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When the facts are what they are, a man has a choice of three conclusions: I must not. He won't let me. Or, it can't be. But no choice at all as to whether it will be or not ...
 
-
 
              FOR Lester McClellan, Secretary General of the United Nations, it promised to be just another busy morning. Routine was a comforting cradle that kept him from feeling the strain of his weighty office.
 
              He riffled his way through the accumulated mail the chute had deposited on his desk, then pushed the stack of papers to one side and reflectively drew a fingertip across the desk's dark, lustrous wooden surface. He was proud of the desk; not everyone rated real wood instead of formica or some other wood-imitation.
 
              The wall clock showed 0917. The Outworld delegates were due to show up at 0930. A little tensely, McClellan forced his attention back to the morning mail.
 
              Routine, he told himself. It's just routine.
 
              But it wasn't just routine. That was what was troubling him. In thirteen minutes' three smug Outworlders were due to come through his door, and then all his diplomatic skill, accumulated over years, would have to be brought into play.
 
              He unfolded the pink slips from BuPop. The figure stood at 9,111,234,006. McClellan drew the previous day's slip from the desk and compared it; the computer was known to err, at least once every ten thousand days or so. But no error had been made this time. Yesterday's figure was 9,111,102,006. One hundred thirty-two thousand human beings had been added to the world's total population since the previous morning.
 
              McClellan stared blankly at the BuPop info-slip, then slid it into the drawer. Next year—2180—was a Census year. Demographic techniques always improved considerably in each ten-year span; the census-takers would probably discover a couple of hundred millions who had been overlooked last time around. It was only to be expected.
 
              On his desk also was a memo from Kingston, head of Research. It said simply: "Lester—I think we're getting close. Can you drop down to my office about 1630 this afternoon for a progress briefing?"
 
              Kingston and his men were working on a faster-than-light drive: another of Earth's frantic attempts to dispose of its excess population. McClellan dictated an answering memo: "Tell Dr. Kingston that I'll be at his place at the hour requested, barring troubles."
 
              Getting close, the memo said. McClellan wondered. By tonight, Kingston's project, once thought just a pipe dream, might be Earth's only hope. The stars—
 
              The annunciator chimed.
 
              "Yes?" McClellan said.
 
              "Three gentlemen to see you, sir. Mr. Ludwig, Mr. Castellani, Mr. Rock wood."
 
              McClellan glanced at the clock. Damned Outworlders were seven minutes early. Impulsively he jammed the rest of the mail in a desk drawer and said, "Send them in, please."
 
              He straightened his tie, smoothed back his graying hair, fussed with his short clipped mustache. He took one last look at the memo from the Assembly instructing him as to the part he was to play in the negotiations.
 
              ("... You are to exert every means within your power to persuade the colonial visitors to reopen their worlds to immigration ...")
 
              He scowled fitfully, dumped the memo on the disposal chute, tugged briefly at his collar, and glanced up, calm and outwardly self-possessed, as the three Outworlders trooped into his office.
 
              "Good morning, gentlemen."
 
              They arrayed themselves in a tense little line on the carpeting before his desk. They looked uneasy; small wonder, McClellan thought. After all, the Outworlders were in the position of children who had refused to come to the aid of their aged parents in a time of need. No one likes to be open to a charge of filial ingratitude, even when he may have excellent reasons for holding his point of view.
 
              "Won't you be seated?" McClellan said urbanely. He appraised the tone of his own voice: it was smooth, unwavering, even. He was pleased. Diplomacy was his job; he wanted to do it well.
 
              The Outworlders moved gawkily toward the three chairs he indicated, and after finally settling themselves, leaned forward eagerly with hands placed uncomfortably on their knees.
 
              McClellan glanced quizzically from one to the next until the man on the extreme right, a long-legged, pale man with deep-set and disconcerting eyes, said, "Permit me to make the introductions. Immediately to my right is Donato Castellani, Vice Prefect of Mars Central; to his right is Earl Ludwig, Third Chancellor of Callisto Colony."
 
              "And I take it then that you're David Rockwood, Arch Secretary of Venus Mid?"
 
              "Correct."
 
              McClellan studied them. Castellani was short, pudgy, with sandy hair and a nearly-bridgeless nose; Ludwig's face seemed all cheekbones and planes. All three were dressed in traditional pinstripes, which struck the secretary general as mildly amusing, since no self-respecting Terran diplomat would wear anything so stereotyped. But these three, he reminded himself, were colonials—gauche, nervous, and very, very self-serious.
 
              He assumed an air of complete relaxation to dismay them further. "As secretary general of the United Nations, I'm happy to welcome you back to the planet of your ancestors. Is this a first visit?"
 
              "It is."
 
              McClellan smiled. "You'll find Earth perhaps not so attractive as your native worlds, but I hope you won't be too critical of us. After all, we didn't have the advantage of the Terraforming process."
 
              "Of course not," Rockwood said. He seemed to be the spokesman. His words were clipped, precise, and faintly alien-sounding. Obviously pronunciation had diverged from Earth-norm considerably in the four generations of the colonies' existence.
 
              The time had come to end the more-or-less courteous preliminaries; McClellan said, "We're very happy that the Outworlds agreed to send observers. There's a major problem here and we think you can help us."
 
              "If it's within our power to do so," Rockwood said.
 
              "Naturally. I imagine you're thoroughly familiar with the text of the Assembly resolution inviting the three Outworlds to send observers to Earth?"
 
              "We are."
 
              "Good. I've arranged for you to have a guided tour of our planet—a brief tour, to be sure, but one that will amply illustrate our major problem. Which is, of course, overpopulation."
 
              Castellani of Mars Central squinted at him. "At the conclusion of which tour, you're going to request us to open our planets for further colonization. Well, I think you ought to know—"
 
              Rockwood jabbed the Martian swiftly and efficiently in his plump stomach with an elbow; it was a surreptitious gesture, but McClellan's quick eyes took it in. He smiled good-naturedly.
 
              "The Assembly resolution," Rockwood said stiffly, "requests us to reserve our decision until we've seen Earth. Very well. We intend to abide by our agreement, and we'll take a look around."
 
              Castellani looked abashed and crestfallen. McClellan let his eyelids droop briefly in a flickering concession to weariness. He had told the Assembly and the Council both that this mission was a waste of his time and of the Out-worlders'. But the Assembly had passed the resolution and had implicitly ordered the secretary general to persuade the Outworlders in some mannei to admit Earth's ravening overflow.
 
              ("... exert every means ...")
 
              He moistened his lips and rose, digging his knuckles into the authentic wood of the desk. The Outworlders wouldn't be impressed by a wooden desktop—not when their pleasantly arboreal worlds boasted more trees per square mile than all of North America and—
 
              "If you'd like to begin the tour now—" he said questioningly, and left the sentence unfinished.
 
              "This is essentially a show-cause operation," McClellan remarked as he led them down the corridor to the liftshaft. "I mean in legal terms. You're requiring us to show cause why we should not be compelled to remain bottled up on Earth—and once that's done, you'll have to show cause why you should not admit us."
 
              "It's curious to me," Ludwig said, "that Terran law should work on so many negative principles. A prosecutor, for example, is supposed to show cause why the defendant should not be found innocent." The Callistan shrugged. "You make needless verbal complications for yourselves."
 
              "It amuses us," McClellan said. "Involutions appeal to our way of thinking."
 
              They entered the liftshaft and spiraled downward to Sublevel 23. The first stop on McClellan's list was BuBop.
 
              "We keep check on our population statistics from here," the secretary general commented, nudging open the door to the BuBop office. Douglass, the computer technician, looked up and regarded McClellan gravely.
 
              "Good morning, Mr. McClellan."
 
              "Hello, Douglass. These gentlemen are some friends of mine. I'd like them to have a look at the way BuPop functions."
 
              "Sure. Go ahead."
 
              BuPop was a mere cubicle, not more than fifteen feet square. Its walls were lined with screens bright with data; but the computers were far below. McClellan gestured to the broad screen mounted in the wall opposite the door. A line of bold red figures marched across it, flickering and changing rapidly.
 
              "There's the official record of Earth's population," he said. "Every birth and every death is automatically fed into the main computer channel as soon as it's known, and within two hours gets indicated up there."
 
              He glanced at the figure. It was now 9,111,236,917. According to the 0900 slip, it had been down near 234,000 or so. Two thousand lives had been added to the roster since he had entered the office at 0900 ... thirty-one minutes ago.
 
              As they watched, the last three digits wavered and blurred; when the blurring ceased, some hundred units had been deleted. Now the screen read 9,111,236,823.
 
              "What happened?" Rockwood asked.
 
              "Death entries clogging up in the smaller comps. It happens some times; those computers are busy day and night. Just keep watching."
 
              They watched. A flurry of births followed; within minutes the total was climbing toward 9,111,237,000.
 
              "Hardly a day goes by without at least a hundred fifty thousand units being added to the total," McClellan said. "Yesterday's was low; only 132,000. But as you can see our population keeps climbing steadily. It's an average gain of about a million a week, fifty million a year. Only there's compound interest involved in the increase, of course. Fifty years ago we were only gaining about thirty-nine million a year."
 
              "You unloaded several billions setting up the colonies," Ludwig observed. "My own world, Callisto, still is thinly populated, but I know Mars has almost a billion, and Venus—"
 
              "Total Outworld population is just above two billion," Rockwood informed.
 
              McClellan nodded. "Opening up the colonies helped. But with an increase-rate of fifty million and up per year, we'll have added another billion to Earth's population in less than two decades."
 
              "What you need is an efficient plague," Castellani said. "Something that'll clear away three or four billions."
 
              "Yes," McClellan said coldly. "Or an interplanetary war. That might do it."
 
              For a few instants tension crackled in the BuPop cubicle. Then Ludwig broke the silence by gesturing to another screen. "What's this?"
 
              "Population distribution. We do our best to keep exploiting every bit of cultivatable land, and to keep population density roughly equal all over the globe. It's strictly a temporary expedient, of course."
 
              "Of course."
 
              "And this screen over here—"
 
              The statistics were somewhat numbing, McClellan decided, as he finally shepherded the three emissaries away. In fifteen minutes more than a thousand units had been added to the total on the BuPop screen. The Outworlders were visibly uneasy, unhappy, out of sorts. Mere numbers had a stultifying effect. The next step was to show the Outworlders actuality.
 
              The copter was waiting on the roof as scheduled. The pilot stood tensely at ease; he was a fidgety-looking man with the bleak, harried look of someone whose family lived in a Class Nine one-room "apartment." At McClellan's approach, he climbed into the cockpit and readied for a take-off.
 
              "You'll be able to observe actual living conditions from here," McClellan said. The three Outworlders took seats in the copter's rear.
 
              "This is New York," McClellan said, as the small craft sprang into the air. "Current population of New York City is about thirteen million. New York City is just a legal fiction, though, as you'll see. There's hardly any gradation between the five boroughs and the outlying suburbs."
 
              The Outworlders peered down, frowned, twitched, whispered to each other. Below, New York unfolded itself, row on row on row of dwellings stretching in a dull gray-brown sheet to the horizon.
 
              "The largest city on Mars has seven hundred thousand people," Castellani said.
 
              "Callisto has no cities," commented Ludwig. "We discourage urban accumulation. Of course, with our relatively small area—"
 
              McClellan remained silent, allowing the colonials to get a full view of the continent and receive maximum impact.
 
              "Note the absence of trees," he remarked later, as they passed over New Jersey. "We have hardly any. Wood is a precious commodity on Earth—a luxury substance, you might say."
 
              "One would wonder where you plan to put the billions you anticipate in coming years," Rockwood said.
 
              "One would wonder indeed."
 
              After a lag Ludwig asked. "How is the Terraforming of Titan and Ganymede coming along?"
 
              "So far as I know it's nearly completed. Both worlds will be ready for colonization within five years," McClellan said. "But then we'll have run out of worlds to Terraform. Mercury's too hot; Pluto's too far out. The others are too big."
 
              "There are more moons," Castellani observed. "Including your own."
 
              "Yes," McClellan admitted dryly. "But moons tend to be small and barren, and not worth the billions it costs to Terraform them." He chuckled. "We could Terraform Deimos in ten years, at a cost of thirty billion dollars— but how much of our overflow will be absorbed by a moon five miles in diameter?"
 
              "You've deliberately picked the smallest one!"
 
              "Indeed. But even Luna could hardly hold more than eight or nine hundred million."
 
              McClellan turned away and looked down. A spot of green appeared— some local sanctuary, no doubt. There still was grass and trees in various parts of America. But when the Parks Act ten years ago halved Yellowstone and Yosemite to provide more housing and more room for industry, Earth's parks had been doomed. He scowled and shook his head.
 
              The pilot was following a carefully-plotted itinerary that would take him over the most thickly-populated sections of North America. McClellan listened to the steady throb of the jets and let his eyes be caught up by the unending grayness of the land below. The colonials seemed impressed— horrified, in fact.
 
              Perhaps, he thought, the Assembly had been right; if you brought some colonials down here and let them see first-hand what sort of hive their mother world had become, perhaps they'd change their minds about he Exclusion Acts.
 
              Perhaps. But McClellan wondered if it made any difference what the colonials were thinking. Mars and Venus and Callisto were only small worlds too, after all.
 
              If only the big planets were available for Terraforming! But it was impossible. Saturn and Jupiter and Neptune simply were not fit for human existence, and no sort of tinkering with the atmosphere and soil chemistry was going to change that. It couldn't be done.
 
              No. Humanity at present was limited to the three small inner worlds, Mars, Venus, Earth. Mercury was too close to the sun; present techniques couldn't cope with the dayside-nightside situation. Chemists could strip away Venus' cloud-layer and turn that formaldehyde-soaked world into a lovely imitation of Eighteenth-Century England, but there was no way of adjusting the solar constant or alleviating the pull of gravity.
 
              Not yet.
 
              They had traveled for hours; the Outworlders had seen mile on dismal mile' of close-packed houses and factories. About noon, the copter hovered over the dark green waters of the Gulf of Mexico; the jets cut off and the rotors came into play.
 
              "Are we going to land down there?" Ludwig asked.
 
              "Yes. I'm taking you to a Food Station floating in the Gulf. You may find it instructive."
 
              The copter came to rest on a broad landing apron attached to Food Station 117, a gleaming metal island drifting in the Gulf. McClellan gestured for the trio of Outworlders to step down.
 
              "We have little cultivatable land left, and what we have won't produce enough food to feed our population. But there is one high-yield area now coming under intensive cultivation for the first time—and high time it is, since it's an area covering a good chunk of the planet. We're farming the sea."
 
              A heavily-tanned man in overalls emerged from a blockhouse on the artificial island. He strode toward the little group, grinning. "Secretary McClellan?"
 
              "That's right. You're Haverstraw."
 
              The man nodded. "To the Outworlders, McClellan said, "Mr. Haverstraw is the engineer-in-charge at this station. He'll show you around. I'm pretty much ... ah ... at sea here, you know."
 
              Haverstraw took charge. He guided the by-now weary-looking colonials over the entire sprawling bulk of the Food Station, showing them the fully-equipped lab, explaining how the chemical composition of the sea governed the food yield, discoursed on the importance of the phosphate index and deep-sea turbulence and the myriad of other nutrient factors he and his men watched over.
 
              McClellan listened beamingly; most of this was as confusingly strange to him as it was to the Outworlders, but he knew the right idea was being conveyed: man on Earth was desperate for food and for living space. And the Outworlders, who reveled in their lebensraum, had a moral obligation to repeal the Exclusion Acts.
 
              A drab-smocked technician appeared, bearing trays.
 
              "These are plankton steaks," Haverstraw said. "Still in the developmental stage. The steaks are synthesized chiefly from copepods—small creatures, very much like near-microscopic shrimp. The bread at the side of each plate is baked from phytoplankton meal. Taste it."
 
              They tasted. McClellan found the plankton foods nearly flavorless, and what little flavor there wa; was offensive. From the expression on their faces, it seemed the Outworlders felt the same way.
 
              Haverstraw grinned. "Pretty punk, isn't it? We think so too. But it's awfully nutritious, and there's a darned near limitless supply. Which is more than we can say of animals, edible or otherwise."
 
              "I've noticed that," Ludwig said. "I've seen very few animals so far. How come?"
 
              "We've discovered that a kind of Law of Conservation of Life holds true," McClellan said. "The quantity of living things on one planet remains fairly constant. And if one species—such as us—decides to spread over every square inch there is, the other species start vanishing."
 
              "I see," Ludwig said gravely.
 
              "Anyone care for more plankton steak?" Haverstraw asked. McClellan winced. "I doubt it."
 
              They returned to New York shortly afterward. The final demonstration was carefully calculated to be the coup de grace; the psychometrists had chortled long and hard over it when it left their drafting boards. The pilot let them off on the roof of a building in the heart of metropolitan New York. It was 1530; the afternoon rush was just about to get under way.
 
              "Aren't we going back to the United Nations headquarters now?" Castellani asked, almost plaintively.
 
              "Yes. The pilot's going to fly back; we get off here. We're taking the subway. It ought to be fun, just about this time of day."
 
              It was and it wasn't. McClellan had never so enjoyed a subway ride in his life, watching the Outworlders' discomfiture. At least three hundred people were crammed into the capacity-two hundred subway car; with a fifty per cent overload, the car's air conditioning was utterly futile.
 
              They emerged looking like somewhat dehydrated sardines. McClellan's nerves were quivering; he was sure the Outworlders were near collapse. But the demonstration was over. He led them to the liftshaft and proceeded swiftly with them to the relative solitude of his office.
 
              "You have now seen Earth," he said. "I'll correct that: you've seen North America. Be assured that it's much worse in other places. Why, in Asia alone—"
 
              "Please," Rockwood said wearily. "No more statistics. We're amply convinced. Whoever devised this little tour is a shrewd demon indeed."
 
              Castellani nodded. The plump man looked completely wilted. "You've made your point. Over and over again."
 
              McClellan smiled in self-satisfaction. He had been of the private opinion that the tour as planned was a bit on the childish side, but he hadn't made formal objection. An Assembly resolution, after all, was an Assembly resolution.
 
              "I suppose you're waiting for our decision now," Rockwood said. His sharp eyes flicked rapidly from McClellan to the shiny desk. "Let me review: When you people set up the three colony worlds about a hundred fifty years ago, it was with the proviso that the original group of volunteer colonists could be supplemented by further groups at annual intervals. During our first hundred years of existence this worked to our mutual benefit—the men who came were able to fit right into our program." He paused.
 
              "Fifty years ago, we discovered we were reaching a maximal population— and it was then that we instituted the system of tests for prospective colonists. This reduced the flow—somewhat." Sadly the Martian added, "It came to our attention, though, that the mother world was taking steps to circumvent our system of criteria. Furthermore, we had now reached the point where, rather than welcoming new colonists, we were more anxious to control increase than stimulate it. It became necessary to take legal measures if we were to have things our way. Therefore we passed acts in Congress revoking the immigration proviso of the original charters and prohibiting all further immigration from the mother world."
 
              "Exactly," said McClellan hoarsely. "Whereupon the governing body of the mother world requested you to reconsider. For the past century we've regarded the colonies as our one safety valve for overpopulation—but now that we need to use that valve we discovered it's shut down tight."
 
              "We've seen Earth," Ludwig said. "We agree that it's a terrible, terrible situation. However—"
 
              McClellan tensed. He feared what was coming, although he had expected it from the start.
 
              "The popuation of Callisto," Ludwig went on, "is, at the moment, some four hundred million. This, for a world only a little over three thousand miles in diameter, approaches a maximal figure of comfort—inasmuch as our death rate is exceedingly low, thanks to the medical advances of the past century and the fine soil and atmosphere the Terraforming engineers provided. Naturally we have to keep careful watch over birth rates to maintain normal population distribution."
 
              "The same is true of Venus," Rockwood said. "And, I assume, of Mars."
 
              "Of course," said Castellani.
 
              In the sudden silence McClellan felt unnerved; his composure was giving way around the edges. The Outworlders had abruptly ceased to be gauche colonials. Now they were self-confident men who knew what they were doing and why they did it.
 
              Rockwood, the spokesman, stepped forward and leaned his hands on the precious wood of McClellan's desk.
 
              "We're deeply moved and highly sympathetic to your plight," he said. "We're filled with pity: the pity we'd have for an idiot who, when given a loaded gun, proceeded to blow his brains out."
 
              "What's that?" McClellan asked astonished.
 
              "Earth is vastly overcrowded, agreed. We knew that before we undertook your tour. Has it occurred to you that we haven't grown overcrowded—and won't?"
 
              "We have small worlds," said Ludwig, the Callistan. "If we allowed ourselves to breed at Earth's rate—"
 
              "Exactly," said Rockwood. The Venusian scowled. "We of the Outworlds have seen the inescapable need for certain self-restrictions, basing our ideas on your mistakes. And we're damned if we'll let you upset our way of life because you're too foolish to admit the existence of limitations. You can't or won't understand the nature of your own problem, and we pity you—but we won't cut our own throats for you."
 
              McClellan's tongue felt dry. "You refuse to consider repeal of the Exclusion Acts, then?"
 
              "Obviously."
 
              This was the moment McClellan had feared; he knew it was coming, but yet, somehow, he had irrationally expected the colonists to give in when they saw Earth's plight. Well, he would give it a last try.
 
              "You see no moral obligation to accept some of our excess population?"
 
              "On the contrary—we see a moral obligation to refuse" Rockwood said vehemently. "We're right—and helping you to alleviate your overcrowding at our expense would be an insane act."
 
              McClellan knotted his fingers tightly together and allowed his eyes to slip closed for a moment. Sighing, he said, "In its instructions to me, the Assembly made a few remarks which might be of interest. I was told to exert any means within my power to induce repeal." He paused. "Earth, I'm afraid, has more space-going armed vessels than your three worlds combined."
 
              There was an explosive hush in the room. Finally Rockwood said, "You"d use force, then? War?"
 
              "The implication's there," McClellan admitted. "But it's not war, friend. It's survival. You have country estates, rolling green fields. We don't have a free inch of space on Earth."
 
              "And so you'll fight us to make us let you in," Rockwood said acidly. His voice was cold. "You're bigger fools than I thought you were, then. Nine billion of you crammed onto one world, and a mere two billion of us scattered over three. Why, a war would ruin you. We'd bomb you in a shotgun spray and knock off a hundred thousand no matter where we struck— while you'd have to pry us out of nooks and crannies."
 
[image: ]
 
              "We'd lose perhaps a hundred million people," added Castellani. "You'd lose billions. I think we could risk it. You'd be crippled long before we were. Of course, that might help solve your population problem—until the next war."
 
              McClellan stared at them oddly. They had him whipsawed neatly. The threat of war didn't frighten them; in this case, there was weakness in numbers. He shuddered faintly at the image of Outworlder bombs landing at random on Earth, killing millions.
 
              After a long moment of silence Rockwood said, "Think over what we've told you, Mr. Secretary. The implication's clear: you're committing suicide. All of you." He smiled grimly. "We of the colony worlds have learned that some laws can't be broken; you don't admit that yet. You think you can breed unlimitedly.
 
              "Well, you can't. You'll find that out soon enough. A limitation exists; and if you don't enforce it yourself, it will be enforced from outside you. There's no escaping it."
 
              McClellan stared blankly at the Martian for a second or two, his mind a little dazed. Finally he said : "I don't imagine there's any further negotiating we can do, gentlemen. I'll arrange for your immediate return to your home planets, and thanks very much for ... for—"
 
              His voice trailed off. He was unable to utter the hollow diplomatic formalities required of him. Scowling, he kicked his foot hard into the thick carpeting, and jabbed down on the communicator button.
 
              When they were gone, he reached for the intercom. "I want Dr. Kingston, in Research."
 
              A moment later the physicist's crackling voice could be heard. "Lester? We've been expecting you down here. You said you'd come down at 1630, and it's nearly—"
 
              "I know," McClellan said. "Bernie, can you come up to my place instead?"
 
              "Well, if it's necessary ... but I want you to see a model that we've—"
 
              "I'd just as soon not," said McClellan. "Will you come up?" He broke the contact, making the polite request a direct command.
 
              While waiting for Kingston to arrive, McClellan stared moodily at the tips of his fingers, trying to sort out all the Qutworlders had said, trying to rebuild his shattered framework of belief.
 
              They refused to repeal the Exclusion Acts. And they dared Earth to go to war.
 
              Suppose, he thought, Earth did go to war—and suppose, then, that despite heavy losses, Earth won. In a century or so, Mars, Venus, and Callisto would be as swollen with people as Earth herself. What then?
 
              Kingston, down in Research, thought he had the answer: the stars. But Kingston was wrong. McClellan saw the answer with naked clarity for the first time now. We've deluded ourselves too long, he thought.
 
              War was a short-range solution; a few generations of breeding at this pace and war's gains would be wiped out. The stars? It was the same. They would never find enough planets to contain mankind.
 
              The solution, McClellan admitted bitterly, did not lie in the stars; it lay right here on Earth. Earth had ducked around the problem with subterfuges. The Outworlders had solved it. Farm the sea?
 
              The door opened. "Hello, Bernie," McClellan said wearily. "Sit down. Tell me how this drive of yours is coming."
 
              The wiry physicist smiled happily. "I think we've got it licked, Lester! The field equations show—"
 
              "No equations, Bernie. How long do you think it'll take before you've got a working f-t-1 drive?"
 
              "Maybe a week, maybe a month. No more than a year, certainly."
 
              McClellan fought coldness within. He leaned forward heavily. "Bernie— will you do me a favor?"
 
              "Possibly."
 
              "When you have your ultradrive, hide it. Don't destroy it, because we'll need it some day, but hide it. Put the schematics away until I give the word, and don't publish your findings. Because once people know there's an f-t-1 drive in existence, we're all doomed."
 
              "Have you gone crazy, Lester?"
 
              "No," McClellan said. "I've suddenly gone stark raving sane. The ultradrive is a dodge, a subterfuge. It's a substitute for the real answer to our problem. Today there were men from the three Outworlds here. They're controlling population increase up there, Bernie. They know what has to be done. We've been looking the other way. And we won't start looking the right way until we're forced to. I know."
 
              Kingston was frowning. "So—?"
 
              "So we suppress the ultradrive. So we stop trying to bludgeon the colonies into taking emigrants. So we sit here, and wait." McClellan smiled faintly. "Some thing will have to give. Earth's a plague spot: the plague is uncontrolled birth. Our cousins on the Outworlds don't want our cancer, so they're closing the lid; if you'll sit on your spacedrive there'll be no way out at all. And either Earth cracks wide open—or it grows up. There's no middle course."
 
              Kingston rose, his face livid. "You're suggesting that I destroy my life's work deliberately, that I keep from mankind the spacedrive that'll give them the stars—"
 
              "Temporarily, yes," McClellan said. "Until this mushroom of breeding is controlled. Then we'll need your spacedrive. Now it can only hurt us."
 
              
 
              "No. I absolutely refuse. You can't meddle with science this way, McClellan."
 
              "Very well," the secretary general said tiredly. "I hereby relieve you of your post and discharge you from the Research Bureau, effective today."
 
              Kingston recoiled as if slapped. "On what grounds?"
 
              "Insubordination. Your successor will be a man more capable of taking orders. Perhaps he'll be a little less competent, too, but that's all right. The stars can wait a while for us."
 
              Kingston glared bitterly and without comprehension at McClellan for a moment, then turned wordlessly. The secretary general flinched as the door slammed.
 
              After a while he rose and walked to the window. Firing Kingston had been a tough, ruthless step—but McClellan and the UN had been gentle much too long. Ruthlessness would have to be the order of the day now and forever.
 
              A big job faced him, he knew now. The time had come to stop talking and begin acting, and he was in the driver's seat. An order would have to be imposed—and enforced. Ruthlessly.
 
              No. Not ruthlessly. Sanely was the word he wanted. And the program would work, for mankind was basically sane. McClellan had spent a lifetime unwittingly preparing for this moment. Now all his diplomatic guile, his shrewdness, his real reservoir of strength, would be needed in the struggle to give humanity that which it desperately needed and which it obstinately refused to accept.
 
              McClellan glanced outward. Night had fallen, now; two or three bright stars broke the haze of city lights. McClellan drew a deep breath and stared out at the darkness, seeing, not the billion billion bright lights of the teeming city, but the three faint twinkling hopeful dots that were the stars.
 
 
 
The End
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