this. There is no doubt that he suspects sonething, though of
course he can never guess the truth nor affect the outcone in any way.

"I grow nore and nore sorry for these people.”

George G eggson woul d have agreed with the Inspector's verdict that there was nothing unusua
about Jeff. There was just that one baffling incident, as startling as a single clap of thunder.
on a long, calmday. And after that-nothing.

Jeff bad all the energy and inquisitiveness of any other seven-year-old. He was intelligent-when
he bothered to be

-but was in no danger of beconing a genius. Sonetinmes, Jean thought a little wearily, he filled to
perfection the classic recipe for a small boy: "a noise surrounded by dirt". Not that it was very
easy to be certain about the dirt, which had to accunul ate
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for a considerable tinme before it showed agai nst Jeff's normal sunburn

By turns he could be affectionate or norose, reserved or ebullient. He showed no preference for
one parent rather than the other, and the arrival of his little sister had not produced any signs
of jealousy. H's nmedical card was spotless; he had never had a day's illness in his life. But in
these tinmes, and in such a climate, there was nothing unusual about this.

Unl i ke some boys, Jeff did not grow quickly bored by his father's conmpany and desert hi m whenever
possi bl e for assodates of his own age. It was obvious that he shared George's artistic talents,
and al nost as soon as he was able to wal k had becone a regul ar back-stage visitor to the Colony's
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theatre, Indeed, the theatre had adopted himas an unofficial mascot and he was now highly skilled
at presenting bouquets to visiting celebrities of stage and screen.

Yes, Jeff was a perfectly ordinary boy. So George reassured hinself as they went for wal ks or
rides together over the Island's rather restricted terrain. They would talk as sons and fathers
had done since the beginning of time-except that in this age there was so nmuch nore to tal k about.
Though Jeff never left the Island, he could see all that he w shed of the surrounding world

t hrough the ubi quitous eye of the television screen. He felt, like all the Colonists, a slight
disdain for the rest of mankind. They were the elite, the vanguard of progress. They woul d take
Manki nd to the heights that the Overlords had reached-and perhaps beyond. Not tonorrow, certainly,
but otie day.

They never guessed that that day would be all too soon

18

T~ dreanms began six weeks | ater

In the darkness of the sub-tropical night, George G eggson swam sl ow y upwards towards

consci ousness. He did not know what had awakened him and for a nonent he lay in a puzzled stupor
Then he realized that he was al one. Jean had got up and gone silently into the nursery. She was
talking quietly to Jeff, too quietly for himto hear what she was saying.
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George heaved hinself out of bed and went to join her. The Poppet had made such nocturna
excur si ons common enough, but then there had been no question of his remaining asleep through the
uproar. This was sonething quite different and he wondered what had di sturbed Jean

The only light in the nursery canme fromthe fluoro-paint patterns on the walls. By their di mglow,
George could see Jean sitting beside Jeff's bed. She turned as he cane in, and whi spered, "Don't
di sturb the Poppet."

"What's the nmatter?"

"I knew that Jeff wanted me, and that woke nme up."

The very matter-of-fact sinplicity of that statenent gave George a feeling of sick apprehension

"I knew that Jeff wanted ne." How did you know? he wondered. But all. he asked was:

"Has he been havi ng ni ght mares?"

"I"'mnot sure," said Jean, "he seens all right now. But he was frightened when | cane in."

"I wasn't frightened, Mummy," cane a small, indignant voice. "But it was such a strange place."
"What was?" asked George. "Tell ne all about it."

"There were nmountains," said Jeff dreamly. "They were ever so high and there was no snow on t hem
like on all the nmountains |'ve ever seen. Some of them were burning."”

"You nean-vol canoes ?"

"Not really. They were burning all over, with funny blue flames. And while | was watching, the sun
cane up."

"Go on-why have you stopped?”

Jeff turned puzzled eyes towards his father

"That's the other thing | don't understand, Daddy. It came up so quickly, and it was much too big.
And-it wasn't the right colour. It was such a pretty blue."

There was a long, heart-freezing silence. Then George said quietly, "lIs that all?"

"Yes. | began to feel kind of lonely, and that's when Mumry cane and woke nme up."

George tousled his son's untidy hair with one hand, while tightening his dressing-gown around him
with the other. He felt suddenly very cold and very small. But there was no hint of this in his

voi ce when he spoke to Jeff.
"It's just a silly dream you've eaten too nuch for supper. Forget all about it and go back to
sl eep, there's a good boy."
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"I will, Daddy," Jeff replied. He paused for a noment, then added thoughtfully, "I think I'Il try
and go there again."

"A blue sun?" said Karellen, not many hours |l ater. "That

nmust have nmade identification fairly easy."

"Yes," Rashaverak answered. "It is undoubtedly Aiphanidon 2. The Sul phur Muntains confirmthe
fact. And it's interesting to notice the distortion of the tine scale. The planet rotates fairly
slowy, so he nust have observed nany hours in a few minutes.”
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"That's all you can discover?"

"Yes, without questioning the child directly."

"We dare not do that. Events nust take their natural course without our interference. Wen his
parents approach us- then, perhaps, we can question him"

"They may never cone to us. And when they do, it may be

too late.™

"That, | am afraid, cannot be hel ped. W should never forget this fact-that in these matters our
curiosity is of no inportance. It is no nore inportant, even, than the happi ness of nankind."
Hi s hand reached out to break the connection

"Continue the surveillance, of course, and report all results

to ne. But do not interfere in any way."

Yet when he was awake, Jeff still seened just the sane.

That at |east, thought George, was sonething for which they

could be thankful. But the dread was growing in his heart.

To Jeff~ it was only a gane: it had not yet begun to frighten him A dreamwas nerely a dream no
matter how strange it might be. He was no longer lonely in the worlds that sleep opened up to him
Only on that first night had his mnd called out to Jean across whatever unknown gul fs had
sunder ed them

Now he went al one and fearless into the universe that was opening up before him

In the nornings they would question him and he would tell what he could renenber. Sonetines his
words stunbled and failed as he tried to describe scenes which were clearly not only beyond al

hi s experience, but beyond the inmagination of Man. They would pronpt himw th new words, show him
pi ctures
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and colours to refresh his nenory, then build up what pattern

they could fromhis replies. Oten they could nake nothing of the result, though it seened that in
Jeft's own mind his dreamworlds were perfectly plain and sharp. He was sinply unable to

conmmuni cate themto his parents. Yet some were clear enough- Space-no planet, no surrounding

| andscape, no world

underfoot. Only the stars in the velvet night, and hangi ng agai nst thema great red sun that was
beating like a heart.

Huge and tenuous at one nonent, it would slowy shrink, brightening at the sane tinme as if new
fuel was being fed to its

internal fires. It would clinb the spectrum and hover at the

edge of yellow, and the cycle would reverse itself, the, star

woul d expand and cool, becomning once nore a ragged, flame-red cloud...

("Typical pulsating variable," said Rashaverak eagerly.

"Seen, too, under trenmendous tine-acceleration. | can't identify it precisely, but the nearest
star that fits the description is Rhansandron 9. O it may be Pharanidon 12."

"Whichever it is," replied Karellen, "he's getting further away from hone."

"Much further," said Rashaverak....)

It might have been Earth. A white sun hung in a blue sky flecked with clouds, which were racing
before a storm A bill sloped gently down to an ocean torn into spray by the ravening w nd. Yet
not hi ng noved: the scene was frozen as if glinpsed in a flash of lightning. And far, far away on
the horizon was sonething that was not of Earth-a |line of mi sty colums, tapering slightly as they
soared out of the sea and | ost thensel ves anpong the clouds. They were spaced with perfect
precision along the rimof the planet-too huge to be artificial, yet too regular to be natural
("Sideneus 4 and the Pillars of the Dawn," said Rashaverak, and there was awe in his voice. "He
has reached the centre of the Universe."

"And he has barely begun his journey," answered Karellen.)
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The planet was absolutely flat. Its enornmous gravity had | ong ago crushed into one uniformleve
the nmountains of its fiery youth-nmountains whose m ghtiest peaks had never exceeded a few netres
in height. Yet there was life here, for the surface was covered with a nyriad geonetrical patterns
that crawl ed and noved and changed their colour. It was a world of two dinmensions, inhabited by
bei ngs ~who could be no nore than a fraction of a centinetre in thickness.

And in its sky was such a sun as no opiumeater could have inmagined in his wldest dreans. Too hot

file:/lIF|/rah/Arthur%20C.%20Clarke/Childhoods%20End.txt (71 of 92) [1/14/03 10:52:31 PM]



file:/l1F|/rah/Arthur%20C.%20Cl arke/Childhoods%20End.txt

to be white, it was a searing ghost at the frontiers of the ultra-violet, burning its planets with
radi ati ons which would be instantly lethal to all earthly fornms of life. For mllions of

kil ometres around extended great veils of gas and dust, fluorescing in countless colours as the
blasts of ultra-violet tore through them It was a star against which Earth's pale sun woul d have
been as feeble as a gl ow-worm at noon

("Hexanerax 2, and nowhere else in the known universe," said Rashaverak. "Only a handful of our
shi ps have ever reached it-and they have never risked any | andings, for who woul d have thought
that life could exist on such planets?"

"It seens," said Karellen, "that you scientists have not been as thorough as you had believed. If
those-patterns.--are intelligent, the problemof conmunication will be interesting. | wonder if

t hey have any knowl edge of the third di nensi on?")

It was a world that could never know the meani ng of night and day, of years or seasons. SiXx

col oured suns shared its sky, so that there cane only a change of |ight, never darkness.

Through the clash and tug of conflicting gravitational flelds~ the planet travelled along the

| oops and curves of its inconceivably conplex orbit, never retracing the same path. Ever) nonent
was uni que: the configuration which the six suns now held in the heavens woul d not repeat itself
this side of eternity.

And even here there was life. Though the planet might be scorched by the central fires in one age,
and frozen in the outer reaches in another, it was yet the home of intelligence. The great, many-
faceted crystals stood grouped in intricate geonetrical patterns, notionless in the eras of cold,
growi ng slowy along the veins of mneral when the world was warm
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again. No matter if it took a thousand years fbr themto conplete a thought. The universe was
still young, and Tine stretched endl essly before them ("I have searched all our records," said

Rashaverak. "W

have no know edge of such a world, or such a conbination of suns. If it existed inside our

uni verse, the astrononers woul d have detected it, even if it lay behind the range of our ships.”
"Then he has left the Gl axy."

"Yes. Surely it cannot be nuch | onger now "

"Who knows? He is only dream ng. Wien he awakes, he is still the same. It is nerely the first
phase. W w |l know soon enough when the change begins.")

‘W have nmet before, M. Geggson," said the Overlord gravely. "My name is Rashaverak. No doubt
you renenber. "

"Yes," said George. "That party of Rupert Boyce's. | amnot likely to forget. And | thought we
shoul d neet again."

"Tel |l me-why have you asked fbr this interview?"

"I think you already know. "

"Pernaps: but it will help us both if you tell me in your own words. It may surprise you a good
deal, but | also amtrying to understand, add in sone ways ny ignorance is as great as yours."
George stared at the Overlord in astonishnent. |'his was a thought that had never occurred to him
He had subconsciously assuned that the Overlords possessed all know edge and all power-that they
under st ood, and were probably responsible fbr, the things that had been happening to Jeff.

"I gather," George continued, "that you have seen the reports | gave to the Island psychol ogi st,
so you know about the dreans."

"Yes: we know about them"

"I never believed that they were sinply the imginings of a child. They were so incredi ble that-1
know thi s sounds ridicul ous-they had to be based on sone reality."”

He | ooked anxi ously at Rashaverak, not know ng whether to hope for confirnmation or denial. The
Overlord said nothing, but nmerely regarded himwith his great cal meyes. They were sitting al nost
face to face, for the roomwhi ch had obvi ously been designed for such interviews-was on two

| evel s, the
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Overlord' s nassive chair being a good netre |lower than George's. It was a friendly gesture,
reassuring to the nen who asked for these neetings and who were seldomin an easy franme of mnd
"W were worried, but not really alarned at first. Jeff seened perfectly nornmal when he woke up
and his dreanms didn't appear to bother him And then one night"-he hesitated and gl anced
defensively at the Overlord. "I've never believed in the supernatural: |'mno scientist, but I
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think there's a rational explanation for everything."

"There is," said R ashaverak. "I know what you saw. | was watching."

"1 always suspected it. But Karellen had prom sed that you' d never spy on us with your
instrunents. Wiy have you broken that pronise?"

"I have not broken it. The Supervisor said that the hunan race woul d no | onger be under
surveillance. That is a prom se we have kept. | was watching your children, not you."

It was several seconds before George understood the inplications of Rashaverak's words. Then the
col our drained slowy fromhis face.

"You nean?. " he gasped. His voice trailed away and he had to begin again. "Then what in God's
nane are ny children?"
"That," said Rashaverak solemly, "is what we are trying to discover."

Jenni fer Anne G eggson, lately known as the Poppet, lay on her back with her eyes tightly cl osed
She had not opened themfor a long tine; she woul d never open them again, for sight was now as
superfluous to her as to the nany-sensed creatures of the lightless ocean deeps. She was aware of
the world that surrounded her: indeed, she was aware of nuch nore than that.

One reflex remained fromher brief babyhood, by some unaccountable trick of devel opment. The
rattl e which had once delighted her sounded incessantly now, beating a conpl ex, ever-changi ng
rhythmin her cot. It was that strange syncopadon which had amused Jean from her sleep and sent
her flying Into the nursery. But it was not the sound al one that had started her screaming for
CGeor ge.

It was the sight of that comonpl ace, brightly col oured
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rattle beating steadily in airy isolation half a netre away from any support, while Jennifer Anne,
her chubby fingers clasped tightly together, lay with a smle of calmcontentnent on her face.
She had started later, but she was progressing swiftly. Soon she would pass her brother, for she
had so nuch less to unlearn

"You were wise," said Rashaverak, "not to touch her toy. | do not believe you could have noved it.
But if you had
succeeded, she m ght have been annoyed. And then, | do not

know what woul d have happened. "

"Do you nean," said CGeorge dully, "that you can do not hi ng?"

"I will not deceive you. W can study and observe, as we are doing already. But we cannot
interfere, because we cannot

under st and. "

"Then what are we to do? And why has this thing happened to us?"

"I't had to happen to soneone. There is nothing exceptional about you, any nore than there is about
the first neutron that starts the chain reaction in an atom c bonb. It sinply happens to be the
first. Any other neutron would have served-just as Jeffrey night have been anybody in the world.

We call it Total Breakthrough. There is no need for any secrecy now, and | amvery glad. W have
been waiting for this to happen, ever since we caine to Earth. There was no way of telling when
and where it would start-until, by pure chance, we net at Rupert Boyce's party. TheLi | knew that,

al nost certainly, your wife's children would be the first."

"But-we weren't married then. We hadn't even-"

"Yes, | know. But Mss Mrrel's nind was the channel that, if only for a nonent, let through
know edge whi ch no-one alive at that time could possess. It could only conme from another nind
intimately linked to hers. The fact that it was a mnd not yet born was of no consequence, for
Tinme is very much stranger than you think."

"I begin to understand. Jeff knows these things-he can see other workis, and can tell where you
come from And sonehow Jean caught his thoughts, even before he was born."

"There is far nore to it than that-but | do not 1ni~gine you will ever get much closer to the
truth. Al through history

152

there have been people with inexplicable powers which seemed to transcend space and tine. They
never understood them

al rost wi thout exception, their attenpted expl anations were rubbish. | should know | have read
enough of them
"But there is one anal ogy which is-well, suggestive and helpful. It occurs over and over again in

your literature. Imagine that every man's nmind is an island, surrounded by ocean. Each seens
isolated, yet inreality all are linked by the bedrock fromwhich they spring. If the oceans were
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to vanish, that would be the end of the islands. They would all be part of one continent, but
their individuality would have gone.

"Tel epat hy, as you have called it, is something like this. In suitable circunstances ninds can
merge and share each other's contents, and carry back nenories of the experience when they are

i solated once nore. In its highest form this power is not subject to the usual linitations of
time and space. That is why Jean could tap the know edge of her unborn son."

There was a long silence while CGeorge westled with these astoundi ng thoughts. The pattern was
begi nning to take shape. It was an unbelievable pattern, but it had its own inherent logic. And it
explained-if the word could be used fur anything so inconprehensible-all that had happened since
that evening at Rupert Boyce's hone. It also accounted, he realized now, for Jean's own curiosity
about the supernornal.

"What has started this thing?" asked George. "And where is it going to | ead?"

"That is sonething we cannot answer. But there are many races in the universe, and sone of them
di scovered these powers | ong before your species-or mne-appeared on the scene. They have been
waiting for you to join them and now the tine has cone."

"Then where do you cone into the picture?”

"Probably, like nost nen, you have always regarded us as your nasters. That is not true. W have
never been nore than guardi ans, doing a duty inposed upon us from above.

That duty is hard to define: perhaps you can best think of us as mdw ves attending a difficult
birth. W are helping to bring sonething new and wonderful into the world."

Rashaverak hesitated: for a nonent it alnost seemed as if he was at a | oss for words.

"Yes, wc are the mdw ves. But we ourselves are barren."

In that instant, George knew he was in the presence of a

153
tragedy transcending his own. It was incredible-and yet sonehow just. Despite all their powers and
their brilliance, the Overlords were trapped in sone evolutionary cul -de-sac. Here was a great and

nobl e race, in alnost every way superior to mankind; yet it had no future, and it was aware of it.
In the face of this, CGeorge's own problens seened suddenly trivial

"Now | know," he said, "why you have been watching Jeffrey. He was the guinea pig in this
experiment."

"Exact | y-though the experinment was beyond our control.

We did not start it-we were nerely trying to observe. We did not interfere except when we had to."
Yes, thought George-the tidal wave. It would never do to | et a val uabl e speci men be destroyed.
Then he felt ashamed of hinself: such bitterness was unworthy.

"I'"ve only one nore question," he said. "Wat shall we do about our children?"

"Enjoy themwhile you may," answered Rashaverak gently. "They will not be yours for long."

It was advice that m ght have been given to any parent in any age: but now it contained a threat
and a terror it had never held before.

19

TliaRJ~ came the time when the world of Jeffrey's dreanms was no |onger sharply divided fromhis
everyday existence. He no |longer went to school, and for Jean and Ceorge also the routine of life
was conpl etely broken, as it was soon to break down throughout the world.

They avoided all their friends, as if already conscious that soon no-one woul d have synpathy to
spare for them Sonetinmes, in the quietness of the night when there were few people about, they
woul d go for long wal ks together. They were closer now than they had been since the first days of
their marriage, united again in the face of the still unknown tragedy that soon woul d overwhel m
t hem

At first it had given thema feeling of guilt to |l eave the sleeping children alone in the house,
but now they realized that Jeff and Jenny could | ook after thenmselves in ways. beyond the

know edge of their parents. And, of course, the Overlords
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woul d be watching too. That thought was reassuring: they felt that they were not alone with their
probl em but that w se and synpathetic eyes shared their vigil.

Jennifer slept: there was no other word to describe the state she had entered. To all outward
appear ances, she was still a baby, but round her now was a sense of latent power so terrifying
that Jean could no longer bear to enter the nursery.

There was no need to do so. The entity that had been Jennifer Anne G eggson was not yet fully
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devel oped, but even in its sleeping chrysalis state it already had enough control of its
environnent to take care of all its needs. Jean had only once attenpted to feed it, without
success. It chose to take nourishnment in its own tine, and in its own nanner

For food vanished fromthe freezer in a slow, steady stream

yet Jenni fer Anne never noved from her cot.

The rattling had ceased, and the discarded toy lay on the nursery floor where no-one dared to
touch it, lest Jennifer Anne might need it again. Sometines she caused the furniture to stir
itself into peculiar patterns, and it seened to George that the fluoro-paint on the wall was
glowing nmore brilliantly than it had ever done before.

She gave no trouble; she was beyond their assistance, and

beyond their love. It could not |ast nuch longer, and in the

time that was left they clung desperately to Jeff.

He was changi ng too, but he still knew them The boy whose growth they had watched fromthe
form ess msts of babyhood was |osing his personality, dissolving hour by hour before their very
eyes. Yet sonetinmes he still spoke to them as he had al ways done, and tal ked of his toys and

friends as if unconscious of what |ay ahead. But nuch of the time he did not see them or show any
awar eness of their presence. He no |onger slept, as they were forced to do, despite their
overwhel mi ng need to waste as few as possible of these |ast renaining hours.

Unl i ke Jenny, he seened to possess no abnormal powers over physical objects-perhaps because, being
already partly grown, he had | ess need for them H s strangeness was entirely in his nmental life,
of which the dreams were now only a snmall part. He would stay quite still for hours on end, his
eyes tightly closed, as if listening to sounds which no-one else could hear. Into his m nd was

fl oodi ng know edge-from sonmewhere or sonewhen-whi ch soon woul d overwhel m and
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destroy the hal f-forned creature who had been Jeffrey Angus G eggson

And Fey would sit watching, looking up at himwi th tragic, puzzled eyes, wondering where her
mast er had gone and when he would return to her.

Jeff and Jenny had been the first in all the world, but soon they were no | onger alone. Like an
epi dem c spreading swiftly fromland to | and, the netanorphosis infected the entire human race. It
touched practically no-one above the age of ten, and practically no-one bel ow t hat age escaped.
It was the end of civilization, the end of all that nen had striven for since the beginning of
time. In the space of a few days, humanity had lost its future, for the heart of any race is
destroyed, and its will to survive is utterly broken, when its children are taken fromit.

There was no panic, as there would have been a century before. The world was nunbed, the great
cities stilled and silent. Only the vital industries continued to function. It was as though the
pl anet was in nourning, |amenting all that now coul d never be.

And then, as he had done once before in a nowforgotten age, Karellen spoke for the last tinme to
manki nd.

20

"My work here Is nearly ended," said Karellen's voice froma mllion radios. "At last, after a
hundred years, | can tell you what it was.

"There are many things we have had to hide fromyou, as we hid ourselves for half our stay on
Earth. Some of you, | know, thought that conceal ment unnecessary. You are accustomed to our

presence: you can no |onger inmagi ne how your ancestors woul d have reacted to us. But at |east you
can understand the purpose of our conceal nent, and know that we had a reason for what we did.
"The suprene secret we kept fromyou was our purpose in comng to Earth-that purpose about which
you have specul ated so endlessly. W could not tell you until now, for the secret was not ours to
reveal .
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"A century ago we canme to your world and saved you from sel f-destruction. | do not believe that
anyone woul d deny that fact-but what that self~~destruction was, you never guessed.

"Because we banned nucl ear weapons and all the other deadly toys you were accunulating in your
arnouries, the danger of physical annihilation was renmoved. You thought that was the only danger.
We wanted you to believe that, but it was never true. The greatest danger that confronted you was
of a different character altogether-and it did not concern your race al one.

"Many worl ds have come to the crossroads of nuclear power, have avoi ded di saster, have gone on to
buil d peaceful and happy civilizations-and have then been utterly destroyed by forces of which
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they knew nothing. In the twentieth century, you first began to tanper seriously with those
forces.

That was why it becane necessary to act.

"Al'l through that century, the human race was drawing slowy nearer to the abyss-never even
suspecting its existence. Across that abyss, there is only one bridge. Few races, unai ded, have
ever found it. Some have turned back while there was still tinme, avoiding both the danger and the
achi evenent. Their worlds have becone Elysian islands of effortless content, playing no further
part in the story of the universe. That would never have been your fate-or your fortune. Your race
was too vital for that. It would have plunged into ruin and taken others with it, for you would
never have found the bridge.

"I amafraid that alnmost all | have to say now nust be by means of such anal ogi es. You have no
words, no conceptions, for many of the things | wish to tell you-and our own know edge of themis
al so sadly inperfect.

"To understand, you nust go back into the past and recover nuch that your ancestors would have
found famliar, but which you have forgotten-which, in fact, we deliberately hel ped you to forget.
For all our sojourn here has been based on a vast deception, a conceal ment of truth which you were
not ready to face.

"In the centuries before our com ng, your scientists uncovered the secrets of the physical world
and | ed you fromthe energy of steamto the energy of the atom You had put superstition behind
you: Science was the only real religion of mankind. It was the gift of the western mnority to the
remai nder
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of mankind, and it had destroyed all other faiths. Those that still existed when we canme were

al ready dying. Science, it was felt, could explain everything: there were no forces which did not
come within its scope, no events for which it could not ultimately account. The origin of the

uni verse mght be forever unknown, but all that had happened after obeyed the |aws of physics.
"Yet your nystics, though they were lost in their own delusions, had seen part of the truth. There
are powers of the mind, and powers beyond the m nd, which your science could never have brought
within its franework without shattering it entirely. All down the ages there have been countl ess
reports of strange phenonena-poltergeists, tel epathy, precognition-which you had naned but never
explained. At first Science ignored them even denied their existence, despite the testinony of
five thousand years. But they exist and if it isto be conplete any theory of the universe nust
account for them

"During the first half of the twentieth century, a few of your scientists began to investigate
these matters. They did not know it,but they were tanpering with the |ock of Pandora's box. The
forces they m ght have unl eashed transcended any perils that the atom could have brought. For the
physicists could only have ruined the Earth: the paraphysicists could have spread havoc to the
stars.

"That could not be allowed. | cannot explain the full nature of the threat you represented. It
woul d not have been a threat to us, and therefore we do not conprehend it. Let us say that you

m ght have beconme a tel epathic cancer, a malignhant nentality which in its inevitable dissolution
woul d have poi soned other and greater ninds.

"And so we cane-we were sent-to Earth. W interrupted your devel opnent on every cultural |evel

but in particular we checked all serious work on paranornmal phenonena. | amwell aware of the fact
that we have al so inhibited, by the contrast between our civilizations, all other fornms of
creative achievenent as well. But that was a secondary effect, and it is of no |nportance.

"Now | nust tell you sonething which you may find very surprising, perhaps alnost incredible. Al
these potentialities, all these |atent powers-we do not possess them nor do we understand them
Qur intellects are far nore powerful than
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yours, but there is sonething in your nminds that has always el uded us. Ever since we canme to Earth
we have been studying you; we have |learned a great deal, and will learn nore, yet | doubt if we

shal | discover all the truth.

"Qur races have rmuch in comon-that is why we were chosen for this task. But in other respects, we
represent the ends of two different evolutions. Qur ninds have reached the end of their

devel opnent. So, in their present form have yours. Yet you can nake the junp to the next stage,
and therein lies the difference between us. Qur potentialities are exhausted, but yours are still
unt apped. They are linked, in ways we do not understand, with the powers | have nentioned- the
powers that are now awakeni ng on your world.

"W held the clock back, we made you mark tinme while those powers devel oped, until they could come
flooding out into the channels that were being prepared for them Wat we did to i nprove your
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pl anet, to raise your standards of living, to bring justice and peace-those things we should have
done in any event, once we were forced to intervene in your affairs. But all that vast
transformation diverted you fromthe truth, and therefore hel ped to serve our purpose.

"W are your guardians-no nore. Often you nmust have wondered what position nmy race held in the

hi erarchy of the universe. As we are above you, so there is sonething above us, using us for its
own purposes. W have never discovered what it is, though we have been its tool for ages and dare
not disobey it. Again and again we have received our orders, have gone to sone world in the early
flower of its civilization, and have guided it along the road that we can never followthe road
that you are travelling now.

"Agai n and again we have studied the process we have been sent to foster, hoping that we m ght
learn to escape fromour own limtations. But we have glinpsed only the vague outlines of the
truth. You called us the Overlords, not knowing the irony of that title. Let us say that above us
is the Over-mind, using us as the potter uses his wheel

"And your race is the clay that is being shaped on that

wheel

"We believe-it is only a theory-that the Overnmind Is trying to grow, to extend its powers and its
awar eness of the universe. By now it nust be the sumof many races, and long ago it left the
tyranny of matter behind. It is conscious of
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intelligence, everywhere. Wen it knew that you were alnpst ready, it sent us here to do its

bi dding, to prepare you for the transformation that is now at hand.

"All the earlier changes your race has known took countless ages. But this is a transfornmation of
the m nd, not of the body. By the standards of evolution, it will be cataclysm c-instantaneous. It
has al ready begun. You nust face this thct: yours is the |ast generation of Honp sapi ens.

"As to the nature of that change, we can tell you very little. W do not know how it is produced-
what trigger inpulse the Overm nd enploys when it judges that the tinme is ripe. Al we have

di scovered is that it starts with a single individual- always a ~child-and then spreads
explosively, like the formation of crystals round the first nucleus in a saturated sol ution
Adults will not be affected, for their mnds are already set in an unalterable nould.

"In a fewyears, it will all be over, and the human race will have divided in twain. There is no
way back, and no future for the world you know. All the hopes and dreans of your race are ended
now. You have given birth to your successors, and it is your tragedy that you will never
understand themw || never even be able to comunicate with their mnds. Indeed, they will not
possess ninds as you know them They will be a single entity, as you yourselves are the suns of
your nyriad cells. You will not think them human, and you will be right.

"l have told you these things so that you will know what f~aces you. In a few hours, the crisis
will be upon us. My task and nmy duty is to protect those | have been sent here to guard.

Despite their wakening powers, they could be destroyed by the nultitudes around themyes, even by

their parents, when they realize the truth. | nust take themaway and isolate them for their
protection, and for yours. Tonorrow my ships will begin the evacuation. | shall not blane you if
you try to interfere, but it will be useless. Greater powers than mne are wakening now, I amonly

one of their instruments.

"And then-what am| to do with you, the survivors, when your purpose has been fufilled? It would
be sinpl est, perhaps, and nost nerciful, to destroy you-as you yourselves would destroy a nortally
wounded pet you loved. But this | cannot do. Your future will be your own to choose in the years
that are left to you. It is ny hope that humanity will go to its rest in peace, knowi ng that it
has not lived in vain.
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"For what you have brought into the world may be utterly alien, it nay share none of your desires
or hopes, it may | ook upon your greatest achievenents as childish toys-yet it is sonething
wonderful, and you will have created it.

"When our race is forgotten, part of yours will still exist. Do not, therefore, condemm us for
what we were conpelled to do. And renenber this-we shall always envy you."

21

JEAN had wept before, but she was not weeping now. The island lay golden in the heartless,
unfeeling sunlight as the ship cane slowy into sight above the twi n peaks of Sparta. On that
rocky island, not |ong ago, her son had escaped death by a miracle she now understood all too
well. Sonetines she wondered if it mght not have been better had the Overlords stood aside and
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left himto his fate. Death was sonething she could face as she had faced it before: it was in the
natural order of things. But this was stranger than death-and nore final. Until this day, nen had
died, yet the race had conti nued.

There was no sound or novenent fromthe children. They stood in scattered groups al ong the sand,
showi ng no nore interest in one another than in the hones they were | eaving forever. Many carried
babi es who were too snmall to wal k-or who did not wish to assert the powers that made wal ki ng
unnecessary. For surely, thought George, if they could nove inanimate matter, they coul d nove
their own bodies. Wy, indeed, were the Overlord ships collecting themat all?

It was of no inportance. They were |leaving, and this was the way they chose to go. Then George
realized what it was that had been teasing his nmenory. Sonewhere, |ong ago, he had seen a century-
ol d newsreel of such an exodus. It nust have been at the beginning of the First Wrld War-or the
Second. There had been long lines of trains, crowded with cl~ildren, pulling slowWy out of the
threatened cities, |eaving behind the parents that so many of them woul d never see again. Few were
crying: sone were puzzled, clutching nervously at their small bel ongi ngs, but nost seened to be

| ooking forward with eagerness to sonme great adventure.

And yet-the anal ogy was fal se. Hi story never repeated
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itself. These who were | eaving now were no |onger children, whatever they night be. And this tine
there woul d be no

reuni on.

The ship had grounded along the water's edge, sinking deeply into the soft sand. In perfect

uni son, the line of great curving panels slid upwards and the gangways extended thensel ves towards
the beach like netal tongues. The scattered, unutterably lonely figures began to converge, to
gather into a crowd that noved precisely as a human crowd ni ght do

Lonel y? Way had he thought that, wondered CGeorge. For that was the one thing they coul d never be
again. Only individuals can be |onely-only human beings. Wen the barriers were down at |ast,

| onel i ness woul d vani sh as personality faded. The countl ess raindrops woul d have nmerged into the
ocean.

He felt Jean's hand increase its pressure on his in a sudden spasm of enotion

"Look," she whispered. "I can see Jeff. By that second

door."

It was a | ong way away, and very hard to be certain. There was a mist before his eyes which made
it hard to see. But it was Jeff-he was sure of that: George could recognize his son now, as he
stood with one foot already on the netal gangway.

And Jeff turned and | ooked back. His face was only a white blur: at this distance, there was no
way of telling if it bore any hint of recognition, any renmenbrance for all that he was | eaving
behi nd. Nor would George ever know if Jeff had turned towards them by pure chance-or if he knew,
in those last nmonents while he was still their son, that they stood watching himas he passed into
the Iand that they could never enter.

The great doors began to close. And in that nonent Fey lifted up her nmuzzle and gave a | ow,

desol ate noban. She turned her beautiful |inpid eyes towards George, and he knew that she had | ost
her master. He had no rival now

For those who were |eft there were many roads but only one destination. There were sonme who said:

"The world is still beautiful: one day we rmust leave it, but why should we hasten our departure?"
But others, who had set nore store by the future than the
162

past, and had lost all that nmade life worth living, did not wish to stay. They took their |eave
alone, or with their friends, according to their nature.

It was thus with Athens. The Island had been born in fire; in fire it chose to die. Those who
wi shed to | eave did so, but nost renmmined, to meet the end anid the broken fragnents of their
dr eans.

No- one was supposed to know when the tinme would be. Yet Jean awoke in the stillness of the night,
and lay for a nonment staring at the ghostly glimer fromthe ceiling. Then she reached out to
grasp Ceorge's hand. He was a sound sl eeper, but this tinme he woke at once. They did not speak

fur the words that were wanted did not exist.

Jean was no longer frightened, or even sad. She had conme through to the cal mwaters and was beyond
enoti on now. But there was one thing still to be done, and she knew that there was barely tinme to
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do it.

Still without a word, George followed her through the silent house. They went across the patch of
nmoonl i ght that had entered through the studio roof, noving as quietly as the shadows it cast,

until they cane to the deserted nursery.

Not hi ng had been changed. The fluoro-patterns that George had painted so carefully still glowed on
the walls. And the rattle that had once belonged to Jennifer Anne still |ay where she had dropped
it, when her mind turned into the unknowabl e renpteness it inhabited now

She bad |l eft her toys behind, thought George, but ours go hence with us. He thought of the roya
children of the Pharaohs, whose dolls and beads had been buried with themfive thousand years ago.
So it would be again. No-one else, he told hinsel4 will ever |ove our treasures: we will take them
with us, and will not part with them

Slowy Jean turned towards him and rested her head upon his shoul der. He clasped his arns about
her waist, and the | ove he had once known came back to him faint yet clear, |like an echo froma
di stant range of hills. It was too late nowto say all that was due to her, and the regrets he
felt were less for his deceits than for his past indifference.

Then Jean said quietly: "Goodbye, ny darling" and

ti ghtened her arnms about him There was no tine for Ceorge
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|

to answer, but even at that final nonent he felt a brief astonishment as he wondered how she knew
that the nonent had arrived

Far down in the rock, the segnments of uranium began to rush together, seeking the union they could
never achi eve.

And the Island rose to neet the dawn.

22

Tiis ship of the Overlords came sliding In along its glowing neteor-trail through the heart of
Carina. It had begun its mad decel erati on anong the outer planets, but even while passing Mars it
had still possessed an appreciable fraction of the velocity of light. Slowy the i nmense fields
surroundi ng the Sun were absorbing its nmonentum while for a million kilonetres behind, the stray
energies of the Stardrive were painting the heavens with fire.

Jan Rodricks was com ng hone, six nonths older, to the world he had |left eighty years before.
This time he was no | onger a stowaway, hidden in a secret chanber. He stood behind the three
pilots (why, he wondered, did they need so many?) watching the patterns cone and go~ on the great
screen that dominated the control room The colours and shapes it showed were neaningless to

hi m, he assuned that they were conveying information which in a vessel designed by nen woul d have
been di spl ayed on banks of neters. But sonetimes the screen showed the surrounding star-fields,
and soon, he hoped, it would be show ng Earth.

He was glad to be honme, despite the effort he had devoted to escaping fromit. In these few nonths
he had grown up. He had seen so nuch, travelled so far, and now was weary for his own faniliar
worl d. He understood, now, why the Overlords had sealed Earth fromthe stars. Humriity still had
very far to go before it could play any part in the civilization he had glinpsed.

It might be-though this he refused to accept-that manki nd coul d never be nore than an inferior
species, preserved in an out-of-the-way zoo with the Overlords as keepers. Perhaps that was what
Vi ndarten bad neant when he gave Jan that ambi guous warning, just before his departure. "Mich
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may have happened," the Overlord had said, "in the tinme that

has passed on your planet. You may not know your world

when you see it again.”

Per haps not, thought Jan: eighty years was a long tine, and though he was young and adaptable, he
mght find it hard to understand all the changes that had come to pass. But of one thing he was
certain-men would want to hear his story, and to know what he had glinpsed of the civilization of
the Overl ords.

They had treated himwell, as he had assuned they would. O the outward journey he had known
not hi ng: when the injection had worn off and he had energed, the ship was already entering the
Overlord system He had clinbed out of his fantastic hiding-place, and found to his relief that
the oxygen set was not needed. The air was thick and heavy, but he coul d breathe w thout
difficulty. He had found hinself in the ship's enornous red-lit hold, anong countl ess ot her

packi ng-cases and all the inpedi nenta one would expect on a |iner of space or of sea. It had taken
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hi m al nrost an hour to find his way to the control roomand to introduce hinmself to the crew

Their | ack of surprise had puzzled him he knew that the Overlords showed few enotions, but he had
expected sone reaction. Instead, they sinply continued with their work, watching the great screen
and playing with the countless keys on their control panels. It was then that he knew that they
were landing, for fromtine to tinme the inmage of a planet- |arger at each appearance-would fl ash
upon the screen.

Yet there was never the slightest sense of notion or acceleration-only a perfectly constant
gravity, which he judged to be about a fifth of Earth's. The inmrense forces that drove the ship
must have been conpensated with exquisite precision

And then, in unison, the three Overlords had risen fromtheir seats, and he knew that the voyage
was over. They did not speak to their passenger or to each other, and when one of them beckoned to
himto follow, Jan realized sonething that he should have thought of before. There might well be
no-one here, at this end of Karellen's enornously | ong supply line, who understood a word of
Engl i sh.

They wat ched himgravely as the great doors opened before his eager eyes. This was the suprene
monent of his life: now he was to be the first hunman being ever to |l ook upon a world it by

anot her sun. The only light of NGS 549672 cane
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flooding into the ship, and there before himlay the planet of the Overlords.

What had he expected? He was not sure. Vast buil di ngs,

cities whose towers were | ost anong the clouds, machi nes beyond i nagi nati on-these woul d not have
surprised him

Yet what he saw was an al nost featurel ess plain, reaching out to an unnaturally close horizon, and
broken only by three nore of the Overlords' ships, a few kil onetres away.

For a nonent Jan felt a surge of disappointment. Then he shrugged his shoul ders, realizing that,
after all, one would expect to find a space-port in sone such renote and uni nhabited region as
this.

It was cold, though not unconfortably so. The light fromthe great red sun | ow down on the horizon
was quite anple for human eyes, but Jan wondered how long it would be before he yearned for greens
and bl ues. Then he saw that enornous, wafer-thin crescent reaching up the sky like a great bow

pl aced beside the sun. He stared at it for a long time before he realized that his journey was not
yet altogether ended. That was the world of the Overlords. This nust be its satellite, nerely the
base fromwhich their vessels operated

They had taken himacross in a ship no larger than a terrestrial airliner. Feeling a pygny, he had
clinmbed up into one of the great seats to try and see sonething of the approaching planet through
t he observation w ndows.

The journey was so swift that he had tinme to nake out few details on the expandi ng gl obe beneat h.
Even so near to hone, it seenmed, the Overlords used some version of the Stardrive, for in a matter
of minutes they were falling down through a deep, cloud-flecked at nosphere. Wen the doors opened,
they stepped out into a vaulted chanmber with a roof that nmust have swung swiftly shut behind them
for there was no sign of any entrance overhead.

It was two days before Jan left this building. He was an

unexpect ed consi gnnment, and they had nowhere to put him To nake matters worse, not one of the
Overlords coul d understand English. Conmuni cation was practically inpossible, J and Jan realized
bitterly that getting in touch with an alien race was not so easy as it was so often depicted in
fiction. Sign | anguage proved singularly unsuccessful, for it depended too nmuch on a body of
gestures, expressions and attitudes which the Overlords and manki nd did not possess in comon.
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L

It would be nore than frustrating, thought Jan, if the only Overlords who spoke his |anguage were
all back on Earth. He could only wait and hope for the best. Surely sone scientlst, some expert on
alien races, would cone and take charge of himl O was he so uninportant that no-one could be

bot her ed?

There was no way he could get out of the building, because the great doors had no visible
controls. When an Overlord wal ked up to them they sinply opened. Jan had tried the sanme trick

had waved objects high in the air to interrupt any controlling light-beam had tried everything he
coul d i magi ne

-with no result at all. He realized that a man fromthe Stone Age, lost in a nodern city building,
m ght be equally hel pless. Once he had tried to wal k out when one of the Overlords |eft, but had
been gently shooed back. As he was very anxi ous not to annoy his hosts, he did not persist.

Vi ndarten arrived before Jan had begun to get desperate.
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The Overlord spoke very bad English, much too rapidly, but inproved with amazing speed. In a few
days they were able to talk together with little trouble on any subject that did not demand a
speci al i zed vocabul ary.

Once Vindarten had taken charge of him Jan had no nore worries. He al so had no opportunity of
doi ng the things he wished, for alnost all his time was spent neeting Overlord scientists anxious
to carry Qut obscure tests with conplicated instrunents. Jan was very waxy of these machi nes, and
after one session with some kind of hypnotic device had a splitting headache for several hours. He
was perfectly willing to cooperate, but was not sure if his investigators realized his
limtations, both mental and physical. It was certainly a long tinme before he could convince them
that he had to sleep at regular intervals.

Bet ween these investigations, he caught nonentary glinpses of the city, and realized how difficult-
and dangerous-it would be for himto travel around in it. Streets were practically non-existent,
and there seened to be no surface transport. This was the home of creatures who could fly, and who
had no fear of gravity. It was nothing to cone w thout warning upon a vertigi nous drop of several
hundred nmetres, or to find that the only entrance into a roomwas an opening high up in the wall.
In a hundred ways, Jan began to realize that the psychology of a race with wi ngs nust be
fundamental ly different fromthat of earthbound creatures.
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It was strange to see the Overlords flying like great birds

anong the towers of their city, their pinions nmoving with slow, powerful beats. And there was a
scientific problem here.

This was a |l arge planet-larger than Earth. Yet its gravity was |ow, and Jan wondered why it had so
dense an at nosphere. He questioned Vindarten on this, and discovered, as he had half expected,
that this ~was not the original planet of the Overlords. They had evol ved on a nuch smaller world
and then conquered this one, changing not only its atnmosphere but even its gravity.

The architecture of the Overlords was bl eakly functional

Jan saw no ornanments, nothing that did not serve a purpose, even though that purpose was often
beyond his understanding. If a man from nedi aval tines could have seen this red-lit city, and the
bei ngs noving through it, he would certainly have believed hinself in Hell. Even Jan, for all his
curiosity and scientific detachment, sonetinmes found hinself on the verge of unreasoning terror
The absence of a single familiar reference point can be utterly unnerving even to the cool est and
cl earest m nds.

And there was nuch he did not understand, and which Vindarten could or would not attenpt to

expl ain. What were those flashing |lights and changi ng shapes, the things that flickered through
the air so swiftly that he could never be certain of their existence? They could have been
sonet hi ng tremendous and awe-inspiring--or as spectacular yet trivial as the neon signs of old-

ti me Broadway.

Jan al so sensed that the world of the Overlords was full of sounds that he could not hear
Cccasional |y he caught conpl ex rhythm cal patterns racing up and down through the audible
spectrum to vanish at the upper or |ower edge of hearing. Vindarten did not seemto understand
what Jan neant by nusic, so he was never able to solve this problemto his satisfaction

The city was not very large: it was certainly far smaller then London or New York had been at
their heyday. According to Vindarten, there were several thousand such cities scattered over the
pl anet, each one designed for sone specific purpose. On Earth, the closest parallel to this place
woul d have been a university town-except that the degree of specialization had gone much further.
This entire city was devoted, Jan soon discovered, to the study of alien cultures.
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In one of their first trips outside the bare cell in which Jan lived, Vindarten had taken himto
the museum 1t had given Jan a nuch needed psychol ogi cal boost to find hinmself in a place whose
pur pose he could fully understand. Apart fromthe scale upon which it was built, this miseum m ght
wel | have been on Earth. They had taken a long tinme to reach it, falling steadily on a great
platformthat noved like a piston in a vertical cylinder of unknown | ength. There were no visible
controls, and the sense of acceleration at the beginning and endi ng of the descent was quite

noti ceabl e. Presunably the Overlords did not waste their conpensating field devices for donestic
uses. Jan wondered if the whole interior of this world was riddled with excavations: and why had
they limted the size of the city, going underground instead of outwards? That was just another of
t he eni gmas he never sol ved.

One could have spent a lifetine exploring these colossal chanbers. Here was the | oot of planets,
the achi evenents of nore civilizations than Jan could guess. But there was no tinme to see nuch.

Vi ndarten placed himcarefully on a strip of flooring that at first sight seemed an ornanenta
pattern. Then Jan renmenbered that there were no ornanents here- and at the sane tine, something
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i nvisible grasped himgently and hurried himforward. He was novi ng past the great display cases,
past vistas of unimagi nable worlds, at a speed of twenty or thirty kiometres an hour.

The Overlords had sol ved the probl em of nuseum fati gue

There was no need for anyone to wal k

They must have travell ed several kilometres before Jan's guide grasped himagain, and with a surge
of his great wings lifted himaway from whatever force was propelling them Before them stretched
a huge, half-enpty hail, flooded with a famliar light that Jan had not seen since | eavng Earth.
It was flint, so that it would not pain the sensitive eyes of the Overlords, but it was,

unm st akably, sunlight. Jan woul d never have believed that anything so sinple or so commonpl ace
coul d have evoked such yearning in his heart.

So this was the exhibit for Earth. They wal ked for a few netres past a beautiful nodel of Paris,
past art-treasures froma dozen centuries grouped incongruously together, past nodem cal cul ating
machi nes and pal eolithic axes, past television receivers and Hero of Al exandra's steamturbine. A
169

great doorway opened ahead of them and they were in the

office of the Curator for Earth.

Was he seeing a human being for the first tinme? Jan

wondered. Had he ever been to Earth, or was it just another of the many planets in his charge, of
whose exact |ocation he was not precisely sure? Certainly he neither spoke nor understood English
and Vindarten had to act as interpreter.

Jan had spent several hours here, talking into a recordi ng device while the Overlords presented
various terrestrial

objects to him Many of these, he discovered to his shane, he could not identif~y. H s ignorance
of his own race and its achi evenments was enornous: he wondered if the Overlords, for all their
superb nental gifts, could really grasp the conplete pattern of human cul ture.

Vi ndarten took himout of the museum by a different route. Once again they floated effortlessly
through great vaulted corridors, but this time they were noving past the creations of nature, not
of conscious mind. Sullivan, thought Jan, would have given his life to be here, to see what
wonders evol uti on had wought on a hundred worlds. But Sullivan, he renmenbered, was probably

al ready dead.

Then, without any warning, they were on a galleiy high above a large circular chanber, perhaps a
hundred netres across. As usual, there was no protective parapet, and for a nonment Jan hesitated
to go near the edge. But Vindarten was standing on the very brink, |ooking calmy downwards, so
Jan noved cautiously forward to join him

The floor was only twenty netres belowfar, far too dose. Afterwards, Jan was sure that his guide
had not intended to surprise him and was conpletely taken aback by his reaction. For he had given
one trenendous yell and junped backwards frcmthe gallery's edge, in an involuntary effort to hide
what |ay below. It was not until the nuffled echoes of his shout had died away in the thick

at nosphere that he steeled hinself to go forward again.

It was lifeless, of course-not, as he had thought in that first nonment of panic, consciously
staring up at him It filled alnost all that great circular space, and the ruby light gleaned and
shifted in its crystal depths.

It was a single giant eye.

"Way did you make that noise?" asked Vindarten

"I was frightened," Jan confessed sheepishly.
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"But why? Surely you did not inmmgine that there could be any danger here?"

Jan wondered if he could explain what a refl ex action was,

but decided not to attenpt it.

"Anyt hing conpl etely unexpected is frightening. Until a

novel situation is analysed, it is safest to assune the worst."

His heart was still pounding violently as he stared down once nore at that nonstrous eye. O
course, it mght have been a nobdel, enornously enlarged as were mcrobes and insects in
terrestrial nuseuns. Yet even as he asked the question, Jan knew, with a sickening certainty, that
it was no larger than life.

Vindarten could tell himlittle: this was not his field of know edge, and he was not particularly
curious. Fromthe Overlord' s description, Jan built up a picture of a cyclopean beast |iving anong
the asteroidal rubble of sonme distant sun, its growth uninhibited by gravity, depending for food
and |ife upon the range and resolving power of its single eye.

There seened no limt to what Nature could do if she was pressed, and Jan felt an irrationa

pl easure at discovering sonething which the Overlords woul d not attenpt. They had brought a full-
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sized whale from Earth-but they had drawn the line at this.

And there was the tine when he had gone up, endlessly up, until the walls of the elevator had
faded through opal escence into a crystal transparency. He was standing, it seened, unsupported
anong the uppernost peaks of the city, with nothing to protect himfromthe abyss. But he felt no
nore vertigo than one does in an aeroplane, for there was no sense of contact with the distant
ground.

He was above the clouds, sharing the sky with a few pinnacles of netal or stone. A rose-red sea,
the cl oud-1ayer rolled sluggishly beneath him There were two pale and tiny nmoons in the sky, not
far fromthe sonbre sun. Near the centre of that bloated red disc was a small, dark shadow,
perfectly circular. It m ght have been a sunspot, or another noon in transit.

Jan slowy noved his gaze along the horizon. The cl oud-cover extended clear to the edge of this
enornous world, but in one direction, at an unguessabl e di stance, there was a nottled patch that
nm ght have marked the towers of another
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city. He stared at it for a long while, then continued his careful survey.

When he had turned half-circle he saw the nountain. It was not on the horizon, but beyond it-a
single serrated peak, clinbing up over the edge of the world, its |ower slopes hidden as the bulk
of an iceberg is conceal ed bel ow the water-Iine

He tried to guess its size, and failed conpletely. Even on a world with gravity as low as this, it
seened hard to believe that such nountains could exist. Did the Overlords, he wondered, sport

t hensel ves upon its slopes and sweep |ike eagles around those i mense buttresses?

And then, slowy, the nountain began to change. Wen he saw it first, it was a dull and al npost
sinister red, with a few faint markings near its crown that he could not dearly distinguish. He
was trying to focus on themwhen he realized that they were noving...

At first he could not believe his eyes. Then he forced hinself to remenber that all his
preconcei ved i deas were worthl ess here: he nust not let his nmnd reject any nessage his senses
brought into the hidden chanber of the brain. He nust not try to understand-only to observe.
Under st andi ng woul d cone later, or not at all.

The nountain-he still thought of it as such, for there was no other word that could serve-seened
to be alive. He renmenbered that nonstrous eye in its buried vault-but no, that was inconceivabl e.
It was not organic |life that he was watching: it was not even, be suspected, natter as he knew it.
The sonbre red was brightening to an angrier hue. Streaks of vivid yell ow appeared, so that for a
monent Jan felt he was | ooking at a volcano pouring streans of |ava down on to the | and beneath.
But these streans, as he could tell by occasional flecks and nottlings, were noving upwards.

Now sonet hing el se was rising out of the ruby clouds around the nountain's base. It was a huge
ring, perfectly horizontal and perfectly circular-and it was the colour of all that Jan had |eft
so far behind, for the skies of Earth had held no |ovelier blue. Nowhere else on the world of the
Overlords had he seen such hues, and his throat contracted with the | onging and the |oneliness

t hey evoked.

The ring was expanding as it clinbed. It was higher than the nmountain now, and its nearer arc was
sweeping swiftly towards him Surely, thought Jan, it nust be a vortex of sone
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ki nd-a snoke-ring already nmany kilonetres across. But it

showed none of the rotation he expected, and it seened to

grow no less solid as its size increased.

Its shadow rushed past |ong before the ring itself had swept

mej estically overhead, still rising into space. He watched unti

it had dwindled to a thin thread of blue, hard for the eye to focus upon in the surrounding
redness of the sky. Wen it vanished at last, it nust already have been many thousands

of kilonetres across. And it was still grow ng.

He | ooked back at the nountain. It was gol den now, and devoid of all narkings. Perhaps it was

i magi nati on-he could

believe anything by this tine-but it seened taller and narrower, and appeared to be spinning |ike
the funnel of a cyclone. Not until then, still nunbed and with his powers of reason alnobst in
abeyance, did he renenber his canera. He raised it to eye-level, and sighted towards that

i mpossi bl e, m nd-shaking eni gna

Vindarten nmoved swiftly into his line of vision. Wth inplacable firmess, the great hands covered
the lens turret and forced himto |ower the camera. Jan did not attenpt to resist: it would have
been usel ess, of course, but he felt a sudden deathly fear of that thing out there at the edge of
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the wOrld, and wanted no further part of it.

There was nothing else in all his travels that they would not |et him photograph, and Vindarten
gave no expl anati ons.

I nstead, he spent nuch tine getting Jan to describe in mnute detail what he had w t nessed.

It was then that Jan realized that Vindarten's eyes had seen sonething totally different: and it
was then that he guessed, fur the first tine, that the Overlords had masters, too.

Now he was comi ng home, and all the wonder, the fear and the nystery were far behind. It was the
same ship, he believed, though surely not the sane crew. However long their lives, It was hard to
believe that the Overlords would willingly cut themselves off fromtheir home for all the decades
consuned on an interstellar voyage.

The Relativity tine-dilation effect worked both ways, of course. The Overlords woul d age only four
months on the round trip, but when they returned their friends would be eighty years ol der
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Had he wi shed, Jan coul d doubtl ess have stayed here for the

remai nder of his life. But Vindarten had warned hi mthat

there woul d be no other ship going to Earth for several years, and had advised himto take this
opportunity. Perhaps the

Overlords realized that even in this relatively short tine, his mnd had nearly reached the end of
its resources. O he m ght

nmerely have becone a nui sance, and they could spare no nore

time for him

It was of no inportanct now, for Earth was there ahead.

He had seen it thus a hundred tines before, but always

t hrough the renote, mechani cal eye of the tel evision canmera

Now at |ast he hinmself was out here in space, as the final act

of his dreamunfolded itself; and Earth spun beneath on its eternal orbit.

The great blue-green crescent was in its first quarter: nore

than half the visible disc was still in darkness. There was little cloud-a few bands scattered
along the Iine of the trade wi nds.
The arctic cap glittered brilliantly, but was far outshone by the dazzling reflection of the sun

in the north Pacific.

One might have thought it was a world of water: this heni sphere was al nost devoid of [and. The
only continent visible was Australia, a darker mist in the atnmospehric haze along the linb of the
pl anet .

The ship was driving into Earth's great cone of shadow. the gleam ng crescent dw ndl ed, shrank to
a burning bow of fire, and wi nked out of existence. Bel ow was darkness and ni ght.

The worl d was sl eeping.

It was thea that Jan realized what was wong. There was | and down there-but where were the

gl eam ng neckl aces of

light, where were the glittering coruscations that had been the cities of man? In all that shadowy
hem sphere, there was no

single spark to drive back the night. Gone without a trace were the mllions, of kilowatts that
once had been spl ashed carel essly towards the stars. He m ght have been | ooki ng down on Earth as
it had been before the com ng of man.

This was not the homeconi ng he had expected. There was

not hi ng he could do but watch, while the fear of the unknown grew within him Something had
happened- sonet hi ng ti ni ne~gi nable. And yet the ship was descendi ng purposefully in a

|l ong curve that was taking it again over the sunlit hem sphere. He saw nothing of the actua

| andi ng, for the picture of

Earth suddenly w nked out and was repl aced by that neani ng-
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| ess pattern of lines and lights. Wen vision was restored, they were on the ground. There were
great buildings in the distance, nachines noving about, and a group of Overlords watching them.
Sonewhere there was the nuffled roar of air as the ship equalized pressure, then the sound of
great doors opening. He did not wait: the silent giants watched himw th tol erance or indifference
as he ran fromthe control room

He was home, seeing once nore by the sparkling light of his own fanmiliar sun, breathing the air
that had first washed through his lungs. The gangway was al ready down, but he had to wait for a
monment until the glare outside no | onger blinded him
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Karell en was standing, a little apart from his conpani ons, beside a great transport vehicle | oaded
with crates. Jan did not stop to wonder how he recogni zed the Supervisor, nor was he surprised to
see him conpl etely unchanged. That was al nbst the only thing that had turned out as he had
expect ed.
"I have been waiting for you," said Karellen.

- 23
"lw the early days," said Karellen, "it was safe for us to go anong them But they no | onger
needed us: our work was done when we had gathered them together and given thema continent of
their own. Watch."

The wall in front of Jan disappeared. |Instead he was | ooking down froma height of a few hundred
metres on to a pleasantly wooded country. The illusion was so perfect that he fought a nonentary
gi ddi ness.

"This is five years later, when the second phase had begun." There were figures noving bel ow, and
the canera swooped down upon themlike a bird of prey.

"This will distress you," said Karellen. "But renmenber that your standards no |onger apply. You
are not watching human children.™

Yet that was the inmediate inpression that cane to Jan's mnd, and no anmount of l|ogic could dispe
it. They might have been savages, engaged in some conplex ritual dance. They were naked and
filthy, with matted hair obscuring their
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eyes. As faras Jan could tell, they were of all ages fromfive to fifteen, yet they all noved with
the sane speed, precision, and conplete indifference to their surroundings.

Then Jan saw their faces. He swall owed hard, and forced

himsel f not to turn away. They were enptier than the faces of the dead, for even a corpse has sone
record carved by Tine's

chisel upon its features, to speak when the lips thensel ves are dunb. There was no nore enotion or
feeling here than in the face of a snake or an insect. The Overlords thensel ves were nore hunman
than this.

"You are searching for sonething that is no |longer there,"

said Karellen. "Renenber-they have no nore identity than the cells in your own body. But |inked
toget her, they are sonething much greater than you."

"Way do they keep noving like this ?"

"We called it the Long Dance," replied Karellen. "They never sleep, you know, and this |asted

al nost a year. Three hundred million of them noving in a controlled pattern over a whole
continent. W' ve anal ysed that pattern endl essly, but it means nothing, perhaps because we can see
only the physical part of it-the small portion that's here on Earth. Possibly what we have called

the Overmind is still training them noulding theminto one unit before it can wholly absorb them
into its being."
"But how did they nanage about food? And what happened if they hit obstructions, like trees, or

cliffs, or water?"

"Water nade no difference: they could not drown. Wen they encountered obstacles, they sonetines
damaged t hensel ves, but they never noticed it. As for food-well, there was all the fruit and gane
they required. But now they have | eft that need behind, |like so many others. For food is largely a
source of energy, and they have learned to tap greater sources."

The scene flickered as if a heat haze had passed over it. Wen it cleared, the novenent bel ow had
ceased.

"Watch again," said Karellen. "It is three years later."

The little figures, so helpless and pathetic if one did no, know the truth, stood notionless in
forest and glade and plaint The canera roaned restlessly fromone to the other: already.

t hought Jan, their faces were merging into a common noul d. He had once seen sone phot ographs made
by the superposition of dozens of prints to give one "average" face. The result had been as enpty,
as void of character as this.
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4

They seenmed to be sl eeping or entranced. Then eyes were

tightly closed, and they showed no nore awareness of their

surroundi ngs than did the trees under which they stood. What thoughts, Jan wolidered, were echoing
through the intricate network in which their mnds were now no nore-and yet no | ess-than the
separate threads of sone great tapestry? And a tapestry, he now realized, that covered nany worl ds
and nany races-and was growing still.

It happened with a swiftness that dazzled the eye and stunned the brain. At one nonent Jan was
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| ooki ng down upon a beautiful, fertile country with nothing strange about it save the countless
smal | statues scattered-yet not randomy- over its length and breadth. And then in an instant all
the trees and grass, all the living creatures that had inhabited this |and, flickered out of

exi stence and were gone. There were left only the still |akes, the winding rivers, the rolling
brown hills, now stripped of their green carpet-and the silent, indifferent figures who had
wrought all this destruction

"Way did they do it?" gasped Jan

"Perhaps the presence of other mnds disturbed them even the rudinmentary mnds of plants and
animal s. One day, we believe, they may find the material world equally distracting. And then, who
knows what wi |l happen? Now you understand why we w t hdrew when we had done our duty. We are stil
trying to study them but we never enter their land or even send our instrunents there. Al we
dare do is to observe from space."

"That was many years ago," said Jan. "What has happened since?"

"Very little. They have never noved in all that tinme, and take no notice of day or night, sumer
or winter. They are still testing their powers; sonme rivers have changed their courses, and there
is one that flows uphill. But they have done nothing that seens to have any purpose."”

"And they have ignored you conpl etel y?"

"Yes, though that is not surprising. The-entity-of which they are part knows all about us. It does
not seemto care if we attenpt to study it. Wien it wi shes us to |l eave, or has a new task fbr us
el sewhere, it will make its desires very obvious. Until then, we will remain here so that our
scientists can gat her what know edge they my."

So this, thought Jan, with a resignation that |ay beyond all
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sadness, was the end of man. It was an end that no prophet had ever foreseen-an end that
repudi at ed optim sm and pessimsm alike.

Yet it was fitting: it had the sublime inevitability of a great work of art. Jan had glinpsed the
universe in all its awful inmensity, and knew now that it was no place for man. He realized at
last how vain, in the ultimate anal ysis, had been the dreamthat had lured himto the stars.

For the road to the stars was a road that forked in two directions, and neither led to a goal that
t ook any account of human hopes or fears.

At the end of one path were the Overlords. They had preserved their individually, their

i ndependent egos; they possessed sel f-awareness and the pronoun "I" had a neaning in their

| anguage. They had enotions, sone at |east of which were shared by humanity. But they were
trapped, Jan realized now, in a cul-de-sac fromwhich they could never escape. Their m nds were
ten-perhaps a hundred-tines as powerful as nmen's. It nade no difference in the final reckoning.
They were equal ly hel pl ess, equally overwhel ned by the uni nagi nabl e complexity of a galaxy of a
hundred thousand nmillion suns, and a cosnos of a hundred thousand nillion gal axies.

And at the end of the other path? There lay the Overmind, whatever it might be, bearing the same
relation to man as man bore to antr.ba. Potentially infinite, beyond nortality, how long had it
been absorbing race after race as it spread across the stars? Did it too have desires, did it have
goals it sensed dinmMy yet mght never attain? Now it had drawn into its being all that the human
race had ever achieved. This was not tragedy, but fulfilnment. The billions of transient sparks of
consci ousness that had made up humanity would flicker no nore like flreffies against the night.
But they had not lived utterly in vain.

The Il ast act, Jan knew, had still to cone. It might occur tonmorrow, or it might be centuries
hence. Even the Overlords could not be certain
He understood their purpose now, what they had done with Man and why they still |ingered upon

Earth. Towards themhe felt a grcat hunmility, as well as adniration for the inflexible patience
that had kept them waiting here so |ong.

He never learned the full story of the strange synbiosis between the Overnind and its servants.
According to Rasha

178

verak, there had never been a tinme in lus rac& history when the Overm nd was not there, though it
had made no use of themuntil they had achieved a scientific civilization and could range through
space to do its bidding.

"But why does it need you?" queried Jan. "Wth all its tremendous powers, surely it could do
anything it pleased.”

"No," said Rashaverak, "it has limts. In the past, we know, it has attenpted to act directly upon
the m nds of other races, and to influence their cultural developnent. It's always failed, perhaps
because the pull is too great. W are the interpreters-the guardians. O, to use one of your own
met aphors, we till the field until the crop is ripe. The Overnind collects the harvest-and we nove
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on to another task. This is the fifth race whose apotheosis we have watched. Each tine we learn a
little nore.”

"And do you not resent being used as a tool by the Over-m nd?"

"The arrangenent has sone advantages: besides, no-one of intelligence resents the inevitable."
That proposition, Jan reflected wyly, had never been fully accepted by nmankind. There were things
beyond | ogic that the Overlords had never understood.

"It seens strange," said Jan, "that the Overmind chose you to do its work, if you have no trace of
t he paraphysical powers latent in mankind. How does it comunicate with you and nake its w shes
known?"

"That is one question | cannot answer-and | cannot tell you the reason why | nust keep the facts
fromyou. One day, perhaps, you will know sorme of the truth."

Jan puzzled over this for a noment, but knew it was useless to follow this line of inquiry. He
woul d have to change the subject and hope to pick up clues |ater

"Tell me this, then,” he said, "this is something el se you' ve never expl ained. Wen your race
first cane to Earth, back in the distant past, what went wong? Wiy had you becone the synbol of
fear and evil to us?"

Rashaverak smiled. He did not do this as well as Karellen could, but it was a fair imtation
"No-one ever guessed, and you see now why we could never ;ell you. There was only one event that
coul d have made such an inpact upon humanity. And that event was not at the dawn of history, but
at its very end.”
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"What do you nean?" asked Jan

"When our ships entered your skies a centny and a half ago, that was the first neeting of our two
races, though of course we had studied you froma distance. And yet you feared

and recogni zed us, as we knew that you would. It was not

precisely a menory. You have al ready had proof that tine is

nmore conpl ex than your science ever imagined. For that menory was not of the past, but of
thefuture-of those dosing years when your race knew that everything was finished. W did what we
could, but it was not an easy end. And because we were there, we becane identified with your
race's death.

Yes, even while it was still ten thousand years in the future!
It was as if a distorted echo had reverberated round the closed cirde of tine, fromthe future to
the past. Call it not a nenory, but a prenmonition.”

The idea was hard to grasp, and for a nonent Jan westled with it in silence. Y~t he should have
been prepared; he had already received proof enough that cause and event could reverse their

nor mal sequence.

There nust be such a thing as racial nenory, and that nmenmy was sonmehow i ndependent of tine. To
it, the future and the past were one. |'hat was why, thousands of years ago, nen

hadal r eadygl i npsedadi st ort edi mageof t heOverl ords, through a m st of fear and terror

"Now | understand," said the | ast nan,

The Last Man! Jan found it very hard to think of hinself as that. \Wien he had gone into space, he
had accepted the possibility of eternal exile fromthe human race, and |oneliness had not yet cone
upon him As the years passed, the longing to see another human being mght rise and overwhel m
him but for the present, the conpany of the Overlords prevented himfromfeeling utterly al one.
There had been nmen on Earth as little as ten years ago, but they had been degenerate survivors and
Jan had | ost nothing by missing them For reasons which the Overlords could not explain, but which
Jan suspected were | argely psychol ogical, there had been no children to replace those who had

gone.
Honmo sapi ens was extinct.

Perhaps, lost in one of the still-intact cities, was the manuscript of some |ater-day G bbon
recordi ng the | ast days of
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the human race. If so, Jan was not sure that he would care to read it; Rashaverak had told him al
that he wi shed to know.

Those who had not destroyed thensel ves had sought oblivion in ever nore feverish activities, in
fierce and suicidal sports that were often indistinguishable frommnor wars. As the popul ation
had swiftly fallen, the ageing survivors had clustered together, a defeated army closing its ranks
as it made its last retreat.

That final act, before the curtain came down for ever, must have been |it by flashes of heroism
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and devotion, darkened by savagery and sel fishness. Wether it had ended in despair or

resi gnation, Jan would never know.

There was plenty to occupy his mnd. The Overl ords' base was about a kilometre froma deserted
villa, and Jan spent nonths fitting this out with equiprment he had taken fromthe nearest town,
sonme thirty kilometres distant. He had flown there with Rashaverak, whose friendship, he
suspected, was not conpletely altruistic. The Overlord psychol ogi st was still studying the |ast
speci men of Honmo sapi ens.

The town nust have been evacuated before the end, for the houses and even many of the public
services were still in good order. It would have taken little work to restart the generators, so
that the wide streets glowed once nore with the illusion of life. Jan toyed with the idea, then
abandoned it as too norbid. The one thing he did not wish to do was to brood upon the past.

There was everything here that he needed to naintain hinmself for the rest of his life, but what he
want ed nost was an el ectronic piano and certain Bach transcriptions. He had never had as much tine
for music as he would have liked, and now he would make up for it. When he was not perforning

hi msel f~, he played tapes of the great synphoni es and concertos, so that the villa was never
silent. Music had becone his talisman agai nst the |oneliness which, one day, nust surely overwhel m
hi m

Oten he would go for long wal ks on the hills, thinking of all that had happened in the few nonths
since he had | ast seen Earth. He had never thought, when he said goodbye to Suffivan eighty
terrestrial years ago, that the |ast generation of mankind was already in the wonb.

What a young fool he had been! Yet he was not sure that he regretted his action; had he stayed on
Earth, he would have
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wi t nessed those dosing years over which tine had now drawn a veil. Instead, he had | eap-frogged
past theminto the future, and had | earned the answers to questions that no other nan woul d ever
know. Hi s curiosity was al nost satisfied, but sonmeti mnes he wondered why the Overlords were
wai ti ng, and what woul d happen when their patience was at |ast rewarded.

But nost of the tine, with a contented resignation that cones normally to a man only at the end of
a long and busy life, he sat before the keyboard and filled the air with his bel oved Bach. Perhaps
he was deceiving hinmself, perhaps this was some merciful trick of the mnd, but nowit seened to
Jan that this was what he had al ways wi shed to do. H's secret anbition had at |ast dared to energe
into the full light of consciousness.

Jan had al ways been a good pi ani st-and now he was the finest in the world.

24

I T was Rashaverak who brought himthe news, but he had already guessed it. In the snmall hours of
the norning a ni ghtmare had awakened him and he had not been able to regain sleep. He could not
remenber the dream which was very strange, for he believed that all dreans could be recalled if
one tried hard enough immediately after waking. Al he could renenber of this was that he had been
a smal |l boy again, on a vast and enpty piain, listening to a great voice calling in an unknown

| anguage.

The dream had disturbed him he wondered if it was the first onslaught of |oneliness upon his

m nd. Restlessly, he wal ked out of the villa on to the neglected | awn.

A full moon bathed the scene with a golden light so brilliant that he could see perfectly. The

i mrense gl eami ng cylinder of Karellen's ship | ay beyond the buil dings of the Overlord base,
towering above them and reducing themto man-nade proportions. Jan | ooked at the ship, trying to
recall the enotions it had once roused in him There was a time when it had been an unattainabl e
goal, a synbol of all that he had never really expected to achieve. And now it neant nothing.

How qui et and still it wail The Overlords, of coursel would
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be as active as ever, but for the nmonment there was no sign of them He m ght have been al one on
Earth-as, indeed, in a very real sense he was. He glanced up at the Mon, seeking sone fanmliar
sight on which his thoughts could rest.

There were the ancient, well-renenbered seas. He had been forty light-years into space, yet he had
never wal ked on those silent, dusty plains less than two |ight-seconds away. For a nonent he
anused hinself trying to |locate the crater Tycho. When he did discover it, he was puzzled to find
that gl eam ng speck further fromthe centre line of the disc than he had thought. And it was then
that he realized that the dark oval of the Mare Crisiumwas nissing altogether

The face that her satellite now turned towards the Earth was not the one that had | ooked down on
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the world since the dawn of life. The Mbon had begun to turn upon its axis.

That could nmean only one thing. On the other side of the Earth, in the land that they had stripped
so suddenly of life, they were emerging fromtheir long trance. As a waking child may stretch its
arns to greet the day, they too were flexing their nuscles and playing with their newfound
power s.

"You have guessed correctly," said Rashaverak. "It is no |longer safe for us to stay. They nay
ignore us still, but we cannot take the risk. W |eave as soon as our equi prent can be | oaded-
probably in two or three hours."

He | ooked up at the sky, as if afraid that some new mracle was about to blaze forth. But all was
peaceful : the Moon had set, and only a few clouds rode hi gh upon the west w nd.

"It does not matter greatly if they tanper with the Moon," Rashaverak added, "but suppose they

begin to interfere with the Sun? W shall |eave instrunents behind, of course, so that we can
| earn what happens."
"I shall stay," said Jan abruptly. "I have seen enough of the universe. There's only one thing I'm

curious about now and that is the fate of ny own planet."
Very gently, the ground trenbl ed underfoot.

"I was expecting that," Jan continued. "If they alter the MoLi's spin, the angular nonmentum nust
go somewhere. So the Earth is slowi ng down. | don't know which puzzles me nore-how they are doing
it, or why."

"They are still playing," said Rashaverak. "What logic is
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there in the actions of a child? And in nany ways the entity thatyourracehasbeconeisstillachild.
Itisnotyetreadyto unite with the Overnmind. But very soon it will be, and then

you will have the Earth to your own."

He did not conplete the sentence, and Jan finished it for him

"If, of course, the Earth still exists."
"You realize that danger-and yet you will stay?"
"Yes. | have been honme five-or is it six?-years now. Watever happens, 1'll have no conplaints."

"W were hoping," began Rashaverak slowy, "that you
woul d wi sh to stay. There is sonething that you can do for
us. "

The glare"of the Stardrive dwi ndl ed and di ed, sonewhere out there beyond the orbit of Mars. Al ong
that road, thought Jan, he alone had travelled, out of all the billions of human bei ngs who had
lived and died on Earth. And no-one woul d ever travel it again.

The world was his. Everything he needed-all the naterial possessions anyone could ever desire-were
his for the taking. But he was no longer interested. He feared neither the |oneliness of the
deserted planet, nor the presence that still rested here in the last nonments before it went to
seek its unknown heritage. In the inconceivabl e backwash of that departure, Jan did not expect
that he and his problens would | ong survive.

That was well. He had done all that he.had wi shed to do, and to drag out a pointless life on this
enpty world would hive been unbearable anticlinmax. He could have left with the Overlords, but for
what purpose? For he knew, as no-one el se had ever known, that Karellen spoke the truth when he
had sai d:

"The stars are not for Mn."

He turned his back upon the night and wal ked through the vast entrance of the Overlord base. Its
size affected himnot in the least: sheer imensity no | onger had any power over his mnd. The
lights were burning redly, driven by energies that could feed themfor ages yet. On either side

| ay machi nes whose secrets he woul d never know, abandoned by the Overlords in their retreat. He
went past them and cl anbered awkwardly up the great steps until he had reached the control room
184

The spirit of the Overlords still lingered here: their machines were still alive, doing the

bi ddi ng of their now fir-distant

masters. What could he add, wondered Jan, to the information they were already hurling into space?
He clinbed into the great chair and made hinself as confortable as he could. The nicrophone,
already alive, was waiting for him something that was the equivalent of a TV canmera mnust be

wat chi ng, but he could not locate it.

Beyond the desk and its neani ngl ess instrunent panels, the wide wi ndows | ooked out into the starry
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ni ght, across a valley sl eeping beneath a gi bbous noon, and to the distant range of nountains. A
river wound along the valley, glittering here and there as the noonlight struck upon some patch of
troubled water. It was all so peaceful. It might have been thus at Man's birth as it was now at
hi s endi ng.

Qut there across unknown nillions of kilonetres of space, Karellen would be waiting. It was
strange to think that the ship of the Overlords was racing away fromEarth al nost as swiftly as
his signal could speed after it. A npbst-but not quite. It would be a | ong chase, but his words
woul d catch the Supervisor and he woul d have repaid the debt he owed.

How nuch of this, Jan wondered, had Karellen planned, and how nuch was masterful inprovisation?
Had the Supervisor deliberately let himescape into space, alnbst a century ago, so that he could
return to play the role he was flulfihling now?

No, that seenmed too fantastic. But Jan was certain now, that Karellen was involved in some vast
and conplicated plot. Even while he served it, he was studying the Overmind with all the
instruments at his command. Jan suspected that it was not only scientific curiosity that inspired
t he Supervisor: perhaps the Overlords had dreans of one day escaping fromtheir peculiar bondage,
when they had | earned enough about the powers they served.

That Jan could add to that know edge by what he was now doi ng seened hard to believe. "Tell us
what you see,” Rashaverak had said. "The picture that reaches your eyes will be duplicated by our
canmeras. But the nessage that enters your brain nay be very different, and it could tell us a

great deal ."

Vel 1, he would do his best.

"Still nothing to report,"” he began. "A few minute, ago | saw the trail of your ship disappear in
the sky. 'ihe Mon is
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just past full, and alnost half its fanmiliar side has now turned away from Earth-but | suppose you

al ready know that."

Jan paused, feeling slightly foolish. There was sonething incongruous, even faintly absurd, about
what he was doi ng.

Here was the climax of all history, yet he might have been a

radi o-commentator at a race-track or a boxing-ring. Then he

shrugged his shoul ders and put the thought aside. At al

nmonent s of greatness, he suspected, bathos had never been very far away-and certain he al one could
sense its presence

her e.

"There have been three slight 'quakes in the last hour," he

continued. "Their control of Earth's spin nust be marvellous, but not quite perfect.... You know,
Karellen, 1I'm

going to find it very hard to say anything your instrunents haven't already told you. It m ght
have hel ped if you'd given

me some idea of what to expect, and warned ne how |l ong |

may have to wait. If nothing happens, I'll report again in six hours, as we arranged-.

"Hel l o! They nust have been waiting for you to | eave.

Sonething's starting to happen. The stars are beconming dimer. It's as if a great doud is com ng
up, very swiftly, over all the sky. But it isn't really a doud. It seens to have some sort of
structure-1 can glinpse a hazy network of |ines and bands that keep changing their positions. It's
alnost as if the stars are tangled in a ghostly spider's web.

"The whol e network is beginning to glowto pulse with Iight, exactly as if it were alive. And
suppose it is: or is it something as nuch beyond |ife as that is above the inorganic world?

"The gl ow seens to be shifting to one part of the sky-wait a mnute while | nove round to the

ot her wi ndow.

"Yes-1 m ght have guessed. There's a great burning columm, like a tree of fire, reaching above the
western horizon. It's a long way off, right round the world. |I know where it springs from they're
on their way at last, to becone part of the Overmind. Their probation is ended: they're |eaving
the last remants of matter behind.

"As that fire spreads upwards fromthe Earth, | can see the network beconmng firnmer and | ess
msty. In places, it seens alnost solid-yet the stars are still shining faintly through it.

"I"ve just realized. It's not exactly the sanme, but the thing | saw shooting up above your world,
Karel |l en, was very nuch
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like this. Was that part of the Overm nd? | suppose you hid the truth fromnme so that | woul d have
no preconcei ved i deas
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-so that |'d be an unbiased observer. | w sh | knew what your canmeras were showi ng you now, to
conpare it with what my mnd inmagines |'m seeing!

"I's this howit talks to you, Karellen, in colours and shapes |like these? |'ve renenbered the
control screens on your ship and the patterns that went across them speaking to you in sone

vi sual | anguage whi ch your eyes coul d read.

"Now it |ooks exactly like the curtains of the aurora, dancing and flickering across the stars.
Why, that's what it really is, I"msure-a great auroral storm The whole | andscape is it up-it's
brighter than day-reds and gol ds and greens are chasi ng each other across the sky-oh, it's beyond
words, it doesn't seemfair that |'mthe only one to see it-l never thought such col ours- "The
storm s dying down, but the great mi sty network is

still there. | think that aurora was only a by-product of whatever energies are being rel eased up
there on the frontier of space.

"Just a minute: |I've noticed sonething else. My weight':

decreasi ng. What does that mean? |'ve dropped a pencil-it's falling slowy. Sonething s happened

to gravity-there's a great wind coning up-1 can see the trees tossing their branches down there in
the vall ey.

"Of course-the atnmosphere's escaping. Sticks and stones are rising into the sky, alnmost as if the
Earth itself is trying to follow Themout into space. There's a great cloud of dust, whipped up by
the gale. It's becoming hard to see. . . perhaps It will dear in a nonent.

"Yes-that's better. Everything novabl e has been stripped away-the dust clouds have vani shed. |
wonder how long this building will stand? And it's getting hard to breathe-I nmust try and talk
nore sl owy.

"I can see clearly again. That great burning colum is still there, but it's constricting,

narrowi ng-it looks |like the funnel of a tornado, about to retract into the clouds. And-oh, this is
hard to describe, but just then | felt a great wave of enotion sweep over ne. It wasn't joy or

sorrow, it was a sense of fulfilnment, achievenent. Did | imagine it? O did it cone from outside?
I don't know.

"And nowthis can't be all inagination-the world feels
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enpty. Uterly enpty. It's like listening to a radio set that's suddenly gone dead. And the sky is
dear again-the m sty

web has gone. What world will it go to next, Karellen? And will you be there to serve it still?
"Strange: everything around ne is unaltered. | don't know why, but somehow |'d thought that-"

Jan stopped. For a nonent he struggled for words, then

closed his eyes in an effort to regain control. There was no roomfor fear or panic now he had a
duty to performa duty to Man, and a duty to Karellen

Slowmy at first, like a man awaking froma dream he began to speak

"The buil di ngs round ne-the ground-the nmountains-everything's |ike glass-I can see through it.
Earth's dissol ving

-my wei ght has al nost gone. You were right-they've

finished playing with their toys.

"It's only a few seconds away. There go the mountains, |ike wi sps of snoke. Goodbye, Karellen
Rashaverak-1 am sorry f~ you. Though | cannot understand it, |'ve seen what ny race becane.
Everything we ever achieved has gone up there into the stars. Perhaps that's what the old
religions were trying to say. But they got it all wong: they thought manki nd was so inportant,
yet we're only one race in-doyou know how nany? Yet now we've beconme sonething that you could
never be.

"There goes the river. No change in the sky, though. | can hardly breathe. Strange to see the Mon
still shining up there. I'"'mglad they left it, but it will be lonely now "The Iight! From beneath
me-insi de the Earth-shining upward, through the rocks, the ground, everything-grow ng brighter
brighter, blinding-"

In a soundl ess concussion of light, Earth's core gave up its hoarded energies. For a little while
the gravitational waves crossed and re-crossed the Sol ar System distubing ever so slightly the
orbits of the planets. Then the Suit's remmining children pursued their ancient paths once nore,
as corks floattng~on a placid |lake ride out the tiny ripples set in notion by a falling stone.
There was nothing left of Earth. They had teethed away the last atons of its substance. It had
nouri shed them through the fierce nmoments of their inconceivable neta
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nor phosis, as the food stored in a grain of wheat feeds the
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nfant plant while it clinbs towards the Sun

Si x thousand million kilometres beyond the orbit of Pluto,

Karell en sat before a suddenly darkened screen. The record was conplete, the m ssion ended; he was
homeward bound !br the world he had |l eft so | ong ago. The wei ght of centuries was upon him and a
sadness that no logic could dispel. He lid not nmourn for Man: his sorrow was for his own race,
forever barred from greatness by forces it could not overcone.

For all their achieverments, thought Karellen, for all their mastery of the physical universe, his
peopl e were no better than a tribe that had passed its whol e existence upon sone flat and dusty

pl ain. Far off were the nountains, where power and beauty dwelt, where the thunder sported above
the glaciers and the air was clear and keen. There the sun still wal ked, transfiguring the peaks
with glory, when all the | and bel ow was w apped i n darkness. And they could only watch and wonder:
t hey coul d never scal e those heights.

Yet, Karellen knew, they would hold fast until the end: they would await wi thout despair whatever
destiny was theirs. They would serve the Overm nd because they had no choice, but even in that
service they would not |ose their souls.

The great control screen flared for a nonent with sonbre, ruby light: w thout conscious effort,
Karell en read the nessage of its changing patterns. The ship was leaving the frontiers of the
Sol ar System the energies that powered the Stardrive were ebbing fast, but they had done their
wor K.

Karel Il en raised his hand, and the picture changed once nore. A single brilliant star glowed in the
centre of the screen: no-one could have told, fromthis distance, that the Sun had ever possessed
pl anets or that one of them had now been lost. For a long time Karellen stared back across that
swiftly widening gulf~, while many nenories raced through his vast and | abyrinthiric mnd. In
silent farewell, he saluted the nen he had known, whether they had hindered or helped himta his
pur pose.

No- one dared disturb himor interrupt his thoughts: and presently he turned his back upon the

dwi ndl i ng Sun.
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