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one

There was nothing unusua about rain in southern Michigan—in the northern part, that is, of the Lower
Peninsula—in late July, on Sunday or any other day; but Sunday somehow made it seem drearier and
more threatening. The air in the operations shack was leaden and dim under the single bare bulb, and the
atmosphere was—

Ominous was the word that sprang into Marty Petru-celli's mind. It was an absurdly overblown word
for the sense of frustration that had gripped the squadron; but it wouldn't go away. Squadron Seven,
Merger County Group, Michigan Wing, Civil Air Patrol-USAF, wasin the grip of the sulks.

All thirty-four civil airmen and fifty cadets were on unpaid, and, a the moment, loveless bivouac duty.
Rain on Sunday, in the darkest of dl godforsaken pine forests, was a persond insult Every glutinous drop
seemed di-rectly intended to ruin visbility and turn the runway into astrip of rutted mud.

Even the knitting in Pet Petrucdlli's fingers seemed to be growing with an underwater downess, even
for her. Nobody spoke. Watching her through haf-shut eyes, Marty had acuriousillusion of awatery
gulf between them—asif, instead of being near enough to touch, she were so distant that he would have
to float acrossamessagein abottle: Dear Pat: | love you. (Signed) Marty.

Even that would be better than saying nothing &t al, or saying it, asusud, too late.

Thewater cameticking irregularly onto the floor-boards. In awhile, the operations officer thought, he
would take down one of the canvas fire buckets and intercept the drip. He had been thinking the same
thing at intervasdl afternoon.

He turned back to the photographs he was catal ogu-ing—a hobby which Harry Hartz, the CO., had
cannily turned into aduty by appointing Marty the squadron's Identification or ID man aswell. At the
desk, Harry was turning through his report forms, new regulations, copies of publicity rel eases Casner
had turned in for approva and scrawled notesfor letters he would dictate as soon as Perkins, Casner's
assgtant, felt like doing some typing. Although the black notebook in which Harry kept al this materia
was banded with ad-hesive tape on which had been inked CAP REGS— KEEP IN ORDER AND UP
TO DATE, the papersins de the notebook were dwaysin a scramble, and, judging by the glaze over
Harry's eyes, he was not im-proving their order much now.



John Hammerkein, the bulky, dow-voiced communi-cations officer, tweedled knobsin the far corner,
under the bulletin board where the fidld's traffic pattern was posted. Occasiondly heraised avoice but
not often. After awhile he turned and looked at the pot-bellied stove.

"Sart afire?' hesad. It wasindeed alittle chilly, Marty noticed. But Harry smply growled:
"What, in uly?'

The door to the hangar squaled and Al Strickland, the adjutant, camein and shut it with one heavy
shoulder, wiping his hands on the thighs of his cover-adls. "If | takethat crate down any farther," he said
to nobody, "1 won't be ableto tell it from akiddy-car." He went out, and water dushed in the sink. After
awhile he came back and looked over Marty's shoulder.

Marty felt the tenson gathering along his spine. It was going to begin again.

"Jeest," Al said, too loudly. "What'sthat, aflying -blowtorch?' . "Close," Marty said. "It'sthe Coanda
turbine jet that was shown in Paris around 1910. It never flew, but Coanda had theright idea.”

"Picture worth alot of money?"

"A quarter, maybe" Marty said edgily. "It'saprint | got from a Frenchman who owns thousands of
negartives. The negative might be worth money."

"That's one way to make abuck. Me, I'd rather fly."
"Turmblue"

Al went acrossto the raddled couch, sat down next to Pat, and closed his eyes. "He beats me, Pat,”
hesad.

Pet smiled and said nothing, but Marty knew what the smile said.

There was no question but that Al usually knew ex-actly what to say in Pat's presence, though how he
knew Marty could guess only vaguely. Perhaps the sengtivity was Pat's rather than Al's. Certainly, from
all the sources of bitterness with which the Petrucellis mar-riage had begun to bubble lately, she had
chosen to draw upon the one which made the least emotiona differenceto her, the most differenceto
Marty—and the most opportunity for Al: Marty's steady refusal, possible only in avolunteer ouitfit like
CAP, ever to leave the ground again.

It had amazed Marty to see how this one minor frag-ment, the smallest of dl their failuresto fit
perfectly into one flesh and spirit, had been e aborated into awhole row of aternately tilted teeth, sharp
enough to ripsaw their lives apart again. It had been of no interest in the beginning. It was then a curiosity,
aquirk which had amused Pat because she had been an airline stewardess for years, having resigned only
for the usual cause—marriage—and had flown as unconcernedly as she waked. Marty had been ahigh
school chemistry teacher and amember of his Town Council when they had met; he was now a State
Senator, with a consider-able prospect of reaching Washington as a Congress-man in the next off-year
elections. This prospect had been visible when they had married; Marty had re-marked then that he
would probably go to the capital in asedan chair rather then entrust the peopl€'s repre-sentative to the
air, and Pat had only grinned.

The other difficulties—the only redl ones, it had seemed at the time—piled up much faster. A woman
asvivid as Pat was anaturd target in atown as small as Mechlin. To the women she looked too much
likethegirdleadsin Mademoiselle, especidly inasmal rura town which was unableto keepits
occasiond pretty girls home much after high school and married its men mostly to the dumpy,
unresourceful resdue.

About the men Marty had been much lessworried. He had seen exactly the reaction he had expected
when he had firgt taken Pat swvimming in the river outside town, where she had emerged from the car as
incredible as a page from an Esquire calendar in her white seer-sucker suit with its superfluous



shoulder-gtraps. He had even felt alittle sorry for the truck-farmers sonswho had bulged their onion
eyesat her. You don't know it, hetold them slently, but you're bragging when you goggle over the
long-legged caendar girls; there's not aman in a hundred who can turn one into awoman, and your luck,
if you got the chance, mightn't be any better than mine.

But the women were much tougher to cope with, be-cause athough they too saw the calendar girl as
the symboal of wantonness, they would never have the op-portunity to test the notion; they could only
suspect, with asuspicion that would last aslong asthey lived.

Pat seldom complained of the suspicions of the Mechlin women, nor of therigors of livinginarura
county seet after asinglelife lived commuting between big cities across hdf a continent. Indeed, she
seemed honestly in love with the Mechlin house and its four acres of deer-browse land. About her
increasingly gpparent insatiety—or Marty'sincreasingly apparent inability to satisfy her more than oncein
adozen en-counters—she never said anything and would alow nothing to be said; Marty suspected that
she blamed hersdlf, for lately she had taken to faking satisfaction. But about flying she had become more
and morevocdl, asif thiswere the heart of the matter and contained all therest, asif in thisabovedl
Marty had failed to be true, not to her, but to himsdif.

It had been in an attempt to placate the developing in-tendty of her contempt that he had joined the
loca CAP squadron—an easy enough course in any event for aman who loved planes—but that had
only made it worse, putting Marty in more direct and visible rela-tionship to the craft in which he was
determined never to ride again. It also took Pat out of retirement and into flying, since she had joined the
squadron with him —she was now cadet adjutant, in charge of the girls— and quickly theresfter won for
hersdf a place in the community equivaent to the men in thefire brigade, or the women who ran the
church suppers. Worgt of al, it brought her into contact with Al Strickland—not only with his flamboyant,
standardized acting of therole of flyboy, and hisfaint St. Louis accent, snake-swift wit, and
chrysanthemum-blond poll, but aswell with his contempt for any airman who would not fly, especialy
onewho, unlike himself, claimed a combat record.

Marty looked at Pet, but she was watching her nee-dles. Sooner or later, he thought; sooner or later.

Hammerkein was again nursing his assemblage of bot-tles, fire-crackers, knobs, and spaghetti.
V oices muttered from the overhead speaker, sometimes sounding to Marty remarkably like adisgruntled
bear.

"Tdl me something, Pat," Al sad. "Did the Great Historian over there give you hiswingswhen hewas
romancing you—or afine set of tintypes of hot-air ba-loons?’

Pat looked down and pulled another loop of yarn over the points of her needles.
"l lost alot of wingsthat way," Al continued mus-ingly. "Used to buy them by the gross."
"What's that about hot air?' Marty said, without meaning to.

"Pardon me, Marty-boy. | forgot | wasin the presence of agtickler for accuracy. | redly did lose one
set of wings, legitimately. Maybe | gave away haf adozen. That suit you?'

"l have Marty'sribbons," Pat said, very softly.

"Nice" Al said. "No matter where aguy goes, if he hasachestful of ribbons, he can wak into any bar
and get aglass of beer for ten cents.”

Marty pushed his chair back.
"Canit," the CO. sad, turning over another paper.

Marty sat down again. Occasiondly Harry Hartz could make avery C.O.-like noise. It was not much
different from hisHarry-Hartz noise, but the smdl dif-ference made the difference.



Marty got up again, hiscuticlesitching.

"L ook a the American Aeronautical Library—hésairborne, and on aday likethis! Did you filea
flight-plan, Marty-boy?"

"l sad, canit!"

"l heerd you," Marty said. "Just tdll it to that mis-placed decimd Sitting next to my wife, will you,
Harry?'

"Better check the distribution to make sure I'm sup-posed to get that order too, Harry," Al said, very
softly indeed. "Maybe it's only supposed to go to heroes.”

"Boy, I'm sick of you guys," Harry said. "1an't it goddamn tough enough to be nailed down in this
swamp? The next one of you that craps up the opera-tions gets to be charge-of-quartersfor the next
week. Now dry up.”

"Getting something, Harry," Hammerkein said.
"In thiswesather?'
"It'sfor us, from Group. Wait."

They waited. Hammerkein twitched delicately at the knobs of hisreceiver, which had once been a
Coast Guard surplus set in avery bad state of mildew, at least on the panels. Now nobody but
Hammerkein knew what it could be driven to do, and attempts to find out from Hammerkein had ended
badly; when Marty had found him ingtaling anew knob labelled "SYM" on the panel, Hammerkein had
explained that it didn't do anything, it was just afifth knob to go on the left Side because there were five
on theright; the abbreviation stood for " Symmetry."

After amoment, Hammerkein cut the loudspeaker out of the circuit and put on earphones. At once he
sad: "It'saforest fire. Hold on." He switched over to histransmitter and pulled hismiketo his chest,
ten-derly, hisbig hand dmost swallowing it. " Squadron Vi1, Mercer County Group, Michigan Wing. |
read you... All right, I'll check with the CO. It'sabad one, Harry. The rangers say they need amap,
other-wiseit'll spread before they can get fire-lines up. Y ou know, it's been pretty dry up to thisweek."

Harry looked doubtfully out of the window. "Whao's on the line?"
"Ranger gaion.”

"Tdl them well hand them amap in about an hour after we can get off the ground,” the CO. said.
"Their fire can't make much headway in the rain, anyhow. Al, find Hank Pulaski. We want a cadet
ground crew and shack complement, Hank can take over supply and he can appoint himself a cadet
charge-of-quartersto help. Take the Primary Trainer out of tie-down, turn her over and check her out.
Get Casner on the job and dert the assistant Public Information, what's-his-name, Per-kins, hell act as
observer in the PT's student cockpit.”

"Righto." Al unfolded himsalf and went out, grinning a Marty. Pat watched him go under her copper
lashes.

"Hammerkein, you're to get westher reports to Boltz-man asfast asyou can pick 'em up; hell post a
map. | want to get usin the air as soon asthisfog liftsafoot. Also, get the air-to-ground set in the PT
tuned and ready to pick you up from the field. After that you can give Cass any help he needsin getting
the publicity stuff out, but that's not to tie up any part of the rest of the operation. Got that?"

"l got it," Hammerkein said. He turned back to the mike. "Do our best... All right, but stay out of our
hair till you hear from us... Hey, Harry, therésabailout, too, or acrackup. Broken fusel age spotted by
Lake Ihatchki, right in the middle of thefire, two hours ago while it wasn't so soupy up there. Some damn

fool poacher, maybe."



"For Chrig'ssake. Al? Al!" Therewasin indistinct, echo-muffled reply from the hangar. "Get
Boltzman to make up flares and rig the PT. After that have him lend ahand putting the Bellanca back
together. Get some of the kidsto roll her out to the pond and put the pon-toons on her.”

"Pontoons?"
"That'sright. Wherethe hdll is Casner?"

The PIO, adim, quiet man who aways struck strangers as being shy, gppeared in the hangar
doorway directly in front of Harry. "I'm here, Harry, calm down.” Casner crossed to the radio table and
began to talk to Hammerkein in alow voice. Hammerkein's clown-red poll nodded earnestly. Marty
could hear Al shouting out in the hangar, hisvoice magnified as usud by the mysterioudy huge echo the
small corrugated iron structure could produceif driven hard enough. Then Harry banged the door to and
went back to his desk.

"Every year it'sthe sameway," the CO. said. "Y ou can't keep these goddamned poachers on the
ground. How did the guy get snagged in afog and aforest fire on the same day? Venison ain't worth it.
But at least we can get some air-rescue publicity out of it, can't we, Cass?!

"Easy. Dry up and let me get a Pl flash out on the net.”

"Harry!" Al'svoice cdled from the hangar. "Give us... hand here, thisdamn plan€'s... and the
cowling back on."

"All right," Harry yelled back. "Marty, I'll pilot the Bellanca, Al will take the PT. Better plot usa
course just in case—it's outsde our usud area up there. And get Hammerkein to file the flight plan with
the CAA— hdll, you know whét to do." He pulled coverdls over his dress blues and went out, damming
the door absent-mindedly. After amoment, the engine of the PT barked twice out on the field and then
quit again.

Marty quickly swept the table clean of the photo-graphs he had been working on, stacked them
neetly and carefully, and returned them to their shoe-box, which he sowed under his chair. He got out
maps, divider, protractor, straightedge, dide rule, paper, pens and pencils from the drawer and laid them
Out.

Casner passed the mike back to Hammerkein and made for the phone, where he began to woo the
oper-ator, and then, without any audible trangition, the Asso-ciated Press. He had worked for AP some
years ago, but that didn't matter; the PIO's manner toward any possible source of publicity was uniformly
ardent. And with good reason: the gppropriation out of which the CAP had to buy its heavy equipment
depended directly upon the press scrapbooks of the previous year.

The shack quieted down rapidly, until nothing could be heard but aresidua drip of water againgt the
smooth, creamy sound of the PT's engine idling the plane againgt its chocks. Casner went out to scare up
Perkins and brief him on what photos to take while he was doft as Al's observer. After awhilean
elated-looking cadet came in with two insulated boxes from the cookshack, which turned out to contain a
reasonable emergency dinner for Marty, Pat and Hammerkein—corned beef hash and eggs, canned
green peas, poppy-seed kaiser rolls, bananas and coffee.

About nine o'clock Harry camein and picked up the chartsfrom Marty. Immediately after that, the
training plane roared and dwindled away. After the sound had died entirely, Marty could hear the
Bdlancaidling down on the pond, where Harry waited for Ham-merkein to tell him that Al had spotted
the wreck and that it wastimeto try for survivors.

It was avaguely soothing noise. After supper Pat had leaned her head back and fallen quietly asleep,
and Hammerkein, too, seemed to be drowsing over his mike. Out the window, afew stars were showing
through.

It was nearly midnight when the hangar door opened and Ezra Childers camein. Marty looked at his



watch, wondering when the Bellanca had | eft; there was no sound from the pond now except that of
frogs.

"Y ou awake, Marty?' the squadron's chaplain said.

"Moreor less. Keep it quiet, Ez. My girl'sadeep.”

"Sure enough. It'syou | want to talk to."

Ezra closed the hangar door quietly. It was agift that he had; everyone else had to damiit to makeit
stick. He crossed the room and sat down beside Marty, looking once over toward Pat with agentle,
appreciative smile. Marty felt obscurely pleased. There wasn't asingle claw of the predator anywhere
about Ezra, but he had the ability to react warmly and naturdly to what would be only the obviousto
another man.

"Marty, I'm not trying to issue you a TS ticket or anything like that. But isn't there something we can
do about thisthing between you and Al?'

"Thereisn't any thing between me and Al," Marty said. "It'sjust the wesether, that's all. Now that
wereflying again, well dl be too busy to squabble.”

"l know that. But as soon as the weather clouds up, you'll both be at each other'sthroats dl over.
What's the matter?"

"I don't know," Marty said. "Or | hope | don't know. On the surface, Al rides me because | don't
want to fly. If he has another reason, you should get it from him— or Pat.”

"Il try it," Ezrasaid. "Have you thought about fly-ing again, Marty? Of courseit's your business
whether or not you want to. But if you were to go up again, you'd spike most of hisguns.”

"Maybe, maybe not. Anyhow, I'm not going to do any flying, Ez. | joined the CAP on that
undergtlanding. Everybody knowsthat."

"But you flew inthewar."

"l suredid. Asamatter of fact | think I've got more flying time than any man in this outfit. But | don't
want to do any more of it. I've had it. Right now | shudder every timel lick an air-mail slamp, and any
man who asks me about it will get the same answer, whether it'syou or Al or whoever dseitis”

Ezragtarted to speak and then tilted his head in-stead, listening. Therewas alow, quiet droning in the
night outside; someone was doft. Hammerkein, if hewasredly gill avake, waslistening to hisinaudible
earphones. Marty, listening as dwaysto his secretly whispering sdlf, looked over at Pat.

She had not stirred, but she was looking at him out of quiet green eyes. She had been listening, too.
"That soundslikethetrainer,” Ezrasaid. "That wasfast work."

Marty got up and shook Hammerkein. The redhead came awake instantly.

"They coming back dready?’

"Soundslikeit. Better call them." Marty took Harry's police whistle out of the desk drawer and went
out of the shack by the far door into the cool, quiet night. The droning was ditinctly louder.

Marty blew the whistle, one short, one long, and then again. Lights began to come on around the
fiedld. Cas-ner came pounding acrossthe turf.

"Héello, Cass, where's Pulaski and the CQ?'

"Ontheway. The cadets are running flares out. I'll get the searchbeam going. Hammerkein raised
themyea?'

"Probably. Therell be photos.”



"Thelab'sready." Casner went oninsde. Marty could see the PT'sriding lights now; then, the faint
blue streak of the plane's exhaust. The plane had just begun to cross the field when the searchbeam came
on, and then red railroad flares sputtered into life along the run-way, streaming dense, lurid smoke. The
sound of the plane deepened allittle and went back the other way: Al was aready making alanding

pattern.

Suddenly the engine noise dropped out of existence and was replaced by a continuous sighing. The
PT-19 appeared at the margin of the field like aghog, its prop turning dowly enough to be visible, and
settled into the lane of chemicd red light. It touched the ground asfirmly and definitely asatricycle,
without a bounce, and the engine roared again, taking the plane to the other side of thefield and around
the U toward the opera-tions shack. It braked beside the rail and the engine shut off; cadets ran toward it
with chocks.

Al and Perkins, the assstant PIO, were aready out of it, stretching and flexing their kneesto get the
fed of the ground back again. Marty went back into the shack.

"Harry's on hisway back too," Hammerkein re-ported. "Didn't get the poacher or whatever he was.
Thefiresred bad there.”

"Oh, hell," Casner said. "There goes agood air-rescue story. Well, | hope the pictures are decent.”

"Why should it be asbad asdl that?' Marty said. "The wreck was supposed to bein the center of the
fire. It ought to be pretty well burned out down there by now. And the rain should have helped.”

"Ligen to the chairborne air force," Al'svoice said behind him. The pilot cameinto thelight, blinking.
"It'shot as hell in the middle of that fire, whatever the books say. Around the wreck it looked asif even
the ground was burning.”

"That'safact," said Perkins, surrendering the camerato Casner. "We made one low pass over it, and
when | stuck my head over to point the camera, | could fedl the heat on my face. Whoever wasin that
plane, he'sadead duck now."

Casner and Perkins | eft. Even with the two of them gone, the shack was crowded; the whole
encampment was awake now. The sound of the Bellanca homing in on the pond was amost inaudible
above the hubbub; Hammerkein was signaing franticaly for less noise so that he could talk to Harry.

A jeep went bucketing across the field toward the pond. After ashort while it came bounding back
again. Through the window, Marty could see Harry and his cadet hit the ground running,

"Where are the photos?' Harry demanded the mo-ment he was insde the door. "1 won't believe it
mysalf until | seethem. Jesus! Hammerkein, raise Group. That's amgjor fire weve got out there. Al'sin,
in't he?'

"He'sin," Marty sad. "He's putting the trainer in the hangar. Cassisworking on the pictures now."

"Good. Jesus God, what ablaze. | never saw any-thing likeit. | started to put the ship down on the

lake and the next thing | knew the fabric was blistering. It makes no sense to me—forest fires don't burn
hot in the center after they've been going half aday!"

"Al said the samething," Boltzman said. "What's |ft to burn in there?'

"The tree-trunks, that'swhat. Y ou know yourself that even ahot fire leaves the trunks behind. But not
thisone. Right smack inthe middle of it, al the trunks are going like torches. We dropped flares anyhow,
but we sure as hell didn't need ‘em. Even the goddamned turf was burning in some places, and there was
acloud of steam over thelake you could lose yoursdlf in for aweek." '

"Did you seethe wreck?' Ezra asked.
"Sure, you couldnt missit, with dl thet light shining off it."



"It wasn't burning?’

"No." Harry stopped to think. "Now that's funny. Why not?"
"Wasit abigjob?" the CQ chipped in. " Aluminum wouldn't burn.”
"l don't think so. Looked like a\Waco."

"Seeany wings?'
"No. Just thefusdage.”
"Group dert,” Hammerkein was saying into hismike. " Stand by for Group dert.”

Casner followed Al into the shack with adripping sponge and athick handful of limp 8x10 prints.
"Clear the desk, Harry," he said. "Herewe go."

Harry swept the desk clean onto the floor, regula-tions and al. Casner swabbed the glasstop with
the sponge and began to pedl the wet prints apart, smooth-ing them out onto the glass. "Here are your
high-dti-tude shots," he said. "They're nice and clean, and for once Perkins remembered to number them
as hetook them. Do you any good, Marty?

Marty scanned the ranked, glistening pictures, then got his clip-board and began to sketch the
boundaries of the fire onto the map. He worked rapidly and silently, while the rest of the squadron, or all
of it that could now be crowded into the shack, quieted down and watched. Severa times he made
direct measurements on the pictures, and once he said in aremote voice: "Al, isthisoneflat-on?" Al
made an angle with hishand in the air; Marty nodded, doodled a calcul&tion into the margins of the map
and resumed sketching.

Atlast hesad: "Therewe are. That'sabig fire, Harry."

"Y ou'retelling me. Hammerkein, you and Marty get the map coordinates and rate of spread out to
therangersright away. Cass, clean this up and let's see the pix of the wreck."

Casner was dready snapping his prints off the drying glasstop of the desk with aseptic, cruely kind
digpatch of adoctor removing adhesive tape from skin. Perkins ferried them out and came back with the
close-ups of the wreck, which Casner had been storing in the bath-room sink under water; now he wet
down the glass again and spread them out.

Therewas an unusua quiet in the shack. Even the cadets, who could usually be counted on to jammer
like apack of foxhounds at this stage of the game, were being seen and not heard.

"Marty, comelook at this" Harry said. "What the hell kind of aplaneistha?’
Marty left the radio and bent over the desk. The pic-tures legpt up a him.

Harry's description has been graphicaly just, asusua. Under Marty's eyes, the denuded trunks of tall
pines burned like candle-wicksin the centers of im-mense feathers of flame, lighting amist which seemed
to be risng steadily from shot to shot. The two pic-tures which had been made by the light of flares
showed nothing but a blankness with brighter glows in it—the top of the mig, lit from below by the
burning trunks. All the scenes were completely shadowless, aswell as motionless—like alandscape on
the Moon at high noon, crowded with burning spires of rock that would never change.

And in the midst of the till plumes of flame wasthe shining cylinder.

Because of the mist—steam, there was no doubt about that being boiled off from the near shore of
L ake Ihatchki—and the smoke, none of the prints showed the entire wreck, but Marty could pieceit
together from the separate shots. It was no airplane that he knew. Despite the fact that the pictures
showed nothing but a part of the body of the craft, and not even atrace of any other section, there was
enough to be sure that the thing was—



It was not an airplane.

Inthefirst place, there was no debris which might once have been wings or tail. There was nothing in
thelines of the meta object to suggest that it had ever had either. It was just acylinder, shining like metal,
bluntly pointed at both ends. Also, it had no windshield, no ports, no apertures of any kind. It was smply
aplump capsule of metal, smooth from one end to the other, and seemingly all of one piece, perhaps
solid al theway through aswell.

"Could you seeit thiswell by eye, Harry?"
"Much better," Harry said. "It reflected likeamir-ror.”

"l don't think it was all reflection,” Al added dowly. "It wastoo even for that. I'd swear it was hot
enoughto glow by itsdf.”

"Could those trees be part of agasoline or ail fire?!
"Not achance," Al said. "No laking and no smudge. Y ou can see that for yoursdlf.”
"What are you getting at?' Boltzman, the wesether officer, putin. "Isit ameteor, Marty?"

"No," Marty sad, "itisn't. It'stoo regular. But it'snot an airplane, either. And | think it Started thefire.
| think we'd better send out agenera dert.”

Therewas abrief, total slence.

"Y ou'd damn well better do more than think," Harry said. "What've we got, Marty? A flying saucer or
some-thing?'

"l think itsamissle” Marty said. "'l know every airplanein Janes, and | think | know silhouettes of
every possible plane of this size snce Farman. | so know what American guided missileslook like, or a
least what the ones we've been told about ook like. Thisisn't one of them. If thisthing isours, al the
same, it'srun wild and the Air Force ought to know about it before somebody seesit that shouldn't. If it
isn't ours, then maybe we've got a chance to study something the Russians didn't mean to lose. Or maybe
they sent it here on purpose—I don't know.

"But I'm sure as hell that the thing isn't any ordinary wreck. | think we'd better yell for help, Harry,
andydl fast!"

Al snorted and turned away from the desk. "Wdll," he said, "it's one way to get publicity for the
chairborne flight we've got here. Marty, | hope you'l throw acrumb to the guy who flew thismisson
when you get this crud on the air." He twisted gracefully and his knees bent, turning him like adancer
toward the cushion next to Pet.

Marty's hand caught him by the scruff of hisfur-collared flight jacket. "Up," Marty said. "Up, Stateside
Soldier.”

The jacket came freein Marty's hand, and some-thing hard out of nowhere caromed off his jawbone.
When his head cleared an ingtant | ater, Boltzman and two cadets had crowded Al down into the far
corner of the couch, and Ezrawas facing Marty, holding his €-bowstightly againgt his digphragm. It was
ahumiliating position, but Ezrawas strong—even stronger than he looked.

"Canit!" Harry wasroaring. "Canit!"

"Don't beafool,” Ezrasaid between histeeth. "That way you both lose."
"Letgo.”

“No."

"Can it! Goddamn it, what've we got here, akinder-garten? Al, get back to quarters. Let him up, you
guys. What kind of an exampleisthisfor the cadets? Are you guys officers or just bar-room dobs?



Marty, give Hammerkein your 1Dentity dope and get it out on the radio net. Everybody else, hit the sack.
That'sorders.”

"Y ou're sending out this horse manure about guided missiles?' Al said, shaking himsdf free of the
handsthat held him.

"Marty'sour ID man. He saysit's so. From there on the responsibility's mine. If anybody has any
objections, he can come to me in the morning and put 'em through channds. Dis-missed!"

two

Pat was very quiet after they had bedded down in their tent. Marty would have liked to have known
what she was thinking—and then again, in away, he would not, for he thought he aready knew. In any
event she said nothing, and after awhile he heard the regular bresth-ing which meant that she was adeep.
That left him noth-ing to hear but his own thoughts.

There would probably never have been such athing asradio, he reflected glumly, except for the need
to jam the broadcast of the mind. There would never have been any books, either, or any mingrelsin the
courts of kings. Luckily for novelists, publishers and makers of sogp, kegping memory inits place
requires almost the total resources of acivilization. To keep only one man's memory down, nothing less
than Perry Como, color television, WEEK, Inc., the Beethoven Lydian Quartet, regular Papal
encyclicas, and acomic strip called "Dotty Drippl€e’ will even begin to serve. Sometimes, for that matter,
neither Dr. Kinsay nor acovey of sput-niks can distract one single man from the constant dredging of his
own past which is reported in the audi-torium of his skull, the prosecutions of persons who— becausein
the years now gone they bore hisidentica name—make him guilty by association with their guilts. To
drown out that interna voice, people who love planeswill stand next to ajet engine on the ground,
a-though that noiseisloud enough to sed the capsule of the inner ear and destroy lung tissuein
tubercul ous patches, but even that is not enough.

No noiseisthat loud; the whispering aways comes back. Marty lisgened toit.

It had begun with chewing gum. Marty could still seethe smal store where he had spent his pennies
for gum cards (never mind the gum), only afew blocks away from the backyard shack where he had
spent hisfirg play-years. The shack had been behind the stacked back porches of the Chicago
gpartment-house whose basement furnace his dying father—and inevitably, af-ter only afew years, his
mother—had tended while he wasin school. The cards had given him hisfirgt pictures of flying: not free
flight, which was what he had dreamed about when he was younger, but the next best thing, flight in
planes. There on the cardsthey al were: the coffin-nosed Fokker D-7, the Pfaz with its sharklike,
conica prop-cap, the mongtrousinvincible Gotha, the two-seater Bristol fighter-bomber, the Fok-ker
D-9 triplane, the Spad, the DeHaviland with its shoddily-built automaobile engine spitting castor ail inthe
pilot'sface... The cardswerein only three colors and the colors were badly registered, but it had been
the planes that had counted.

And the heroes. Rene Fonck flying the first Nieuport to mount a dangerous cannon in its hollow
propellor-shaft; von Richtofen taking up the Fokker D-8, the "wirdess' scout with its wings supported
only by two faired struts; Frank L uther, the balloon-buster, going down after afew short weeksin
flames; Rickenbacker, ace of aces... the emperors of chewing gum, to be traded, collected, bought,
hoarded, reviewed at night card by card, and brought forward in the morning phalanx by phalanx to teke
onesmall boy out of an dley shack into the air—to fly, to fly!

Those had been the heydays of the air-war pulp magazines, too: War Birds, Flying Aces, Wings,
G-8 and His Battle Aces and adozen others, Marty had never found his saturation point for them. From
them helearned, with surprisingly few inaccuracies, the names and gppearances of virtualy every plane
involved in World War | and the names of most of the pilots of the time. One of these gave him a shock,
for one of Amer-ica's rather low-ranking aces—he had downed six enemy planes—turned out to be an



acquaintance of Marty's dead father, aman Marty himself had seen five or Six times at the shack. He did
not call a the new apartment until some years after Marty's father's death, but then, charged with being
the same man as the hero in the magazine, he admitted it. "Admitted,” to Marty's puzzlement, was the
only word that honestly described his manner.

After that nothing could shake Marty'sfaith in the magazines. When one of them published an
anniversary issue on dick paper, devoted partly to authentic photo-graphs of World War | intheair, he
had it bound. The binding was abad job even for the small sum Marty had been ableto savefor it, but
he still had the result-ing book. Saving the money had been difficult, for at the time there were 34 such
magazines appearing every two months, and Marty bought al of them, read dl of them, saved dl of them,
wrote lettersto al of them. During the months of hisonly mgor illness he had indsted thet the diet
continue uninterrupted, and the gory yarns had been read to him by his great-aunt, who substituted
harmlesswords for the occasiond curseswith interesting results: The lead came whipping in around
his shoulders, and the instrument panel burst before his eyes. A spray of scalding oil came back at
him over the windshield. "Scissors!" he gritted, clawing at his goggles. However, out of ignorance
she read the occasiond German curse-words throughout with pain-ful phonetic fiddlity.

The minor ace sat with Marty for awhile during his sickness, seemingly learning very gradudly to be
grati-fied a the boy'sinterest, but still with that air of failing to understand why. Perhaps, having flownin
the same air with men like Fonck and Richthofen, who had counted their kills by scores, he had never
thought of sx German fighters and a couple of hel pless observa-tion balloons as being much of a
record—this, at least, had been Marty's guess, and he had once tried to ex-plain, with elaborate
precautions againgt being inter-preted as talking about any particular person, that since the Americans
redly only werein thewar avery short time, the records of their aces during that one year should be
multiplied by the number of yearsthe war had gone on for the other nations, in order to provide afair
basis of comparison with the records of the French, British and German aces. He saw at once that the
ideawastotdly unwecome.

"Did you ever get in on one of those Chrismas dinners?’
"Christmas dinners? We were only there one Christ-mas, except for the L afayette Escadrille.”

"l mean where dl the members of the German squad-ron would come over and land Christmas day
and you'd dl have dinner together before you went back to fighting each other.”

"Oh, | guessthat happened once or twice. Not in my time. By the time we got over, nobody was
playing games any more. Maybe in the early days. | heard that the Boche dropped awresth for Luther
when they finaly got him, but | never could find anybody who'd seen it hgppen—never got the story any
way but third hand. Nothing like that ever happened while | wasthere. Y ou shot at them, they shot at
you, and that wasit. They wereflying in circuses by then—no gentle-manly stuff about that, just get the
most planesin the air that they could and mob you. Didn't work very well, but not because they didn't
want it to."

"The Boche." It was an echo. Marty cherished it.

"Why didn't it?'

"Well, because you couldn't hardly push the trigger without hitting something when you were that
badly outnumbered. And the planesin the circuseswere al kinds of models, some of them good, some
of them way out of date. | remember seeing aD-7 in one of those shows come out of atight turnina
dogfight and shoot a D-3 right into bits because it couldn't get out of hisway fast enough. | don't think he

meant to hit it at al, hewas just running afaster plane and thinking faster than the guy inthe D-3. You
have to think at the same rate that the plane does.”

"Did you ever see Richthofen?!
"Once. Y ou couldn't miss that red-and-white check-ered Fokker tripe he flew. God but those things



could climb. Nothing today, of course, but in those dayswed never seen a plane stand right on itstail
and grab sky."

"Didyoufight with him?"

"No, thank God. Eddie tangled with him a couple of times and came homelooking like a Swiss
cheese—and Eddie was good.”

"But didn't you try?'

"Yeah, | tried. | don't guess| tried very hard, though. That youngster that finaly did get him did it on
pure luck. Didn't you know that? Well, hell, I'm sorry, but it's true. HEd been hit aready and the kid just
pigeoned him. If you're looking for romance and dl that, | can tell you that everybody on our side hated
that kid's guts. Not that the Kraut hadn't killed many asick pigeon himself."

"Could Fonck have gotten himin afair fight?'

"Fonck? Maybe he could have doneit on firepower. In those days a one-pounder cannon was heavy
stuff. I don't know. Those boys were good. After al, they won.”

“They didn't."

"Oh, not thewhole war. But in the air they were dways ahead. Hell, Marty, | don't seewhy you
pump me about this Suff; it'sal dead and gone now. But it'strue; if it'd adl depended on the fighting in the
air they'd have taken us al hands down. They developed new planesfagter, they got 'eminthear faster,
they had crack pilots, and they trimmed the pants off us. Well, I'm sorry, but it's so. | saw it happen.”

It wasn't like that in the magazines. But it was au-thentic, and it was planes. And it was more than his
father had ever been able to give him while the old man had been alive. Maybe the ex-ace had fdlt it too;
at least, he came around more often even after Marty was mend-ing, and once or twice he had brought
with him some dusty token which he himself had evidently not had out of its shoebox for ten years a
handle from aBass Ale spigot pull which, he said, he had gotten in London and had later used as aknob
for thethrottle of his plane; adirty brass-bound acohol compassin itsorigi-nd lesther belt-case; and
findly, gift of al magnificent gifts, hiscorroded silver wings.

Marty's grest-aunt had approved, his mother had not; something in the tales the greeat-aunt had read
seemed to have unstopped a bloodthirsty vein in her diminished, dehydrated body, where Marty's mother
said that so much talk about war was bad for the boy. Nevertheless, Marty prospered, and o, in
asense, did the ex-ace: his manner when he gave the conva escent youngster the wings was peculiarly
expectant, as though he were handing alump of lead to an dchemist. Marty knew better than to wear the
wings, but he carried them to school in histrousers pocket, and sometimes he felt a strange sensation
down there next to histhigh, asthough the wings were stirring. He dreamed of flight more and more often
and awoke to wonder why he seemed at the same timeto find himsalf carried back to his babyhood.

Perhaps the ex-ace, having come to know Marty only as aflying youngster immobilized in bed by a
protracted illness, forgot to connect him with the silent, active shadow he had caught sight of on hisfew
earlier visgtsto the Petrucdlis flat; or perhaps he had, bewilderingjy, begun to think of himsdf asMarty's
father and of the house as his house; dmost certainly he had been alonely man, and perhaps Marty had
never had any rea-son to think of him, asaman at dl, but only asadim archetype, crossing the tarmac in
France toward his everready Spad with its heavy-trimmed nose, ready to take off into that steep climb
which was Marty's de-pendable road to deep.

Whatever the reason, the man was aready there when Marty came home after school that afternoon
and walked into his mother's bedroom, to report that he needed a costume for aschool play; he had the
role of the Cat in Magterlinck's Bluebird. Both of them had sat bolt upright at once, their arms dancing
jointlesdy, like two pink marionettes.

For awhile after his mother's mule had hit the door-frame beside him, he had been unable to do



anything but stand where he had retreated, in the bathroom be-hind the locked door, and blow hisnose
repeatedly upon mile after scratchy mile of toilet paper, unable to connect the impact of the shoe beside
his ear with the small demand he had made on her time. All he needed was a union suit dyed black, some
ears, atail. They hadn't even given him the chance to say what he had come carefully prepared to say.
They had smply told him to get out.

He did not know what to do. He did not at al know what to do. The thing about the costume could
be glossed over somehow, he had not really much wanted therole, if that was what was the matter.

But...

After awhile he discovered that he was washed out. Even the phrase came from the air-war
magazines. Now he knew something about it. He opened the bathroom door cautioudly. Nothing could
be heard in the rest of the house.

He went back to hisroom, and touched al the maga-zines. There were too many of them. Maybe the
book with the real photographsin it was enough. But he could not bring himslf to take down the
magazines and decide which of them could be jettisoned. He sat on the bed and thought, occasiondly
testing to see whether or not there were any tears left. There were one or two, but they didn't seemto
amount to much.

Findly, he got up, went to the closet, and got down the shoebox from the top shelf. In here were dl
the gum cards, years and years of them. They were blurrily printed and most of them were inaccurate and
stank of peppermint, like the stick-candy the doctor had brought him. The odor came out at him like
geam, the moment helifted thelid.

He looked down at the packed, neatly catalogued cards for awhile. Then, one by one, he began to
tear them up.

It became morning very quickly, and with the sun the waves of hest camerrolling acrossthefield,
burning off the brief mists and setting the heat-devilsto flicker-ing again above the hard-packed runway.
On certain days when the sun was at just the proper angle, you could stand at one end of the runway and
see asheset of pae blue sky overlaying the other end, exactly as though the pond had flooded; it was a
perfect example of amirage for Hank Pulaski's meteorology classes.

That shimmering lake wasjust beginning to form when thefirst of the planesfrom Group arrived, the
sound of itsengine waking Marty immediately. He rolled out and went to the tent flaps to watch the red
and yellow Piper Vagabond come skimming in; then he buttoned the tent flaps together carefully and
padded back to Pat.

"Hey, Pat. It'scoming up on ten hundred.”

"Itis?" She struggled to get her left arm out from under the sheet to look at her watch. "Damn. And
I'm supposed to take three of the girlsfor an operator-third-class lesson with Hammerkein.”

"Hammerkein needs to be chaperoned about as much as Josiah's horse. Anyhow the routine's
probably all off for today. A ship just camein from Group, and | think | hear another one now. Let'sgrab
breakfast and get over to the shack.”

"All right,” Pat said. She seemed very withdrawn.

The planes from Group, and later from Wing, con-tinued to come in; there were eight of them by
after-noon, and they were followed by half-a-dozen radio-equipped jeeps. Most of the planes promptly
went out again to look at the fire, but by thistime Marty was knee-high in paperwork. Nevertheless, he
seemed to find ample time to think, and none of his thoughts were pleasant.

Thereturn of thelittle fleet from thefire cut hisinter-mittent brooding short. Even from the fence,
Marty could see that Harry and the men from Wing were a once excited and grave. They came



pounding into the shack with the expressions of men who suspected that for once the squadron had
something hot on its hands.

"Marty, weve got alot of new photos here. We're going to need a detailed map of that whole area.
Not vectorsthistime, but topography. That thing isstill there, and the fire's much worse.™

"Any better ideawhat thething is, Harry?'

"No. Too smoky to tell by eye. But we took some Aero Infra-Reds too; they ought to help. The Air
Force planes were still there when we left—they'll be landing here later with specia gadgets, and three or
four big-wigsthey'reflying in. Hey, guesswhich big-wig in particular.”

"For God's sake, Harry, thisisno game. That mis-sile might have an H-bomb in it—and we're well
ingde the tota-destruction range if it does.”

The C.O. turned pale. "Jesus, | never thought of that. No wonder he's coming. It's Commissioner
Hom."

"Chrigian Holm? The AEC man?' Cold mouse-feet began to run up Marty's spine.

"That's him. He was in Chicago making some speech or other, when your dert hit AF headquarters.
They got it to him right away. Oh Jesus, that reminds me. Cass!"

"Here, Harry."
"Kill that P flash from here out. Holm's orders.”

"l can'tkill it now," Casssaid. "That'd smell fishy as hell to the press boys. Look, suppose | just
down-pedal the ‘wreck'—say it's thought to be an old one, maybe, and then forget to mention it after
that? That way, | could play the story as a straight forest fire and lose the rescue angle. Nobody'd be the
wiser."

"Any way you think'll work. Y ou'rethe PIO, not me. Start now."

Thefirst jeep camerolling back down the road toward the field; overhead, however, around burring
roar suddenly belled up from benegath the limits of audi-bility and began to make the whole sky ring.
Everyone |ooked ouit.

"A C-47," Harry said. "That'd be Holm. | just hope our runway can takeit.”

"Harry," Hammerkein said from theradio. "Listen to this. | just picked up agenerd order from the
net, al Air Force, commercia and private traffic. The CAA'sjust declared the whole Lake Ihatchki
region aprohibited area, and the rest of the county a danger area.”

"What the hell?' Harry said plaintively. "How are we going to do any flying over it if they do that?"
"Were dill on assgnment,” Marty pointed ouit.
"That'sjust part of it," Hammerkein said. "Civil De-fenseisordering it evacuated.”

Harry was dowly turning red. "All of it?" he squesked. "Us, too? Jesus, thisisgoing to ruin the
squadron—well have the parents of al those cadets on our necksin nothing flat—"

"No, listen, Harry. That'sthe funny part of it. The areathey're evacuating isonly astrip about amile
wide. Runsfrom the center of thefire, over dong thisway." Hammerkein's blunt finger made astraight
path on the map from Lake Ihatchki to the county line.

"Downwind from the wreck, asthe wind blows now." Harry said. He turned to stare at Cass, and
then a Marty. "Now what the hell doesthat mean?"

"l don't know, Harry," Marty said. "l only wish | did.”
And then that day too was over; curioudy little seemed to have been accomplished. Once more Pat



sank into slencein the darkness of their tent. Her breathing became more even.
Then, suddenly, she said out of nowhere:

IIMa.ty?l
"Yes What isit?'
"What do you make of all this? Why would anyone want to bomb us here—even the Russans?’

"There could be alot of reasons. If it'sadirty bomb, it wouldn't matter too much where it landed.
They'd be interested in the fall-out downwind of it, not the spot whereit hit. Or they could have been
aming a Detrait. If it came over the Pole, an error of just afew seconds of arc would have dropped it
hereingtead. Or hitting a tiff arctic storm after re-entry.”

A match scratched and flared. In the brief glow as shelit her cigarette, he could see that she was
sitting up on the cot, her bare legs crossed tail or-fashion under one of Marty's shirt-deeved nainsook
pajama-tops, her free hand resting on her ankles.

"Then you think it's—an H-bomb or something like that,” she said, blowing out the maich. The
darkness was blacker than ever. "Wouldn't it have gone off right away?'

"It could be adud. It could be anything. Onething'sfor sure: it came along way and it was going
fast— escape vel ocity or better—or it wouldn't have been so hot when it hit. What stops meiswhy it
didn't make an impact crater, going at that clip. It should have buried itsdlf, even if it didn't blow up.”

The cod of the cigarette glowed and subsided. "I see" she said in aneutra voice.

"l don't know, Pat," he said carefully. "If it'll help any, nobody would start awar these dayswith just
one bomb. | don't think we've even come close to guess-ing what that ‘wreck' isyet. | don't think it'san
attack. It'safluke—or awhat-is-it. That'sal we know.” As areassurance, that was anything but good
enough, Marty knew; it didn't even convince him. But there was nothing ese he could say.

He knew more than well enough the nature of the weagponsin his own country's hands and assumed
auto-maticaly that no counter-espionage system could pre-vent the enemy from knowing at least twice
asmuch as he knew. That one missile could destroy acity, and with cobat sheathing could poison
thousands of addi-tiona square milesfor five or more years—those were of course the facts you had to
begin with. Nothing in his experience, not even warfare was thet tota . But he doubted any nation would
annihiliate an area it wanted badly enough to make war over it, or poison aterri-tory it would later have
to occupy and administer. That lesson, he thought, had been learned in Germany and Italy, where the
enormous, devastation caused by the "unconditiona surrender” policy was till being paid for by the
victors,

And, hethought, trlere are times when even asitting duck getsabreak...

Instantly hewas back in 1943, back in the B-17 again, listening to its one functioning engine pop and
sputter, sounding remarkably like the normal operating noise of one of the CAP puitt-putts. The other
three engines had been knocked out by flak over Dresden, and only fast work at the throttles, plusthe
automeatic response of the pitch gearboxesin feathering theidle props, had prevented them from bursting
into flame. The bomber had long ago fdlen far behind the rest of the flight and by the time the other
planes had van-ished was |osing dtitude steadily over occupied France.

They had kept the plane doft by jettisoning half its gas and al the dismountable unnecessary
equipment, including the bombsight, but even so the lightened plane refused to rise above three thousand
feet. It seemed im-possible that they could get it over the northern Pyre-neesto the Bay of Biscay.
Except for alanding and internment, the only course Marty had been able to plan required flying through
one of the mountain range's few and difficult passes.

Then the Me-104 had come dropping out of the sun toward them. At first the Messerschmidt pilot



seemed undecided; he circled the crippled bomber warily, per-hapswaiting for it to fire on him. Finally
the German cut sharply in toward them and opened up.

For hdf an hour the bomber's captain kept them floundering onward, without power enough evento
dodge—the least sudden swerve would have taken the ship into aflat spin from which it would never
have pulled out. The rest of the crew huddled clutching their guns, swearing and weeping with furious
impotence while the German dugs poured dl through the ship on each of the Me-104's passes like gusts
of sopring rain. The Luftwaffe pilot was shooting mainly at the re-maining engine; but Marty could still fed
the single convulsive shudder twist the radio operator at whose back he had been crouching. ..

Then the shooting stopped, and when the time for the next pass came around, failed to start again.
The Me-104 had run out of ammunition, and the ragged bomber il flew. Then the German had tried to
buzz the plane, but the dtitude was too low to make that a safe sport. After awhile the fighter swung
away and left.

The B-17 responded very duggishly to its controls, and al during the flight through the narrow,
infractuous valey the torque of the off-center engine kept trying to pull them around into the rock walls.
On the heights of the mountains bounding the pass there were German anti-aircraft gunner's nests; the
gunners had the novel opportunity to shoot their weapons down at a plane. Again, there was nothing that
could be done about that but keep flying. And, with al of this, the B-17 nevertheless got back to
England, with only one of her crew killed and one wounded. The planeitsdf had quite literdly falen into
bits as soon asitstires had bumped the tarmac, but Marty had come out of it with nothing more than a
few scratches. None of them had had a chance from Dresden on—Dbut they had made it anyhow.

n M a.ty?l
"Um?'
"Don't you have anything more to say than that?'

But what could he say? Thiswas no time for heroic reminiscences of the Great War. He was not even
sure what relevance the memory had.

"l wish | did," he said. "But we don't know enough about it yet."
"That'snot what | meant. All right. Good night.”
"Good night."

The cigarette went out. The humid air was more charged than ever with dread, and with unfulfilled
de-sre, and with unspoken words. But what could he have said?

Only that no catastropheistotal. People survived. It wasimpossible to anticipate it, or to explain it
after-wards. But they survived.

Some of them, depending on the catastrophe.
And that was not enough.
three

Holm had worked fast, but he found time to wonder why, if the thing had indeed come over the Pole,
it had not been spotted by one or anumber of the radomesaong the D. E. W. line—that, after al, was
what the multi-million dollar Digtant Early Warning system wasfor. And how had it managed to get over
Michigan without creating ascramble at the interceptor base at Lansing?

The answer, when it finaly camein, was far from re-assuring. There was no record of any such
object at any station aong the D. E. W. line. A possible trace on Lan-sing records might have been the
object, or it might have been ameteor; whileit had been in radar sight, it had been moving at least eight
miles asecond. There had been ascramble but it had been caled back as"fail-safe," smply because the



object obvioudy was going to strike long before Lansing could have gotten asingle planein the air; the
natural concluson wasthat it was ameteor; missiles do not move a 8 mps. even on re-entry. But the Air
Force photographs of the grounded object showed just as plainly that it was any-thing but a meteor.

He had a brief, sharp tusde over the phone with Gen-era Egl, the "principa officer" of the Atomic
Energy Commission and thus technically Holm's boss; but he got the necessary authority to dedl with the
Stuation on the spot from the Department of Defense, which put at his disposa Mg or Mendes, the Air
Forceliaison officer for the CAP group involved, and acompany of engi-neers. Holm promptly ordered
the company into the woods to build atruck road to the object, lay down a metal-mesh landing strip and
throw up Jamesway hutsto serve asfield laboratories. He took great care to send with the company a
daff of fiveradiologists from the Chicago AEC office, but dl the same he was gloomily sure that
somebody was going to get burned before the job was done.

Hereceived thefind sed of hisauthority to handle the problem by courier from Washington, just as
he was about to leave for the CAP field himsdlf. It came in the form of ahuge, multicolored map of the
af-fected areq, freshly printed by the U. S. Coast and Geodetic Survey; he could smdll the fresh ink ashe
unfolded it. It was labeled "Atomic Airgpace Reservartion,” and showed alarge "Prohibited” area
cross-hatched in red, surrounded by atill larger "Danger Ared’ which fanned out toward the east—the
way the weather usualy moved. Included was the printed text of an Executive Order dated today:

"By virtue of and pursuant to the authority vested in me by section 4 of the Air Commerce Act of
1926 (44 Stat. 570), the airgpace above the following-described portion of the United States is hereby
reserved and set gpart for national defense and governmental purposes as alrspace reservation within
which no per-son shdl navigate an aircraft except by authority of the United States Atomic Energy
Commission. Any per-son navigating an aircraft within this airgpace reservation in violation of the
provisons of this order will be subject to the penalties prescribed in the Civil Aero-nautics Act of 1938
(52 Stat. 973), as amended.”

The sgnature was that of the President of the United States.
That wrapped it up. The object in Merger County was now Christian Holm's headache.

Harry Hartz had been wrong about the C-47; ap-parently it was on itsway north, though Marty
knew of no airstrip which would take the big craft, anywherein the vicinity of thefire. Holm himsdf—he
arrived hdf an hour later in adeek twin-engined Piper Apache—explained what was afoot.

"Welaid out amesh strip up there, and we're flying in the rest of what we need,” he said, unfolding a
huge map onto Harry's battered desk. "We don't know what we're going to have to do about this thing,
but were prepared for just about anything. Lieutenant Petrucdlli, if you'll put this up on your bulletin
board, welll get to work."

Marty nodded and put up the map. Harry stared at the signature.

"Thislookslike big medicing" he said, rubbing his chin reflectively. He hadn't shaved, and evidently
felt uncomfortable about it.

"We don't want to take chances," Holm said. "Thething isradioactive, after dl.”
"| was afraid of that," Marty said grimly. "Soit isabomb."”

Holm shot him aquick, piercing look. The Com-missioner's expression was extremely guarded; about
all that could betold from it was that he was soddenly, chronicaly tired; but his dark, circled eyeswere
quick and gave the impression of penetrating the solidest objects as thoroughly astheinvisible radiations
which werein hisofficid charge. Physically hewasasmall man, with black hair salted with gray, and
bird-boned, never-till hands, and yet the responsbility he carried did not dwarf him. It only made him
seem taciturn even when hewas being in redlity quite voluble, asthough no matter how much he said he
could never get out more than aminute fraction of what he knew to betrue.



"I wouldn't bethat definite," he said. "Naturaly we thought of that, but we shouldn't bein ahurry to
make up our minds. Lieutenant Petrucelli, weren't you in Washington in '54 before the old Manion
Commission on States Rights? | seem to remember you."

"Good Lord," Marty said. "l wasthere, sure—so were about two hundred other state senators. Do
you remember dl of them?1 don't remember seeing you!™

"Many of them. My staff screened everybody at that conference. The day may yet come when the
AECII beturning some of its authority over to the Sates; we wanted to know the men the states thought
could handle thejob of State Atomic Energy Commissioner. But | remember you particularly because my
people rated you high; you seemed to know as much about my sub-ject as anybody there. Were you one
of the men who flew over this—object?’

"No," Marty said, grateful for the sudden change of subject. "Harry did, and so did some of the other
boys—we cangiveyou alig."

"Get that list for me right away. | want blood tests on everybody that was over that spot. | don't
suppose anybody was dangeroudly exposed, but the radiation is intense—the thing is abeta-minus
emitter at about 0.3 million eectronvolts, and it puts out gammarays about equivaent to what you'd get
from athree-mil-lion-volt X-ray machine."

Casner whistled. "'l thought those photos looked kind of fogged,” he said.

"We thought so too,” Holm said. "And now we know why. Captain Hartz, you and the other men
affected get over to the hospital tent right now. Our medicsare al set to run tests.”

"Yes, gr," Harry said. Except for Pat, Marty, Hammerkein and the Commissoner, the operations
shack was empty lessthan aminute later. Through the win-dow, Holm watched the men trot acrossthe
fidld with an expresson Marty thought might be sardonic.

"Hard radiation scarestheliving hell out of every-body," Holm said abruptly. "Including me. Y ou can't
fed it, you can't see it, and dl thetime it can be killing you dead where you stand.”

"Commissoner, if thething isashot asdl that, isn't it going to be tough to approach?’

"Tough? Impossible. And the surface temperature doesn't seem to be declining any, either. The Air
Force boyslaid thermocouples on it: it's maintaining a steady two thousand degrees Fahrenheit. That's as
hot asthe inside of ablast furnace. No wonder it started aforest fire."

He waked from the window to the map and stood with his back to them for along minute. Abruptly,
and without understanding where theimpression came from, Marty redized that the man was dmost
intolerably lonely. If Holm had redlly reviewed al the delegatesto that 1954 conference, he had found
precious little un-derstanding of atomic energy or of the Commission among them, that was certain; and
probably hisrecords on Congress didn't show amuch better picture. It would be murder, even for an
insengitive man, to be charged with acrushingly responsible job understood by maost nobody; and Holm
did not seem insengitive—indeed, an exquisite sengtivity would necessarily be one of the prime
prerequisitesfor thejob.

Pat seemed to fed it, too. She took a step toward Marty, but the movement was quickly aborted, as
though she had redlized that any reassurance she could fed from contact with her husband would not be
worth two more steps. Y ou don't, Marty thought, have to be a high government official to know what
londlinessis

"Thisisavery nasty problem," Holm said in alow voice. He seemed dmost to be talking to himsdlf.
"Weve got to fight that fire, but werre going to haveto fight it in radiation suits. Every speck of soot,
every flake of fly-ash, every particle of smoke is contaminated. Marty?*

"YS, s'r.ll



"You might aswell cal me Chris, you'll be seeing ahedll of alot more of me than you'll probably enjoy
in the next few weeks. Y ou've got aweather man in your squadron, haven't you?'

"Y es, sure. Do you want him?"
"Not right away. In afew minutes. It just finished raining here?!
Marty nodded. "Hard. It lasted for three days.”

"Good, then we probably won't have another for awhile. That's the biggest damn nightmare of all.”
Holm turned away from the map and came back to the desk. "There's already consderable fall-out,
downwind of the object. If arain should wash that smoke-pal down in a populated area—well, you
remember what happened to those Japanese fishermen in the 1954 fusion-bomb tests.”

He sat down and began to shuffle through Harry's photographs. One of them arrested him amost
imme-diately; he stared at it, frowning. He seemed ingtantly to have forgotten there was anyone dsein
the room.

Marty cleared histhroat. "Chris, | gather you don't think it'sabomb. What isit, then?’

Holm looked up and placed thetips of hisfingerstogether. "Do you two want meto talk to you?' he
said. "You'd better understand that I'm not supposed to, and that whatever | tell youisgoing to bea
burden to you. | don't think you have any ideawhat knowing a secret involves these days."

"l can guess. Y ou can tdl meto mind my own bus-ness any time. But naturaly I'm curious.

"Then no, | don't think it'sabomb. Radiologicaly it'stoo hat; it's obvioudy unshielded, and | don't
see how anybody could assemble and service such awea-pon. Also | don't know any reason why a
bomb should be thermally hot. The fact that the temperature isn't declining indicates that therésa
continuous reaction going on indde—in other words, if thething isnuclear in nature, then it'sdready at
critical mass and working at the levd it's supposed to work. When you bring abomb to critica mass—it
goes off." He had ticked off these points on two fingers, he bent down athird. "Also, it's either too big for
abomb or it's not big enough. If it's only abomb, it'stoo big. If it'sabomb cum propul-sion
gpparatus—that is, amissile with awarhead—it'stoo small. Thefact that itsradiating the way it does
indicatesthat it couldn't possibly have been carried here and dropped—it would have killed the bomber
crew long before they could have gotten it here.”

"Remote control 7' Pat suggested.

"l don't think so. Either radio r-c apparatus or a computer would have been put out of actionina
hurry by dl that ionization. No, the thing iseither amissile or aprojectile. But in that case, why isit S0
small? Itswhole insde would be taken up by its engines, leaving no room whatever for awarhead.” A
fourth finger doubled over, but Holm did not speak immediately; he seemed to be thinking. Finaly he
sad: "Come over here, you two."

They bent over the desk, and Holm put the photo-graph down where they could seeit. ™Y ou may
have noticed thisbefore, Marty," he said. "They tell me you made the origina map from these photos.
Tdl mewhat you see here that's unusud.”

"The object, whatever it is."
"Begdesthe object.”

Marty frowned. After amoment he pointed hesitantly to adark streak, which led from the object to
the bail-ing, misted shore of Lake Ihatchki. "Isthat what you mean?'

"Yes. Noticethat it's on aline with the long axis of the object. It doesn't extend beyond the object,
ether. And look how the light seemsto strike on either side of that stresk, asif the ground were higher
there”



"It looks ploughed,” Pat said.

"Precisdy. It was ploughed. That thing obvioudy hasasmal sharp ked of some sort hidden
underneath. It wouldn't need it during flight, so | supposeit's actually asort of centerboard which drops
for just this purpose—to arrest it when it touches down. Like brakes." His piercing eyesimpaed Marty.
"What doesthat tell you?'

"Wedl—of courseit'sthelanding track the thing tore. Let's see. It meansfirst of dl that it camein
a-most horizontdly, like aplane landing—it didn't fall Sraight down to whereit is, asabomb or amissile
would."

"Right," Holm sad. "Go on."

"It camein pretty dowly," Marty said. "Didn't knock down any trees but the onesthat wereright in its
path. And it didn't make an impact crater—I remember no-ticing that before. So it was making a
maximum of two hundred, probably less.

IIRig,tlll
"Therésmore? I'm sorry, | just hit theend of theline"

"All right. Marty, what kind of athing would stop itslf by digging atrench? Remember, that's how
it's supposed to stop itsalf. That'sthe way it was designed. What would happen if you tried to stop a
planethat way?'

"It'd nose over. Ah. | see now. It's heavy."

"Itisindeed,” Holm said. "And consdering its size, it must be terrificaly dense—for al we know, it
could be solid, metallic uranium. Now therés still something ese. Y ou said it was going at no more than
two hun-dred when it came in. What's the top weight you can keep in the air at that speed, by speed
alone? Because you can seethat it hasn't any airfoil surfaces.™

The words began to sound loaded and dreadful even before Marty had followed them al the way
through. It was nothing in the way Holm was speaking; his light tenor voice was as neutral asdways, asif
he no longer knew anything in the world grave enough to deserve extra stress. The dread wasin the
content of thewords, not in their tone.

"l couldn't give you the top weight offhand,” Marty said quietly. "But it's only afraction of what that
thing must weigh. So something ese was holding it up wheniit landed. 1t came in under power.
Controlled power "

"That'sright,” Holm said. "It's remarkable what a streak on a piece of paper cantdl you, isn't it?' He
covered the photograph carefully with another. "Jugt to start with, it tells usthat we're probably going to
need a least two expert linguists, and al the communi-cations engineers Bell will lend us. | know Davisat
the Oriental Ingtitute in Chicago, and Kovorsky is at Notre Dame. We can get them both here today."

"l don't understand,” Pet said. "Why do you need linguists?"

Holm looked up at her. "I hope | won't need them,” he said. "But I'm not banking on it. Y ou see, Pat,
what we have up north isa spaceship. It can't be anything else.”

She looked incredulous and faintly offended.

"A gpaceship?"

"Y es. We knew it would happen some day; now the day is here. That'swhy I'm praying that | won't
need Davis and Kovorsky. If there's anything inside that ship, it's something thet can live at atemperature

of 2000° in abath of hard radiation that would kill any form of life we know about. And something that
can stand at least fifty G's of deceleration—"

"How do you figurethat?' Marty said.



"Measure the length of the [anding track, figuring that the ship was making two hundred miles an hour
when it touched down and came to rest where we seeit. Ob-vioudy the thing decel erated
logarithmically—at arate that would mash aman into bloody custard. And that'sthe way it's designed to
land; so fifty G'sisameatter of total indifferenceto the desgners. Isnt it?’

"To the designers, no. Only to the design. Possibly theré's nobody insideit a al—just machinery that
can take decderation of that kind."

"Possibly,” Holm said. "Buit if the designers didn't mind working with a ship that's hot in both senses,
they probably didn't have to worry much about mechanica injury either. That'swhy | think thething hasa
pilot— and why I hope | won't need any linguists. | hopethat if theré's anything insde that ship—it's
dead.”

There was a sputtering blast of sound outside asaPT belonging to Group caught and began to warm
up. The sound of an airplane engine had once seemed to Marty to be the purest song of power anyone
would ever hear. Now, it sounded hating and rickety. (The shining, com-pact, fantastically dense
ovoid of the spaceship was swelling in the high blue air, plummeting toward the forest, the whole
sky screaming like a metallic banshee asthe air boiled invisibly away from the thing's sides. The
supersonic bang broke over the trees, but the ship was already gliding in among the stripped
branches, bunting the trunks in its path aside with a casualness which only looked deceptive; at
the last minute the curi-ous centerboard dropped into view and the tail dipped; the centerboard
glided sharply down. Earth fountained away fromit like water. The shining hull stopped abruptly
at the end of its trench by the lake. Then the forest wasin flames.)

Holm raked the photographs together and stacked them. "1'm going to ask both of you to come with
me," hesaid. "And only partly because I've been talking out of turn to you. I know more about you than
you think, Marty; | want you on hand.”

"Y ou don't need me," Pat said.

"Maybe not. Nevertheless—"

"On hand where?' Marty put in edgily.

"At the Site. Weve looked at this thing long enough. Now were going to have to do something about
it. We can get there quickly enough in my plane—"

Pet turned abruptly away, and Marty fdt histeeth grinding together. Everything seemed conspiring to
drive him repeatedly back and forth over that one deadfdl; and eventualy, the brancheswere going to
breek and drop him into the pit.

"I'm not going,” Pat said in aneutrd voice. "He doesn't need meto hold hishand.”

Holm looked from one to the other of them with a curious, one-quarter amile.

"What's the matter—are you afraid?’ he said, in that quiet tenor voice. "Each of us dies oneway or
another. | of al people can assure you of that."

The Piper Apache left for the metal-mesh strip next to the object, carrying nobody but Holm and his
pilot. Explaining to Holm why he would not fly—or attempt-ing to, for Holm suddenly became inattentive
after only afew sentences—had cost Marty even more than he had anticipated, but he was till on the
ground. Perhaps that was what counted.

Theride north in the jegp was bumpy and much longer without Pet than it would otherwise have
been. Still, talk would have been next to impossible for either of them had she been along, for at thefirst
check-point aong the route Marty and hisdriver were both stuffed by Holm's guardsinto white,
tranducent pladtic fal-out suits. But then, the suitswould only have made visible asituation Marty knew
would have obtained in any case.



It'stoo damn bad, Pat, he thought. It was fine whileit lasted, Maybe this spaceship thing is the best
way— something that comes from outside. We can aways blame that.

The smoke was just beginning to appear on the sky as afaint haze when the jeep bucketed around a
sharp curve and into sight of aroadblock. There were two more soldiers there, both in suits.

"Y ou're Commissioner Holm's party?* one of them said as the jeep came abreast. The driver
confirmed it. "All right, go ahead—but zip the suits al the way closed from here on. Y ou'll probably be
safe enough using thefiltersfor about the next haf mile. Then you'll hit another roadblock and they'll sedl
you up.”

He waved them on. The sky was distinctly grayer now, and amid the Sighing of the wind through the
boughs Marty could hear afaint, distinct crackling. It was not much louder at the second roadblock, but
theretheair carried with it, too, the sharp resinous odor of wet ashes.

At the roadblock the soldiers had flung up abarrier of barbed wire which reached away into both
sdes of the forest. Just beyond it was the wire-mesh airgtrip, with the C-47 sitting on it; and nearby, too,
was a hdf-track bearing ahuge crane. The temporary field boiled with activity.

"We're putting two oxygen bottles on you," the guard said. "Don't adjust them or tamper with them in
any way. They're metered to get you to the next roadblock. And don't fuss with the sedls on thefilters.
From here on out, thelocd air is poison; don't forget it."

They were never out of sight of work details after that, and somewhere during the next haf-mile the
jeep went through the fireline. Since the fire was out at this point, there was nothing to see there but a
huge cleared swathe, afirebreak—and, on the other Sde, the charred trunks. Thefina guard post came
into sight much earlier than had the others, because there were no leaves and few branchesto mask it.
Standing next to it was an enormous white truck with agreen cross painted on its Sde, from which came
animmense, whining roar. The noisswas arelief, in away; ever snce his suit had been seded, Marty
had been maddeningly conscious of the sound of his own breathing, and of the hiss of the oxygen bottles;
the figure next to him in the jeep waslike abulky specter.

Anather figure came out of the command shack, which here was a standard-size Jamesway hut, and
mo-tioned the jeep to stop. Through the faceplate of its suit, Marty recognized Holm. The Commissioner
made twirl-ing motions with hisfingers on each sde of his head; after amoment, Marty understood and
switched on the earphones.

"Our friend's down the hill about amile from here," Holm said at once. "Go and get connected up to
the blower, and then we'll take alook at him. We're pre-paring to move the object to arail spur, as soon
aswe can get our cranes shielded, so it may not be here much longer.”

Hetook Marty to the truck and stood aside while the technicians affixed to his back aflexible hose as
big through as a sewer pipe, which stretched turgidly across the burned turf into the interior of the truck.
Assoon asthe blast of filtered air was circulating inside the white plastic, the oxygen bottles were
disconnected. Marty could barely hear Holm now, even &t full ampli-fication, over the noise of the
blower.

"All right, let'sgo.”

Beyond the truck, the ground doped sharply, afact for which Marty had been unprepared; the
photographs had failed to show it, and he had not had time to read the contour-lines on the AEC's
alrspace-reservation map. At the floor of the depression, Lake Ihatchki shone sullenly under awhite mist.

Between the crest and the lake, the object lay, feature-less and till.

The two of them picked their way carefully down the dope, the blower howling in their ears. Marty
reglized suddenly that he was swesting, not from fear, but from smple heat; the metalic ovoid at this
distance beat a him as strongly asawinter sun. He had barely registered the fact when he felt adistinct



chill. Thecirculating air was evaporating the perspiration. The rapidly dternat-ing physica sensations, the
monotonous howling of the artificia gae, the cramped dream-d ow movements to which the suit
restricted him, the blackened motionless-ness of the smoking tree-trunks, al were more than alittle like
anindividudist's vison of Hell. While he stood, a blazing pine-cone rolled past him down the hill.

"Stop here," Holm'svoice bellowed out of no-where. "Unsafe from here on without shielding. Usethe
binocs"
Marty raised the instrument to hisfaceplate and pressed his nose againgt the inside of the transparent

barrier. Because he was separated from the eyepieces by about an inch, the twin fields of view seemed
no larger than nickes, but after amoment he was able to blend them into asingleimage.

The ship looked no different; it was smaler, if any-thing, than it had looked on the photos. It wasa
good thing that Harry and the others had Jeen over the ob-ject so short atime; had they stuck around
only five minutes|onger, their blood tests would have come out differently.

Then there was a change. Marty was uncertain, at first, what it was, nothing seemed to have moved.
Then hesaw it.

Therewas now athin black line scoring the side of the meta egg. He shot aquick glance at Holm.
The Commissioner had seenit, dl right. Just four seconds later, the air around them was ripped wide
open by a seering, screaming hiss—so loud and so sharp that for afull second later Marty could not even
hear the blower.

White-ballooned soldiers appeared like magic al aong the invisible boundary. Nearby, out of an
in-nocuous tangle of black brush, the muzzle-brake of a104-mm. gun did ingdioudy into view.

The circle around the nose of the spaceship thickened on one side.
The nose was acircular door or airlock.

It opened.

It came out.

It was vaguely anthropomorphic, perhaps fifteen feet tall, athough it was hard to judge at this
distance. For dl its height, however, it was squat, dmost haf asround at the belly asit wastall.

Beyond that, the fact was that it was bifurcate, had a head and two arms. The short legs, swollen at
their centerslike two over-stuffed sausages, sprang without grace or logic from the flattened bottom of
the torso; the arms, only dightly lessthick, stuck out from the sides as awkwardly asthose of agarfish, a
little below the shoulders. The armsterminated in two ridiculouslittle figsswhose digitsif there were any
were pursed together like those of a contracted anemone o that they could not be counted. There was
no neck; the domed head, shaped somewheat like the skull of an elephant, rose straight from the torso
without a break. In the head Marty could see asingle glaring spot of light which flickered rapidly with
colors so violent and so hot that it was blinding to look at them for more than an in-stant at atime; they
made any search for other featuresimpossible.

Feet? Again, it wasimpossible to be sure. Marty had failed to see them while the figure was emerging
from the ship, and now they had sunk severa inchesinto the black earth. He could remember only a
vague blunt something, an ova extremity which was neither foot nor hoof.

Therest of the visitant was as shiny and black as anthracite, without marks or visblejoints. It
appeared to be naked of both clothing and gear; but "naked" was the wrong word, for it seemed to have
neither genitals nor breadts. It was, in fact, strangely hard to see; the blacknesswaslike aholein the

smoky landscape.
And that was all. The creature stood there. Possibly it was watching them, too.



Someone was pushing a Marty's suit.
"Pull back!" Holm was shouting. "Back to the truck. Get them to disconnect you."

The soldierswere aready retreating, walking back-wards, their tubes contracting with them. The
104-mm. gun stayed where it was.

"Wait aminute. Are you staying? What are you go-ing to do?'

"I'm going down farther,” Holm said in atight voice. "'l need full power on the blower. Don't argue,
justgo.”
Reuctantly, Marty drew back. Without the binocu-lars, the visitant was only amotionless, tubby

black doll in the distance, except for the smoke still risng around hisfat legs. Holm waited patiently on
the dope while Marty retreated.

At thetruck, soldierstook the white caterpillar off Marty's back—he was glad to be rid of the noise
of the blower—and shepherded him into the Jamesway hut. Insde there, at along window facing the
gpaceship, there was an argument going on: aplump little man with apink scap, abrown mustache, and
afringe of brown hair, and atdl, spare Sav, dso nearly bad, both with binoculars glued to their eyes,
were debating what kind of aworld could give birth to such a creature.

"It'sridiculous,” the Sav said. " Are those shuttered ports eyes? If so, it had three of them. That would
giveit range of vison wider than housefly—yperhaps three-hundred-sixty degrees.”

"l cant seeany eyesa dl," the plump man com-plained. "That light organ istoo bright.”

"Use polarization, then you can see. Also note, Davis: two whorled, horn-like ears, set flush to Side of
head. Center eyeis sat directly above mouth—if that light-organ is mouth. Isthat possible—binary
hearing with trinary visua scanning? How could its head carry brain of requisite size to accommodate
both? And why should eyes be shuttered so heavily? They look more like gun-ports. |s someone playing
usjoke?"

At this point the argument became so thoroughly larded with technica termsthat it passed entirely out
of Marty's understanding. Y et, since the two men were not |ooking at each other, the whole conversation
somehow did not seem to be about anything that was redlly hap-pening.

Holm was aready going down, cautioudy, obvioudy wary of the increasing heat as he approached
the crea-ture, but not seeming to pay any attention to the radi-ation hazard. He stopped once to jump the
blower tube over a stump, a procedure which took considerable strength, for the tube was nearly rigid
with theforce of the air being driven through it. Then, deliberately, he' lurched on down toward the ship
and its motionless passenger.

He looked extraordinarily londly.

"| see one eye," the plump man reported dubioudy. "The other two must be around the curve of the
skull. Boris, have you got areticulein your binocs? Check me on the belly girth. 1t looks bigger around
than the airlock the creature came out of ."

"Itisclosefit,” the Sav agreed. "What is Chrisdoing? Heistoo close dready.”
"This istoo closefor me," the plump man said.

Holm looked at the dosimeter on his bloated white wrist and stopped. In the suit, he looked like an
al-white caricature of the black thing that awaited him. Then he began to gesture.

At firgt his motions meant nothing to Marty, and then, suddenly, they became as clear asan infant's
word-less pleato be picked up. Holm'sarms raised dowly, palms forward, to show the creature that he
was carry-ing no wegpons. Then, equaly dowly and with great exaggeration, Holm shook handswith
himsdf. He point-ed to himsdlf, to the creature, to himsalf; shook his own hands again. Again, pdms up;



again, the handshake. Then he stepped back, pointing to an areain the blasted forest which could not be
seen from the Jamesway—the direction in which therail spur lay. Then, doggedly, he repested the whole
series of gestures, and again; and again.

There was no response.
"He hasn't achance,”" the plump man said. "He's using anthropocentric Sgns.”

"Heisjusdtified by thing's morphology. It has hands. If it has wegponsit hasto hold them. Empty
hands, or hands busy with each other—those are reliable symbols of peaceful intent under such
circumstances.”

"On aplanet that runs at 2000° F. Nonsense, Boris."

The Commissioner was repesting the gestures again. The visitant just stood there; it wasimpossibleto
tell if it was even following Holm's mations. When Holm stepped back, the creature as before failed to
follow him. It was planted there like a great black rock, utterly silent and enigmatic.

Holm stood till too, asif indecisively, and then be-gan to walk backwards. He could not, after all,
turn hisback on the thing while the semi-rigid air tube was holding him facing forward; but Marty thought
he would have, had he been able. His fantastic courage utterly failed to match with the stereotype of the
bureaucrat.

The tube contracted and sucked him toward the truck.
Thevistant seemed to waich him go.

Holm'sface, when he was shucked out of hissuit in the Jamesway, was completely drained of color,
and helooked asif he were about to be sick. An Army medical officer stepped solicitoudy toward him
and was waved off. Holm went directly to the window.

"It'sno good," he said, in hishigh neutra voice. Marty, who was beginning to become accustomed to
it, could hear the edgein it. "How can we expect him to follow human sign language? His mind must
work dif-ferently. Heisn't even semi-human.”

"My point exactly,” the plump man said. "Did you hear that hisswhen the door opened? Therewasa
vacuum ingdethat ship!”

"All right, Davis, come up with something,” Holm said irritably. "Thisis your department. How do you
go about communicating with something that hasn't even got amouth?”

"That isnot our problem yet," the tall man (Kovor-sky, of course, as Marty had already deduced)
sad quietly, still without removing the binoculars from un-der his shaggy brows. "Isfrom close rangewe
haveto work with him, Chris."

"Tobesure,” Holm said, hisvoice thinner than arazor. "Obvioudy he can't beleft where heis, he's
gpraying hard rediation al over the place—and with enough intengity to induct radio-activity in anything
he touches. He could poison the whole damned country-side. And if he decidesto take astroll, well
have to cut loose on him—and worry later about where well bury the pieces.”

Davis swung on him with ajerk of astonishment and outrage.

"Destroy him?' he said. "Inconceivable! Chris, think of the knowledge he represents! At least give us
achance at him. We can work out away to talk to him, some-how. Y ou can't afford to muff this. It may

never happen again.”

"I'm aware of that. But | won't give you gentlemen one minute with him, not until I can take him
some-place where people won't run up against him casualy. Nor insects, nor bacteria, either. He's
deadly, can't you get that through your skulls? He can't even put hisfoot down without sinking right into
the ground—and he's hot, he's hot dl up and down the e ectromagnetic spectrum!”



"Bacteria?' Davis said dubioudy. "Insects?| don't see—"

"He'sa source of mutations,” Holm said. " One nu-clear burst of afew seconds at Hiroshimais il
killing thirty people ayear, and the genetic damage was probably thousands of times that. This creature
putsit out steadily, hour by hour, like dl the X-ray machinesin the world rolled into one."

Marty said: "Chris—excuse me, but you took therisk."

"No," the Commissioner said impatiently. He did not even seem to know who had asked him the
ques-tion; hereplied to it asif it had come to him anony-moudly out of theair. "I'm loaded with
flavenoids, ru-tins, versenes, every possible antiradiation drug | could get. | don't take risks; I'm not paid
for that. And ge-neticdly | don't exist; | had myself sterilized after | got more than the minimum
permissiblelimit a atest shot two yearsago.”

Judging by the expressions he saw around him, Marty was no more shocked and surprised by this
than Holm'sintimates were. That much belief in the dutiesto one's self implied by ajob was quite literdly
unknown to Marty outside the ranks of the cdlibate clergy.

"Thepointis,” Holm said, "we've got to get this mon-ster to a safe place. The best place would be
our out-dated fusion research plant outside Grand Rapids. We can shield him there, and thered be the
river to bleed off the heat; and we'd be able to recover some of the cost of the plant that way. But how
under God do we per-suade him to go?

Nobody said anything for along minute, though the answer seemed obviousto Marty. At last, snce
no one else seemed willing to speek, Marty said serioudy: "Why don't you get behind him and push?’

The problem of Martin Petrucdlli, State Senator, Civil Air Petrol officer, World War |1 hero and
permanent groundling, was quickly submerged in Holm's mind, but it never went very far from the
surface, and could be felt running up its periscope a unexpected moments. It was the visitant, however,
who camefirg.

The debate in the Jamesway on how to persuade the creature to move had been noisy, but it had not
cometo anything in the end. Holm had finaly seen that there was no practicable dternative to the
suggestion that Petrucelli had made—to get behind the object and push. Of course, if the object resented
thiskind of attention, or decided for some other reason to push back—

The hdftrack-mounted crane crawled cautiousy down the dope toward the spaceship, the shielding
around its cab concedling the fact that there was no driver indgdeit. It was being operated from aVHF
radio in the Jamesway. I1ts movements were erratic. some-timesit would turn adegree or two for no
visible reason, or run forward six to ten feet at increased speed and then brake as suddenly; once whileit
had been stopped temporarily it began to jiggle on its massive hydraulic springs, asif it had recognized
the creaturein front of it and was impatient to proceed.

"What's the maiter with that thing?' Holm said ir-ritably. "It acts defective.”

"It'sdl right," the radioman said. He was swesating however. "It's the damned radioactivity. It
interferes with the RF impulses—garbles 'em or blocks 'em. Some of it's acting directly on the truck's
own circuits, noth-ing I'm doing accounts for that idiotic bouncing up and down.”

"What idiot shielded an empty cab and didn't shield the RF recaiver?’

"Y ou couldn't shield the receiver without blocking the transmission too,” the radioman said surlily.
One of hishands began to tremble over his set. Holm shut up.

The hdf track inched to a stop behind the black figure and the crane swung around. Theradio
operator touched a switch, and anet of steel cables dropped over the creature and gathered itslf in
around him. When the operator moved again, the roar of the winch engine could be heard clearly dl the
way up thehill.



For amoment nothing happened at all, except that the sound of the winch ground rapidly down to a
furi-ous growl. Then the note rose alittle, as though the winch was meseting less resistance or gaining on
itsload. Holm siffened.

The tread of the halftrack on the sde opposite the creature, he saw suddenly, was off the ground
amost afoot. He opened his mouth to shouit.

But hewastoo late. Solemnly, the haftrack toppled over onitsside. It fell directly upon the creature.
The back of the cab buckled with a screech of shearing sted!.

The winch engine howled in anguish; so did the Diesdl which drove the tracks. The operator cut them
both off with afrankly shaking hand.

"No good," he said. "He weighs more than it does.”
"Maybeit crushed him," somebody said hopefully.

That was at least possible; he could not be seen with the overturned halftrack in the way. But the
answer was forthcoming immediately. The haftrack tirred again, independently. It seemed to be running
through its disaster in reverse, like amovietrick. The tread which had left the ground came swinging up
and around in a heavy arc and dammed back into the earth.

The entire back of the cab was crushed. The net, shredded, swung wildly back and forth on its cable
from the end of the crane.

The creature stood exactly where he had stood before, but he was moving. Its great arms—the hands
were open, so that Holm could see that there were six fin-gers on each, starfished from the pdms asthe
limbs were from the body—were falling dowly and evenly back to its Sdes. When the motion was
completed, it was back in the same position he had assumed after it had first |eft his spaceship.

"Herighted the truck," the radioman whispered. "Didn't hurt it abit."
"Try the Diesdl," Holm said hoarsdly. "Seeif you can gart it.”

Very digantly, at the bottom of the hill, an inertia starter whined. Then the Diesdl blatted once* twice,
twice again, and caught.

"Moveit out,” Holm ordered. "Toward therail spur.”

The humiliated halftrack backed away and turned. It began to crawl away, its movements asjerky as
be-fore, shidding and torn stedl flailing on both sides of its cab like clipped wings.

The truck was dmost out of sight when the cresture moved again. Oneleg lifted, bending at the
middle, the black hide creasing asif askin full of thick wine were being twisted. The creature took a step
forward. Then it took another.

It waswalking. Its motion was natura and smooth, but it was aso vastly dow. It followed the
haftrack.

For amoment after he too had disappeared, Holm remained staring fascinatedly at thetrain of ova
tracks the stalking shadow had |eft. The first two—where he had been standing—were so deep that the
bottoms of them could not be seen. Therest were shallower; in fact, they had lost depth with every new
step the walker had taken. The last few that could be seen from the James-way were no deeper than a
bear of comparable sze would have made.

The cresture could control hisweight.

"All right, let'sget moving,” Holm said, returning the binocularsto their case. "Evidently hésgoing to
co-operate, as soon as he understands what we want of him. Nobody'sto messwith him aslong ashe
stays on the direct route to the railhead. If he turns off that route, try to herd him back on it with a
small-armsfire. | don't think that'll hurt him—and even if it does, we can't have him starting another blaze.



And keep the planestracking him; we don't know how fast heisyet. Istheflatcar at the railhead
dreagdy?'
"Cameinthisnoon," the radioman said, wiping hisforehead.

"When he getsto it, urge himinto it by butting him with the halftrack. That's one kind of language we
know he understands now. Then ship him out. Call ahead dl aong thelineto Grand Rapidsand seeto it
that he has a clear track. Find out what bridges and signa stands and so on he may have to go through.
Thereinforce-ment and shielding on the flatcar are acinch to make it wider than gauge; anything that it
won't pass through or under will have to be torn down. Or dynamited. And seeto it that nobody
approaches him closer than 500 feet at any time during thetrip.”

"Yessr." The radioman resettled his earphones, leaving one ear partly uncovered.

"And one other thing: that car is never to go faster than ten miles per hour. If it turns over and dumps
that mongter at any point aong the route, every man in-volved will wind up flagging donkey enginesfor
Stand-ard Qil in Carapito—if he lives through the accident. And make it clear that Cargpito isajungle
towninVenezuda Understand?’

"Y&, s'r.ll

"Davis, Kovorsky, you're to go to Grand Rapids; I'll meet you there. If we get this creature to the
plant with-out any mishap, well ingal him in the pile-chamber there and rig waldoes, televison
observation, the usud thing. After that you can test-interview him, and well seeto it that you get a staff
and whatever other facilities you need. Don't forget that well haveto clear every body you want:
namechecks on minor help, and full field investigations of anybody who's to make decisions you don't
make. And that both my staff and the Penta-gon's representatives will insst on monitoring the work, right
from the beginning.”

"Naturdly,"” Kovorsky said, making awry face.
Turning toward the door, Holm caught sight of Mar-tin again.

"Marty," hesaid. "Theres going to be a Commis-sion meeting Friday about this black snowman of
ours. I'll need you to testify: you know what happened in the very beginning and did the work on the
evidence. Can you get there?'

"By flying?' Marty sad. "No."
"l don't give adamn how. But get there; that'sall | care about. Y ou signed an oath when you joined

the CAP. I'minvoking it, and I'm going to hold you to it. | want you at that meeting Friday—how you
arrangeit isup to you. Understand?’

“All right," Marty said. "I'll be there”

The creature's progress toward Grand Rapids, sur-rounded by ablack case with alegend stenciled
on it identifying it as acomputer, was as stately and attended by precautions as though it were actudly an
immense and fragile telescope mirror. Peoplein the first smal town through which he passed were aerted
by the hoot-ing of the advance train and came out to watch the sol-dierslaying down the barbed wire,
After that, they phoned their neighbors on down theline.

By dusk, the wire barricadesin each new hamlet were lined with spectators, craning their necks and
hold-ing their smaller children on their shoulders. Many of the men had binoculars. At night, cars drew up
on ether sde of the thousand-foot path through which the railsran, playing their headlights acrossthe
tracksin each others faces. When the locomotive and the flatcar with its enigmatic burden crept past
them—nothing but a black box being towed at ten miles an hour—there was atumult of auto horns.

What the visitant thought of the noise—if it heard it at al—could not be imagined. He was very nearly
saluted by amore organized sort of noise at three o'clock the next morning. A group of high-school



stu-dents had managed, in the night silence, to get past the wire barrier at apoint severd milesoutsde
their town, and then hiked acrossto the railroad station. They had with them torches ready to light, and
hedtily painted banners:

WELCOME GIANT BRAIN
HOW MUCH
1IS2X 2
ARE THERE
MEN ON MARS?
WHO DOESEVELYN LOVE?

They aso had acollection of dented band instruments. Their own eagerness saved them. They lit the
torches, rattled New Y ear's Eve noisemakers and struck up achorus of "Billboard" for the advance
train's predeces-sor, which happened to be the staff train, not the crea-ture itself, and were chased home
indisgrace.

None of them knew that had the black box actually passed that close to them, dl of them would have
been dead within amonth after its passng.

Holm did not draw an easy breath until the flatcar had been shunted safely into the recelving yard of
the Grand Rapids plant, and the gates swung shut across the tracks. With Davis and Kovorsky, he stood
on the bridge of the plant's control tower and watched, while heavy-duty cranes plucked the black box
off the car and swung it doft.

"They'd better not drop him," Davis muttered.

They didn't. The ground gaped for the creature, and the cranes lowered himinto it. The sted claws
came up again empty and the shaft closed. A moment later, aflood of sticky white foam began to pour
from nozzles at the bases of the surrounding buildings: acheating agent, designed to pluck metd atoms
with chemica claws from the concrete, the dugt, the ground itself. Once the foam was flushed away, the
yard would be reasonably-free of induced radioactivity.

The Grand Rapids plant—actually well outside the city—was from the point of view of the present
Situ-ation nothing but a happy accident. It had been built years ago as an auxiliary plutonium production
unit, which together with achemica plant near Macon, Illi-nois, was to supply raw materiasfor
Nagasaki or im-plosion-type fisson bombs. Rapid progressin bomb design, plus some equally effective
espionage by some persons named Rosenberg and Greenglass, had ren-dered both plants obsolete
before they had been used. The "Spoon River" plant at Macon had been sold, but nobody wanted Grand
Rapids; nobody owned a suitable atomic pileto put in its still-cold pile chamber.

The vigtant was there now. It was not necessarily idedl for it, but it wasidea for the human beings
who had to deal with him. It was surrounded there by hun-dreds of cubic feet of lead-shielded concrete.
The poi-soned air that had circulated around him was carried up a 300-foot stack by specia blowers; by
the time the dust particles he had irradiated had traveled that far, enough die-out had taken place to make
it safeto re-lease theminto the air. And should hisradiation output suddenly increase, automatic counters
would record it and flood the whole chamber with water, liquid cad-mium, or molten lead, depending on
what the increased output seemed to mean.

Findly, nearly every possible means of observing him was available in the plant. In the heavily
reinforced bucket seat which had been ingtdled for him, he could be watched from all Sdesat once, right
here from the bridge. He could be heard; his temperature checked; his waste-products—if
any—anayzed; his chemistry and radiology probed. If there was any need to intro-duce objects from
outside into the tank, they could be dropped in there by pneumatic tube, or, once he learned the use of



the airlock—if he did—he could send out or take in samples which were carried to the lock by an
ordinary toy electric train. Once the objects were in-side the tank, they could be handled by powerful yet
precise pantograph arms and hands—"wal does'—uwhich projected from the walls.

"We have somefirgt results,” Kovorsky said abruptly, turning from the television screen on which he
had been watching the ingtalation in the tank. "They mean little or much, one does not know, but they are
adart."

"Tdl memore”

"To begin, he dtracts cosmic rays. All platestaken in hisvicinity show heavy-nucle tracks sverve
sharply toward him. Projected, they hit him. It isimpossible to imagine how he does this, but purpose can
be guessed. They may well be his source of energy.”

"He eats cosmic rays?' Holm said.

"l doubt it," Davissaid. "The effect isred enough, but the 'why' is another matter. | don't think the
energy supply would be steady enough to maintain hisradia-tion output at such an even leve."

"It could be conserved—but it isonly guess," Kovorsky agreed readily. "For another, Chris, we are
never to find out what he is made of, unless perhaps he should die. Or hishideyield samples, which |
doubt. Y ou see, he varies his emission spectrum, | would amost say at will. No two spectrographs we
took of him are dike. Some minutes he is made up like white dwarf star, otherslike Crab Nebulg; thisl
don't believe, I'll tll you. Effect is optical. We are taking motion pictures now through prism, to see how
rapid isthevariaion.”

"What | want to know," Davissad, alittle petulantly, "iswhat he does with dl that energy. Therehe
is, just standing there, doing nothing, and yet he's as hot as ever. And operating a spaceship can't be hard
enough work to require a pilot that runs as hot asthat. Maybe he puddles sted for aliving?'

Holm dropped that line of thought without interest. That kind of thing was up to Davis and the crew.
It was characterigtic of the plump little expert to be pre-occupied with the technica details, Daviswas
invariably moreinterested in problemsthan in their implications. The result was that he and the spare Slav
quarreled often and, heatedly over procedures and conclusions. They were, nevertheless, closefriends,
and highly dedi-cated men whom the Commissioner trusted implicitly.

It was Kovorsky in particular, however, upon whom he was counting. The older man, Russian-born
but long naturalized, was widely known to the public for his popular books on astrophysics; they were
wittily aswell as cdearly written, and illustrated with diagrams and cartoons of his own which even
fellow-scientists thought funny aswell as accurate. It was not generaly known that his ability to talk
accurately about abgtract mattersin smple (if sometimes not exactly idiomatic) Englishwasonly asingle
facet of agreat gift for languages. He spoke fifteen, including three West African did ects which he had
been thefirg to crack—most of them bet-ter than English, dthough he wrote uniformly well in al of them.

Davis and Kovorsky had been hired by the State De-partment in 1953, when the internationa pool of
fis-sonable materias had first been proposed, and had become involved with the AEC and with Holm
auto-matically because of the nature of the subject. It had been then that Holm had discovered the most
esoteric of Kovorsky'slinguigtic gifts: the ability to understand the relationships between the structures
and assump-tions of different languages. Or, in brief, the ability to explain what the Congolese delegate
really meant by theidiot thing the trandator ins sted he was saying.

If the black creature could talk, Daviswould find out how—and Kovorsky would understand what
was being said.

Of course, if Holm were to ask either man what the import of the message was for the United
States—and by extension thiswhole smal planet—neither of them would have an answer Holm could
use. Daviswouldn't even understand the question; Kovorsky would repest patiently, "What he saysis..."



Scientists were like that; others of them would soon be telling Holm to a degree how hot the creature
was, where his power came from, how his ship flew—but not what hisarrival here meant.

Questionslike that were Holm's business.
The hard ones.
four

When the Atomic Energy Commission's second meet-ing on the subject of the creature finaly began,
acivil-ian named Alexis Kaye, whom Holm didn't know, hadn't expected to be present, and didn't like at
sght, sat inonit. Genera Egl, the head of the Commission, introduced him to Holm and to Nathan
Albers; the other two commissoners—with Egl, the three most re-cent gppointees—obvioudy dready
knew him. Equally obvioudy, they werealittle afraid of him.

He was ascientist, because anyone with enough Q-clearance to sit on a Commission meeting had to
be one, unless he just happened to be President of the United States. Knowing that, Holm knew nothing,
for these days scientists were into everything. Holm was unable to determine what Kaye's line was. From
thelittle that he said he seemed to be a mathematician, ahighly theoretica or "pure' one, agames
theoretician or something of that sort. Sometime later, however, Kaye quietly mentioned something called
"asdfed Clostridium orthoclone'; Holm was happy not to know what that was, but he had read the
Merck Report and knew what kind of category it fell into; bacteriologica warfare. Evidently Alexis
Kaye's security clearance didn't cover atomic energy aone.

Holm had never heard of him, which was disturbing in itself. Physicaly he was a sack-suited,
bottle-shaped man with asharply beaked nose and expressionless gray eyes. His name was dmost surely
not hisown; if there was a civilian named Alexis Kaye who had the complete confidence of the
Commission, aman who could talk with calm assurance about matters no civilian even knew existed,
then Rochelle of CIA, or the FBI itsdlf, should havetold dl five commissioners—not just the three
gppointed by the present adminigtration. Even hisinitid, following current fashion, was not his own— it
was Kafkas. AlexisK... No, it meant nothing— except that he was surely no civilian, and that even his
physical appearance might be abody mask. Holm de-cided to watch histongue.

"The creature's secured, then,” Egl said, shuffling papers.

"And high time," John Diamond said. "We're paying for his stay out in the open dready. That forest
fire he garted got rained out in Kingston.”

"| was afraid that would happen,” and "Wheresthat?' came at once from Holm and Henry
Abercrom-bie. Holm added: "Wasit bad?’

"Upstate New Y ork. It could have been worse, that'sthe best | can say for it. The count there now is
about 90 per minute.”

"That'shigh," Holm said thoughtfully. "Not hazard-ous over ashort haul, though.”

"About equivaent to an A-bomb fal-out about 2,000 miles from the shot. Enough so that we were
able to take radio-autographs from leaves, roof shingles, asphalt blocks out of the roads, and just about
every other exposed surfacein town.”

"What about the rain-water?' Albers said. Holm shot him agrateful glance. Getting to the point was
one of Albers specidties.

"About 300 microcuries per milliliter. We shut theloca reservoir off. The town's going to drink
bottled water for the next two weeks—or else go on abinge."

"Wasthat drictly necessary?' Egl said.
"Strictly, yes. We haven't identified the contaminat-ing €l ements yet. The rules say that under those



cir-cumstances, 300 mu-c's per mm isthree thousand times higher than the permissible leve for drinking
water. Well have to wait for die-out. For fission prod-ucts, that takes fifteen days, what came down out
of that fire may take less, but | wouldn't count onit.”

Egl subsided gloomily. He was probaby thinking that the Administration wouldn't carry Kingstonin
the next eection. "What are you doing with the beast now?" he asked Holm.

"Looking at him. And he's looking back at us. He d-lowed himsdlf to be ingtdled in Grand Rapids
like alamb; that may mean that he's highly intelligent, or contrariwise, that he's supid. We just don't
know yet. We won't know until we lick the communication prob-lem; I've got Davis and Kovorsky both
working onit." He saw Kaye promptly write down both namesin ablack notebook. "It's going to be
tough. The creature hasn't got a mouth, though the pictures make him look like he has, and thusfar he
hasn't made a sound. If he communicates by radio or something like that we're really infor trouble; he's
hisown best jammer, on al channels. Asfor sgn language—I tried that. He just stood there; in that area
he responds only to being pushed.”

"You werethat close?' Alberssad. "Y ou shouldn't have—"

"| didn't take any chance," Holm said wearily. "He didn't come to Earth to attack the first moving thing
he saw. Give him credit for that much intelligence, any-how."

"But what do we want to talk to him for?' Egl said. "It appearsto me that there are agood many
other stepsthat should have priority.”

"We have to know where he's from and what hisintentions are. Otherwise we have no estimate of his
potential, dangerous or otherwise. Besides, it's going to take along time, so the sooner we get on it, the
better off well be. Scully and Adamsik may be able to talk to their saucermen from a standing start, but
when you've got something red to ded with it isn't that easy.”

" Speaking of saucers,”" Abercrombie said quietly, "how long are we going to be able to keep this
creature a secret? The newspapers are converging on Grand Rapids and the whole areg; there are
'Mystery Train' stories on every front page I've looked at. With al the saucer hysteriaweve got just as it
is, helll scarethe public blue.”

Holm nodded grimly at the chemi<t. "I thought you'd say that, Henry. Let me say right now that | think
he ought to be declassified at once. It'samaor event and the whole world ought to know about it.
Furthermore, we dready have about eighty times as much knowledge in the secret category aswe ought
to have, and I'm thoroughly opposed to classifying this creature before we even know what heis."

"l know," Egl said wearily. "Freedom of information in ademocracy. Y ou've given usthat speech
before, you know, Holm. Evidently it hasn't occurred to you that the knowledge we may get from this
creature— and his space vessel—may work out to our military ad-vantage.”

"Impossible, Holm said coldly. "If the next war happens, both sdeswill be totaly obliterated, and
prob-ably the rest of the world with them. Nobody knows that better than the five of us—and possibly
Mr. Kayetoo. We know exactly how it will be done, and with what. Under those circumstancesthereis
no such thing as anew military advantage. Suppose this creature teaches us how to blow up the
sun—how do we threaten the Russians with that ?*

" Suppose he teaches us a defense againgt the hydro-gen bomb?' Diamond objected. The other four
com-missioners, even including Egl, turned and stared a him.

After amoment, Albers cleared histhroat. "First of dl, Generd, this creatureis actudly doing us some
military damage now. We've dready aerted so many troopsthat it's undoubtedly being reported to the
Krem-lin asamobilization.”

"That'strue," Kaye said. Just likethat: that's true.



"Second, we are going to have to turn some of our magjor weaponsinland, insde our own sphere of
influ-ence—just in case. That'sastrategic lossfor us, and it hasn't cost the U.S.S.R. akopek.”

"Do you think we ought to leave the creature to the cops?' Abercrombie demanded.

"Good God, no. I'm just pointing out that from the military standpoint he'sworth lessto us right now
than heisto the enemy. Or the people who were the main enemy, up to now."

Holm's lips compressed. The qudifications went to the heart of the matter.

"May | remind you gentlemen,” Egl said ponderous-ly, "that al thisisaquestion of foreign policy in
thelast analysis. It isn't up to usto decide such questions.”

"It's up to usto pose them," Holm said, "and we've posed them before so asto trigger the answer we
wanted from State. I've seen you do that yourself, Egl—on the Jordan Dam thing, for instance.”

Egl'sface took on the expression, like that of asheep with hiccups, of a man who has stopped himsdlf
from saying "That was different” only inthe nick of time.

"l want to get back to what Holm said aminute ago,” Diamond cut in. "'l wouldn't mind declassifying
the creature mysdf, if the public were dl we had to worry about. Having ared vistor from space to think
about might stop the saucer-sightings and get the Air Force shut of that whole project. But therésthis:
the whole affair hasimplicationsthat other nations can figure out aswell aswe can. The cregtureis
powerful, and we don't know whether he's hogtile or not. And he's on our territory. If somebody
outsde the country gets apprehensive enough, he might lob abomb at the beast. Even supposing it hits
him and kills him, what would happen next?' He spread hisfingers expressively.

Therewas quitealong silence. Findly Holm said, "All right, Diamond, you win. Whatever riskswe
take with the creature, we can't risk war between ourselves. We know we're deadly.”

"Very good," Egl said briskly. "Now another matter, Holm, the Pentagon has assigned Kaye hereto
beitsrepresentative at Grand Rapids. His staff will work around the clock with yours."

Holm knew what that meant. There was nothing that he could do about it. That everybody spied on
every-body €l sewas no longer even a policy, which might be reversible; it was aneurotic compulsion.
Sooner or later it was going to wind up in a nation-wide psychoatic break.

If the break came over thisaffair, there would be very few people | €ft to pick up the pieces. Better
that, though, than that the break should come over the cold war. Nobody would survivein thet event.

"All right,” hesaid. "Can | bring my manin now?| mean Lt. Petrucdli, the CAP officer | mentioned
when we started. He's been cooling his heelsfor along time out there."”

"Explain to me again what you want him for," Aber-crombie said. "Anyhow he's not cooling hisheds,
I've had the staff interrogating him."

Holm felt a surge of sympathy for Marty, but he put it down. Held need al the sympathy he could get
when the clutch came.

"l want him to act as our representative on the space-ship project,” he said. "We're going to haveto
run that right where the ship lies, and this CAP airgtrip is adja-cent; which meansthat we're going to have
to keep the squadron there for awhile anyhow—they al know too much to be turned loose. Besides,
they'll be useful in operating thefied."

"But why this particular man?' Egl said, frowning. "As| understand it, he's not even the commanding
of-ficer of the squadron.”

"This particular man because he'sintdlligent, a-ready knows things about the Situation that we can't
afford to let him carry usdlesdy around in his heed, and is the only man on the scene who has any
com-prehension of basic physics. Forget the CO.; I'll tell you acouple of hard facts about him some



time. Petru-celli is better for our purpose than any captain; besides he lives there and knows the people.”
"Y ou make him sound kind of high-powered," Abercrombie said.

"l haven' finished. He's also a State Senator, and
may be a Representative here in Washington next year. I'm told privately that the day the states get their
own atomic power enabling acts, he'sthe governor'sfirst choice for acommissioner. Hesaso, | should
add, amodest man with persond troublesthat give him alow opinion of himsdf. All thisadds up to an
idedl liaison man between the AEC and the spaceship project.”

"Ah, ah," Egl sad. "A protege of yours, Holm, eh? Might sit on this commission some day himself,
given the breaks, en?' He amiled afatherly smile. Once Egl saw a politica explanation, he understood
everything a once.

"Call him an advisor. I'm going to need some clear-headed layman to put aword or two of common
senseinmy ear beforethisaffar isover. I'm over-supplied with highly specidized advice.

"All right," Egl said. "An able presentation, Holm. Let'stake alook at the man.”
five

The spaceship lay by the shore of Lake Ihatchki, whereit had fallen, small, massive, shining, and
wholly enigmatic. No engineering effort to move it had budged it a centimeter; it seemed locked to the
Earth. There was now awide blacktop road leading directly to it from the field, and the traffic on the
road was heavy.

Thetraffic onthefidd, too, wasfar heavier than thelittle emergency landing strip had ever been
intended to bear. Boltzman, glad enough to find something the restive cadets could do, had set them to
building acon-trol tower on top of the operations shack. A truncated pyramid of two-by-fours now
supported a plank platform about three feet above the shack roof; this, in turn, was covered by adanted
tar-paper top. Cadets spelled each other on the platform, directing traffic with abiscuit gun for which the
squadron had never before had a use; the directions were checked by phone with whichever senior was
acting as charge of quartersin the shack itself.

The system worked well and theréwas no difficulty in kegping the platform manned day and night,
especidly after two walls againgt the prevailing winds were added to the open cubicle. Nobody told the
kids that Hammerkein could have handled much of thetraffic by radio, and that the Air Force was
aready directing its own part of the traffic that way. It was just aswell to give both cadets and seniors
the practice at light signals. Smdl planes without radio equipment would again be the rule here, after this
trouble was over.

Asfor thefidd itsdlf, the Air Force engineers had enlarged it, and had laid three metal-mesh landing
strips which were superior in some ways to anything the squadron had ever had even onitshome
fiedd—acommercid airport—Iet done on bivouac. Their only drawback wasthat, designed asthey were
for heavy military shipswith fat doughnut tires, they had atend-ency to chew rubber on the squadron's
own planes. The unabashable Harry Hartz complained about this and was politely ignored; theresfter,
Marty passed a"sug-gestion” through channels. The Air Force black-topped one of the strips within two
daysthereefter.

It was Marty'sfirst test of his status and powers asthe AEC liaison man, and it was hard to tell
whether or not Harry was pleased abot it.

Servicing and repairing ships kept most of therest of the male cadets busy. There had never been an
idle-ness problem with the girls. From the day that the USAF specidists and civilian scientists had moved
in to study the ship, there was a steady demand for the field hospita, and for nurses and nurses aidesto
work init. Film badges had to be developed and checked daily—Perkins got the job of coaching severa
of the girlsin that chore and happily endured the subsequent ragging about what did or didn't goonin



Casner's darkroom. The AF's [aboratory technicians taught an-other quartet of girls the mechanics of
blood sampling and counting. The hospital's pharmacy aways needed help.

And every so often, there was a patient—for whom, ordinarily, very little could be done. Radiation
gcknessisnever mild.

The medical chores seemed to be more than welcome to Pat Petrucelli, who besides being an
ex-arlines host-ess was aregistered nurse. She shouldered the respon-sibility for al the squadron's part
of theload with what seemed to be asort of relief. Shewasin the hospital tents fourteen hours aday.
Marty didn't likeit; the rift between them was aready wide enough without its be-ing deepened by their
being separated from each other, effectively, for weeks at atime; but there were no grounds on which he
could have objected to it even had he wanted to. It was her business.

The fact that Marty's own chores were no less heavy did not prevent her, he knew, from thinking that
he was doing no more than sitting on the sidelines. Noth-ing can be more conspicuous on an active
arrfield than apilot, who, day after day, does not fly. Because of her schedule, she never saw the tottering
piles of paper-work the liaison job had thrust upon him; it arrived after she went on duty, and was
disposed of, usudly, by early afternoon. Asfor the fact that he spent the rest of the day with the group
which wastrying to find out how to fly the spaceship—for the Air Force technicianswere intensively
mining Marty's detailed historicad knowledge of arplane control systems, having found through the
Institute of Aeronautical Sciencesthat he was a known expert—she greeted that with the ab-stracted
nod of awifewho has aready permanently dis-counted a harmless hobby.

That thisjob threw him in dmost constant associa-tion with Al Strickland did not sweeten his cup
any. Hefound, however, that Al wasless difficult to work with than usual.

Evidently part of hisintransigence in the past had been due to the squadron'sinability to occupy his
full atention.

Theflight problem, Marty strongly suspected, had been decided upon only after the AF investigators
had drawn something very closeto ablank on every other gpproach to the spaceship. Actual physica
gpproach to the vessal was not as difficult now asit had been at first, though carel essness near it could
il befatal. The forest fire, the wordt in the history of the county, was out, and the ship was not going to
gtart another one; it was cooling, though the cooling was gradua and did not seem to be accelerating.
Doubtless some of the energy which heated it came from the radioactivity of its component € ements, but
amog dl of these were radio-isotopes with relatively short half-lives and were faling back down the
periodic series to which they be-longed toward stable—and somewhat more familiar:— engineering
materids. Obvioudy by far the largest vol-ume of both heat and radioactivity had come from the creature
himsdlf; he had negative entropy, like any living creature, but the ship did not.

How eectric currents could have been pushed effi-ciently through the resstancesinvolved in circuits
meant to run at o high atemperature could not be guessed. It had proven impossible to study the circuits
themsalves. A remote-control inspection of theinterior of the ship had revealed that all of its machinery
was between the hulls—and those could not be cracked. A shielded team had spent al of one day trying
to cut into the metal with an atomic hydrogen torch, and had succeeded only in raising asmall patch of
hull to amild cherry glow, which died away without leaving any scar. A diamond drill wore as smooth as
acandle-end in thefirg five minutes of drilling.

There was always the chance that once the die-out in radio-activity was sufficient, X-rays could be
taken through the hull, but the most optimistic estimate of the time that much die-out would take wasten
years. Pre-liminary effortsto use the ship's own gamma-ray out-put to peer into small, carefully selected
parts of the craft indicated that even the X-rays, when and if they could be taken, would be hopeless.
The ship'scircuits evidently were dl stenciled, on some materiad a once both perfectly insulating and as
thin asamono-molec-ular film—and the stencils stacked in hundreds of layers per centimeter. What
could be made out on the fogged plates looked like a composite of dl the scribbled paint-ings of Jackson



Pollock.

That left little to be investigated but the insde of the ship, which at first seemed just as hopeless. There
was no cabin; there were no identifiable controls. The empty space at the core of the ship wasan
enlarged, prone image of the pilot, connected to the outside by a cone-shaped corridor, smallest at the
airlock end. The 360° camera showed that the corridor could close completely, smply ceaseto exig,
oncetheair-lock door was shut; the walls, too, would dide in and touch the creature at every point while
hewasin the ship.

That, at least, explained why there had been avacuum inside the ship, despite the fact that the
crea-ture was indifferent to both vacuum and atmosphere. There was no space insde the ship for
anything ese, not even ascrap of air, when the pilot wasin it. When he had released himsdif to leave, the
clearance | eft by the retracted walls had left avacuum.

It wasimpossible, Marty quickly discovered, to think fruitfully about this stifling womb of energy and
metal interms of apilot's cabin or an aircraft control board. There was no reason why the ship's controls
had to be concentrated. With the ship in contact with the crea-ture al over, he might easily have
controlled some of its functions by changing his skin temperature, by some pressure of hisknee or an
elephantine pad, by adight shift of his great mass. There were separate channelsfor each of histwelve
fingers, and a casque-shaped space to cradle his head; on the sides of the casque were two orifices
corresponding to hisears, aclosed iris digphragm below where his"mouth"—his color organ— would
fal, three dark trangparent circlesinto which his eyes could look.

Ohbvioudy, everything on this ship did something.

"Does he need to have three eyesto seein three di-mensions?' Marty asked Al. "Two eyesare al
that you need to see depth. I'll bet that that third eye-port isfor navigation, not contact flight. There can't
be much contact flying in space, anyhow—the situation out there doesn't change much. More like blind
flying"

Al passed up the chance to ask Marty how he knew. Instead he looked at the diagrams on the table,

and tried to fit the 360° photos to them. They wouldn't fit; the parameters were wrong. Observing the
fragile new entente, Marty too passed up the chance to point this out.

" think you've got something there, Marty boy. That top hole must send him achart or something like
that. It looks frosted; the other two are clear. But what kills me isthose holes for the ears. He doesn't
need them to hear the sound of his engines through—if they make any noise. He could fed that right
through the hull. What kind of noise would he need piped to him?"

"Nokind," Marty said dowly. "I don't think his'ears are ears.”

The AF technician who had been unobtrusively oper-ating alog-log rule across the table from the
CAP of-ficerslooked up. "That's interesting,” he said. "I've just been trying to make sense of those
ear-holes my-sdlf. Those things on his head look like ears.

"Maybe that's the trouble. What would he be listen-ing for? He doesn't make any sound himsalf—and
there was avacuum in the ship. If theré'sno air in those feeder tubes, he couldn't be getting any sound
through them.”

"Damned if he could!" Al exclamed. "Not awhis-per!”

"l don't think he can hear asound,” Marty said, with some satisfaction. “The 'ears are organs for
something else—God knows what. And that 'something else' iswhat's being carried in those tubes on the
ship; some-thing that will travel in avacuum.”

Thetechnician grinned. "In short, €ectromagnetic impulses,” he said. " The tubes must be part of a
radio-frequency plumbing system—radio wave guides.”



"What about the satic?' Al objected.

"Probably it's frequency- or pulse-modulated. Well stick a signa-generator in there and find out.”
The technie camly tore up most of the papers he had been figuring on for the past hour and drew over a
fresh pad. "Now maybe | can derive some sort of sensible equa-tion for the sound echoes we've been
getting from that plumbing. Given aloaded complex guide system, we can assumethat it can be madeto
carry negative phase velocity asasigna system—"

"Wait aminute before you get down out of sght,” Marty said. "Does that mean that his'ears pick up
radio too?'

"Probably pick it up and send it—VHF stuff, or even UHF. They must be directiona antennae. Well
phone Grand Rapids tonight and have them anadyze those whorls; I'll bet they turn out to be something
revolu-tionary in radio-telescope objectives. Now shut up and let me at it."

"By God." Al chuckled deightedly. "I'll bet the first sentence they get out of him isacommercia. Do
you think we can figure out what that mouth-digphragm is before chow time?”

"I'mtired," Marty said, with amock regretfulnessthat was haf-redl. " Anyhow we can't fly that ship
to-night, Al. Harry's called a staff meeting.”

He stood up and stretched.
"Can't makeit," Al sad. "Havefun."
"You'd better. Harry won't likeit if you duck out."

"Let him gig me, then," Al said sourly. "The CAP was gtill avolunteer outfit thelast | heard. | don't
dart acting likea Gl until the Air Force mobilizes me—in grade. I'm not Sitting in on any Harry Hartz
mesting tonight.”

Abruptly, he grinned and looked Sdewise a Marty.

"l got adate," he added. "To hdl with the Big Picture. Seep onit.”
Heleft, waking jauntily.

The meeting was abore.

Pet did not get back to the tent until four the next morning. She undressed in the dark and got into her
cot without aword.

Marty did not Sleep On It. He did not deep at all.

It was three weeks before Holm was able to get back to Grand Rapids—three weeks during which
even hismogt routine tasks were underlaid with afedling of un-focused, irrationa dread. He popped the
question be-fore either of the linguists could utter so much asagresting.

"Progress?’ Davissaid. "Wadll, yes, werre making some progress. But it's been dow work. Let metdll
you, Chris, themorethat | see of thisanimal, theless| be-lieve that the world even exists that could have
grown him. Do you know whét his energy source turned out to be? Bethe reaction VI!"

"Let'ssee" Holm said, flipping rapidly through the pages of that part of his palitician's memory which
served him for aphysicstext. It had originally come as a.considerable shock to him that a man could Jm
Farley facts about the universe as eadly asfacts about people, but it had been an invauable discovery.
"That's the heavy boron, hydrogen, helium cycle. What the hell! That can't beright, Davis. Hed go off
like—likeanova" -

"Istrue, though,” Kovorsky said. "Hisinterna tem-perature cannot be much under seven million
degrees desolute—"

"Kevin?'



"Y es, Kevin—Centigrade and Fahrenheit would be higher, of course. Impossible that he keeps dll
under control, but he does. In view of facts, we must say his skin iscomparatively frigid.”

"l ill wish | knew what he needs dl that energy for," Davissaid.

"Never mind," Holm said. "What about communi-cation?' He was later to remember that question
with fury toward himsdlf; it was the right question, but in the wrong context.

"Ah, there we have some more," Kovorsky said. "Y ou recdl that he varies his emisson spectrum?
Well, that isaso how hetalks. He varies his colors on that mouth-like patch in front of head. By showing
him objects, we have compiled table of frequency-sequences which for him are words. He has aname,
even; snceit isroughly combination violet-orange-red, we cal him VOR."

"So far we have the names of about two hundred materia objects,” Davissaid. "Table, chair, man,
house, book. And the plurals. Not much to go on." He leaned against the work table with asigh which
fluffed out his mustache like brown butterflies.

"l can see," Holm said thoughtfully, "that were go-ing to have trouble with abstractions—thingslike
‘think' or 'eat™

"And thingslike 'be 'make,’ ‘come,’ 'do, " Kovorsky said, putting down his notebook. "Essentia
words, you understand. But it isnot easy. Thereisamost no point of contact between our
thought-patternsand his"

Holm looked into the television screen. VOR was sill slanding motionlessin the tank, where he had
been standing deeplesdy for three weeks now. He had never paid any attention to the bucket seet,
except to give hisnamefor it. On a ceramet table before him was alitter of objects. Those that were sill
recognizable were so unrel ated to each other asto seem like things turned out of a small boy's pockets at
the end of abusy sum-mer day. Many of them, however, had charred or meted into characterless lumps.

His very motionlessness was frightening, especidly after one had been made aware of the unthinkable
fury of energy that raged beneath that black hide. The crea-ture was holding that power in check until—

Until when?

The three eyes seemed to look expressionlesdy into Holm's. Colors glowed on the mouth-patch,
displacing each other rapidly on the blank, motionlessface,

"What's he saying?' Holm asked.

"Just hisname," Kovorsky said, peering at the screen. "Unless we show him some object, or
otherwise indi-cate that we are watching, he repesats that color-se-quence over and over. Oneis
reminded of code-identifi-cation.”

Like alighthouse, Holm thought, signaling a danger to sailorswho can't read it.

"We cantak to himalittle now," Davis said. " See the teletype keyboard over there? That's hooked
up to asort of miniature color-organ in the tank. We can flash him different combinations by punching
them out on the keys. We can't get the fine frequency control he has—the range of expressiveness
maybe—Dbut it ssemsto do."

He pecked at the keys, adding, "I'm sending 'VOR' back to him. That usudly gets us some action.”

But there was no action; just the flow of colors. Be-hind Holm, Kovorsky was murmuring: "Violet,
orange, red; that ishis T.' Now yellow, orange, blue—that's'book.' Green, yellow, green, yellow—this
oneisgoing to be'Spaceship.' He deliberately sends much more dowly now than before; he took our
tempo from our screen; | think he wants usto understand. Red, blue, orange, red—that corresponds to
hisnamefor us. "You' plurd, | suppose.”

"Or 'Y ou morons,' " Davis suggested morosdly.



When it was over, Holm scratched his head and stared at each of the scientistsin turn. " 'V OR, book,
spaceship, you, more-than-twelve, machines, city'?" herecited. "What do you make of that?"

"Nothing," said Davis. "What sense can you make of anything without verbs?’
"He has the concept of number. | see”

"Maybe, but once you get above twelve he sends the same color combination for al other
numbers—asif he hadn't gotten beyond counting on hisfingers or didn't want to bother. The whole
procedure's damned painful.

| keep thinking that there must be some sense in these blocks of nouns he keeps offering us, but so
far we havent asingleclue.”

Kovorsky put ahand on Davis shoulder. "Patience," he said. "There is a solution somewhere. Intime
wewill findit."

"How much time?' Holm said. "How long isit going to be, before we can question him and get
understand-able answers?'

"Atthisrae, never."
"l do not agree. | would say, six weeksto two months longer.”

Holm frowned. "Better than | anticipated, | sup-pose. But it's till too long from the AEC's point of
view. Security on the project will be hopelessy com-promised by that time."

Kovorsky spread hishands. "Building useful vocabu-lary is painful, Chris. We cannot deny it. Nor
speed it up.”

"But, Boris, isn't it just possble that were going at thisthe wrong way? Look! Davis dready thinksin
his heart of heartsthat as an organic cresture VOR is an impossible proposition. | sympathize. And from
what you say I'm tempted to conclude that hel's not very bright. Isn't there a chance that he's actudly
some sort of arobot? He doesn't look much like one, but tech-nol ogies diffe—and in some waysthe
idea makes more sense. And if that's the case, we're wasting our time questioning him. We ought to be
trying to get in touch with hisbosses”

"That occurred to usaso,” Kovorsky said, smiling alittle. "But question in essence is operationdly
mean-ingless. That is, assume that answer is'Y es; now what testswould you perform to determine
validity of an-swer?1 can think of none which we are not aready using on contrary assumption that heis
living cresture. Besides, Chris, observe: heis not dumb as you say, though he seemsto count like dumb;
what e se he does shows high intelligence. He has valition, can communi-cate, can adjust, can make
choices, isnot specidized—all characterigtic of free agent. Doesit matter whether hewasborn or is
made? We would dea with himin the sameway in any case.”

"Besdes" Davissad, "if you assume he was made, who made him? Would we build arobot with his
charac-terizations, on our planet, even if we knew how? Not on your swest life! His builderswould have
to have been some race that could get close enough to him to build him in comfort, and wouldn't mind
having him around afterward. Which brings us right back to crea-tureslike him, asfar as| can see. If
anybody isbuild-ing VORS, it's probably more VORswho are doing it.”

"Did you ask him that question?”
"How could we?' Davis said, Startled.
"Ask him how many VORsthere are.”

It was Kovorsky'sturn to look startled. "Can we yet?' he said dowly. "But yes, | think we can. | had
been holding that question for later, but maybe we can ask it now."

He went to the keyboard. Holm watched interestedly while he thumbed his notebook and sent the



colors down the cable into the tank.

"l am sending him 'VOR one, VOR two, VOR three," and then starting over," Kovorsky said
abgtractedly. "If he does not understand, | will extend sequence, but | think he will; you will see, Chris, he
isquick... Yes Hesays..."

Thetdl scientigt'svoicetrailed off.

"Wdl?'

"More-than-twelve," Kovorsky said, shrugging spas-modicaly. "What else?"

Holm was dmogt sorry that he had asked. One VOR was more than he could cope with.

"What luck with the spaceship?' Davissad, in asuspicioudy normal tone of voice. "We mapped the
ear-whorls and they're wave-guides dl right; they transmit, too, al up and down the R-F band. Can't
make athing of the transmissions, but the boys at the field were on the right track. How are they doing
with the ship's controls?*

"They have them identified; that's about al. We may be ableto fly that ship eventudly, but | wonder if
well ever know how it works. The most puzzling thing isthe radio-active isotopesin the hull; they're dl
evanescent —they have short haf-lives. They seem to indicate that the ship wasradiologically cold
before VOR got into it, and the sheer torrentia power of his radiation output —particularly his neutron
output—induced radio-activ-ity in the hull. If that's so, then histrip took him ten years.

"Y et we know he cannot be from any loca planet,” Kovorsky murmured. "Proxima Centauri,
perhaps? He could be normd only to surface of that sun, not to con-ceivable planet. No, | likethat no
better. But if he comes from even greater distance, he came faster than light, without even doffing hat to
Dr. Eingen.”

"That'swhat the astronomers say," Holm agreed. " And they say dso that the accderationsinvolved
would be beyond the tolerance of any conceivable morta be-ing.”

"What kind of 'mortal being' isthis?" Kovorsky said softly. "One completely dien to usin every way,
Chris. Hisenergy source will last him millionsand millions of years; isthat 'mortd’ in any sense of term
that we use?| say no. Only to look at him tellsyou he neither 'be's nor is'mortd’ in our sense; we have
no right to apply such termsto him. We cannot speculate as yet about what heis, or what he can
do—nor why he came here.

"This| say: we understand at least partidly what re-actions men show, what capabilitiesthey have.
But this? No. On VOR everything isasif from beginning—and in beginning was Word."

Holm was about to yield the point as gracefully as possible; but Kovorsky was not through.

"And when | think," he said, "that there may be thousands, perhaps millions more like him within range
of us—no matter how gresat that range, two hundred or two thousand light-yearsisonly flicker in these
trans-finite relms—and perhaps they are already on their way here, or waiting for word from him to start
their journey..."

Hefdl slent, ignoring Davis startled stare or oblivi-ous of it. Holm waited.

"Do you know, sometimes | think that it would be better for usif we wereto destroy him,” the tall
Sav sad, dmost to himsdlf. "Destroy him at once—before he destroys us.”

Holm looked into the screen at VOR, and remem-bered the spaceship's fantastically resistant hull.
"Can he be destroyed?' he said.

SiX

Genera Egl looked at the faces around the table asif hoping to seein them some faint muscular twitch



which would betray the joke, some scrambling of identities or neckties which would reassure him that it
was only adream. What he saw apparently did not cheer him. He dumped back into his sest, hislower
lip wet and pen-dulous.

"The proposd's absurd,” he said, "and quiteimpos-sible. | don't know what you could be thinking of,
Halm."

"I'm thinking of the danger,” Holm said. "What | propose may very well be absurd. But impossble?
It's VOR we're talking about. |s he possible?!

Egl grunted and settled even further into his chair, his chin gradualy sinking toward his chest. Hiseyes
looked out from under black brows at Holm with aglitter of resentment.

"We can't keep VOR a secret another six weeks to two months,” Holm said. "Experience alone
should make that clear. While | wasin Grand Rapidslast | taked it over with the Pentagon's man,
Kaye—and let me say that he gives me about as bad a case of the shudders as VOR does—and he
concurs. He saysthat maintaining secrecy beyond that point may even be actively dangerous.”

"Watch out for him," Albers said quietly. "I've had him checked. His credentids are authentic, but his
jobislargdy ablind; gpparently he's not so much an inter-mediary as an informer. The military hasn't
given up hope of getting control of atomics back, by any means.”

"Thanks," Holm said. "I knew theréwas some rea-son why he gave me the cregps. But what matters
right now isthat he'son my side. According to him, saverd smal but crucid bits of information about the
VOR project have aready |eaked outside the country—or have been ferried out. One of them, for
instance, isthat the'VOR Project’ is code for research into the Solar Phoenix. In asensg, it'strue; VOR
doesrun on one of the Bethe fusion reactions, and wed give alot to know how he contralsit. The
guesses the USSR will pyramid on top of scraps like that are going to be potentidly more explosive than
thefull truth before very long."

"Why?" Abercrombie said.

"Well, Henry, what would happen in this country if it became known that the Russians were fooling
around with the Solar Phoenix? Once the word was confirmed, the Pentagon might decide that we'd
better hit them a once with everything we had, whether it meant suicide for civilization or not. They might
decide that post-war barbarism would be a preferable dternative to having no planet at al left to crawl
on. The Russianswouldn't be left any time to explain—and prove—that they were redly just examining
aninterstdlar vigtor. Do you think they'll leave us thetime?!

"Urn," Diamond said. "But why isn't making the af-fair public sufficient? That'sarevolutionary sepin
it-salf, these days. And even with the President's gpproval, that done would have half of Congress calling
for our scalps. This UN question-bee would call for advance congressional gpprovd; it hasn't achance.

"Bear inmind," Holm said, "that | don't proposeto turn VOR over to the UN or anything like that. All
| want to seeisa sort of world-wide press conference, as soon aswe're able to talk to VOR to any
purpose. Let scientists of other countries ask him questions. And, just incidentally, show him that we're
more or less reason-able beings, united by curiosity, if by nothing else. It might be important to let him
know—and through him, the peopl e he represents—that we're not totaly insane.”

"Even that would be blocked, or hedged,” Alberssaid. "Theradicals of theright would till cdll it
'giving away our atomic secrets.’ They'd thumb every law-book back to the Civil War to enjoin the
Presdent from do-ing it."

"If the Justice Department does its homework well enough in advance, they won't have aprayer,”
Holm said. "Just to begin with, the fiss onables-pooling plan provides a precedent. And the anti-UN
hysteriaisn't quite as strong asit wasin the early fifties. It could be done. It needsto be done. | don't see
any other course open to us."



"I'm not sure| don't," Diamond said. "I think | agree that we'd better not keep the beast secret much
longer. But I'm opposed to giving anything away before | know what it is. Couldn’t we wait until we can
talk to VOR in private, before we cometo any decison?’

"I'm opposed to the UN hearing in any case," Abercrombie said. "But I'd be prepared to reserve
judgment on lifting security until wetak to him. Then we can vote moreinteligently, it ssemsto me.”

"Sengble" Egl rumbled. "Holm, what do you say?"

"Il go dong, with quaifications” Holm said. Albers shot him a surprised glance, but Holm had
aready writ-ten off the hearing proposdl; it had been ablind from the start. What counted now was
catching the flying moment of agreement to declassfy VOR. "Bear in mind that we can't wait for Davis
and Kovorsky to tell usthey'reready for us. By that time we will have lost comtrol of theinformation in
any case. Well want to tell the world about it our way; that meansthat well have to question VOR—all
five of us, | should think—sev-erd weeksin advance of the optimum time. It will be difficult to question
him before communications be-tween us and him are dl the way open, but the timing is more important.”

"It would seem s0," Alberssaid. A deepy twinkle was beginning to flicker in hiscam gray eyes.
"Will we be able to ask him useful questions?* Aber-crombie said.

"Not scientificaly useful, | suppose,” Holm said shrugging. "But we may be ableto find out what we
want to know—and what the world will want to know. We can have the whole interview recorded.
Then, if we do decideto takethelid off him, well havethefilmsall ready to release.”

"Hmm," Egl said. "Edited, of course." Egl was photogenic, and his heavy voice sounded avuncular
and wise even on poor tapes, perhaps he was dready think-ing of the effect the picture would have on
hisfuture. There was afaint film over his eyeswhich convinced Holm that Egl was ready to do his Poor
Bit toward re-capturing Kingston for the Administration.

"Of course," Holm said. "That's the beauty of it. If we do decide to release the story, welll be ableto
re-lease it the way we want to—not the way accident takesit."

"That seems more sensbleto meal around,” Egl said. "What do the rest of you gentlemen think?"

They were unanimous. VOR was launched on his crooked course into the genera knowledge of the
world.

They weredl therein the control bridge of the Grand Rapids plant: Davis, Kovorsky, Egl, Diamond,
Aber-crombie, Albers, Holm—and Kaye. The five commis-sioners and the Pentagon's observer sat ina
rough semi-circle around the big master screen, watching intently while Kovorsky looked into the
transmitted face of VOR. The creature was Stting down now: aphysical symbol of the progress the two
scientists had made in communicating complex ideasto the creature.

The device for tranamitting messagesinto the tank had been much smplified snce Holm had seen it
last. It now had only three keys, the primary colors had turned out to be sufficient for intelligible
conversation with VOR, though certainly they did not encompass any of the subtletiesvisblein VOR's
own "speech.” The smplification made for much grester speed.

Davis was tgpping the keys now, sometimes singly, sometimes two together. A pause, and then on
VOR'sface the colorsflickered, passing in rapid succession. Blue-green-yellow-green-red. ..
orange-red-green-green-violet, with the merest flick of hot white between the repeated colors...
red-ydlow-red... Thetde-vison camerahummed softly, recording it dl. An an-nouncer'svoice
murmured caressingly in the back-ground, reading from the script prepared by the AEC's public
information office. It was, Holm thought wryly, going to be a Production—if it was ever rleased at dl.

"Very good," Kovorsky said. He grinned at Holm, then at the rest of the commissioners, apparently
excited againgt hiswill. "1 had not thought we would be so far long when you gentlemen gave usthis



date. But d-ready we are getting somewhere.”
"What wasthe key, Boris?' Holm asked.

"It dl hinged on concept of 'not.’ 'Not-man' mean-ing inhuman; 'more-than-twelve man not-you'
meaning people on other planets—there are many such, it ap-pears. Oh, it was crucid. Once we
managed to estab-lish that idea, verbs were easier. We have little as yet, you understand, but compared
to month ago it islarge amount. We are fill passing down written list of ques-tions you submitted.”

VOR sat motionlessin the bucket-seat. The colors flowed, then ceased. Davis frowned at his notes.
Kovor-sky joined him and they held a muttered consultation. The television cameratracked them avidly.
Egl pre-pared hisprofile so asto show it at adightly better angle in the next shot.

"Summarize what you havefor us, Boris," Abercrombie said. Except for Holm, he wasthe only
commis-sioner who knew Kovorsky persondly; they had had professiona contactsin the old days.

"We first showed him projected star-maps,” Kovor-sky said, clearing histhroat, "and tried to make
him understand relationship they bear to our own sun. With thisthere was no difficulty. He marked on
map, inci-dentdly, existence of large planetsin our system outside Pluto's orbit—planet roughly haf as
large as Jupiter, with four satdllites. It isdifficult to convert his coordi-nate system into ours, but Clyde
Tombaugh is check-ing this now. He says VOR's datamay explain irregu-laritiesin Neptune's orbit never
satisfactorily accounted for by discovery of Pluto.”

“Mogt interesting,” Egl sad. "Hmm."

"Next," Kovorsky said, "we asked him to point to star of hisown origin. His answer was, 'VOR sar
not-map.' We have taken thisto mean that his star does not show on our charts—that, therefore, it
cannot be seen even with high-powered telescopes. Thisis very tentative, incidentaly; very faint sarsare
not marked on charts, and we think surely he did not come from outside our Galaxy. We are printing
Schmidt-survey plates on pyroceram fiber and will try that question again.”

He paused for amoment, "Neverthe ess, gentlemen, VOR came here from astonishingly long distance
inhisal of ten years trip. That isclear.”

Holm nodded gloomily. It was no more than he had expected. It was depressing, however, to hear it
con-firmed from the creature himself.

"We next asked him," Kovorsky said, "what he ate— that is, where he obtained energy we get from
oxygen and food. His answer was, 'Star heat.' Thisimmediately ruled out cosmic rays, since aswe know
these do not originate in stars. Answer gppears cons stent with our results, which indicate he runs on sixth
Bethe reaction.”

Helooked into the screen and then back at Holm. "He is now ready for further questions; it would
appear that some sort of communication is possible. If any of you gentlemen would careto interrogate
him now, Dr. Davisand | will trandate and interpret.”

Abercrombie leaned forward ill farther, until it seemed that his lean buttocks would go off the edge
of hischair entirely. He appeared to be quite oblivious of the intermediaries between himself and VOR.

"How long," he said, "did your trip take?"
Davis machine clattered. Stalidly, VOR flickered back.
" 'Not word, " Kovorsky said. " ‘Long, short. Space, time."

Holm found himsdf grinning tightly. "What did you expect, Henry?' he said. "The creaturés a
reaivig, just likeyou and me"

Ignoring him, Abercrombie said tensdy: "How many of you are there?"
" 'More-than-twelve,' " Kovorsky interpreted. "We asked him that before, Dr. Abercrombie; reply is



there on your briefing-sheet.”

Abercrombie sat back and began to fumble with the lega-length pages of the brief, but apparently
could not find what he wanted. He looked up again. "Areyou al on one planet?' he asked VOR.

The colorsflashed briefly. "He says'No," Kovorsky reported.
Therewas abrief pause. Then Holm said, "Davis, ask himif his people are dl like himsdf?!

"I can't," Davissaid. "That's too complicated. Y ou remember he said there were more-than-twelve
VOR's, that's the best answer we can get at this stage of the game.”

"Ask him again in context,” Holm said. Davistapped at the keys. VOR said, "More-than-twelve."
"You see?' Davissad.

"Can his ship go fagter than light?' Kaye put in, with atouch of impatience.

"Yes, no," VOR said through Kovorsky. "Light morefast. Ship go around light.”

"That's about what we expected,” Davis added. "It seemsto indicate some sort of transfinite drive. I'd
liketo point out that it's hopeless to ask him technical ques-tions until we've made more progress; we just
don't have the vocabulary in common yet."

"Ask him," Alberssaid, "if there's anything he wants."

Davis stroked the keys deftly, and Holm watched him with a curiosity which dmost overrode his
anxiety over the possible answer. The concept of "want" was a delicate one. How could Davis and
Kovorsky be surethat VOR agreed with them on its meaning?

But the keys had barely stopped clicking when astir in the small audience jerked Holm's eyes back to
the screen. VOR had arisen from the bucket-seat. His multiple eyehoods shuttered back and forth over
the three dead-black eyeswith afluttering sound which came clearly through the audio circuits, asound
like the passage of aflight of swalowslow over ariver. He took astep forward.

Egl drew back, his chair tumbling over. Diamond was aso on hisfeet, but he at east seemed to
remember that thiswas only an image he was watching. Albers and Abercrombie seemed frozen to their
chairs, aswas Holm himsdlf. Only Kaye, hisviolet eyeswide but strangely blank, leaned closer to the
screen. Aha, Holm thought irrelevantly; that's the secret; he's wearing con-tacts with iris-maskson
them—

After four steps, VOR stopped, hisface now filling the whole screen. Colors marched acrossthe
irregular organ in hisface.

Kovorsky took the reply down and stared at it. Then he began thumbing through his notebook. The
an-nouncer's voice had stopped; Holm could plainly hear Egl's hoarse breathing.

Kovorsky went back to Davis, and the two argued briefly, heatedly, under their breaths. Evenin the
S-lenceit wasimpossible to understand what they were saying, but to Holm even the tones of their
voices were ominous. they wereredly quarrdling, not just disput-ing a point, and quarreling with audible
bitterness— Kovorsky straightened and faced the restive commis-sioners.

"He says—" He stopped again and looked hopefully a Davis. The scientist turned astony face avay
from his colleague.

"Out withit," Kaye said. "What does he want?'
"Hesays," Kovorsky sad, "I WANT DEATH!"

Therewere nine men in the AEC office: the five com-missioners, plus Marty Petrucdlli, Davis,
Kovorsky and Kaye. Kovorsky was talking; Davis was dumped in his chair. Every so often, Holm
noticed, Kovorsky would turn to look at his colleague, while still ostensibly ad-dressing the others. Thus



far, Davis had refused to re-turn the look; was the usualy sanguine, voluble Davis actudly sulking?

"Dr. Davisand | have some signd advances—excuse me, | intended no pun, thistime—in
communicating with VOR," Kovorsky was saying, "since he made hisfirst declaration two months ago.
Now—"

He paused, and his dark, weary eyes scanned all their faces earnestly. "Now | fed that time has come
when we must decide question of greater import than any we have been putting to VOR, on behdf of
gov-ernment and various scientigts. It isof course question raised by VOR himsdlf, but now iscloseto
critical time when answer is needed.

"So you must decide, gentlemen—I say thisin dl seriousness—whether Dr. Davisand | continueto
work out base of communication between ourselves and this entity, or whether instead we should bend
al our ef-fortstoward granting hisrequest. That is, toward find-ing means of destroying him."

Egl frowned. "What makes the decision so pressing, Dr. Kovorsky?' he said.

"1 will tell you," Kovorsky said, "but | report only my own opinion, | speak for no one ese here. That
VOR wishes usto kill himisbeyond doubt; he understands concept of death and is at painsto be sure
wedo."

"How can you be sure of that?" Egl said.

"Dr. Davisand | amplified hisanswer of two monthsago,” Kovorsky said grimly, "for benefit of
laymen. What he actualy demanded wasto have his entropy reversed. In living cresture thisis demand
for death; only life shows negentropy, of dl processesin universe. Hewishesustokill him. That ishis
sole purpose in coming to Earth. Heis gpparently unable to kill him-salf. He believes himsdlf to be both
immortal and in-vulnerable; he wishes usto add clause reading, ‘barring accidents—and then to be that
accident.

"We have asked him whether or not dl hisraceisimmortal. He says no, but that his classis
immorta—"

"Class?' Egl interrupted again. "'Y ou mean these creatures have a class system? Excuse me, Dr.
Kovor-sky, but Marxism from the stars—| mean to ssy—"

"No, no. 'Class is mathematica concept, not eco-nomic. He hastried to tell uswhy hisclassis
immortal, but his explanations are difficult to follow, because root assumptions of hislanguage are not like
ours. In many ways his color-code is more difficult than Zuni—much more difficult than Nahuatlian or

Athapascan.”

"Better hew to theline, Boris" Holm said, noting Sgns of boredom beginning to renew themsalveson
Egl'sface.

"Pardon. Very well. From what VOR says, it gppearsthat he was made immorta by other members
of hisrace and sent out to roam among stars. We have guessed that this was done as punishment, hence
perhapsto hisrace VOR is crimind; but sincethisisour first guessit is probably wrong. We adso
wondered why immor-taity should be regarded as punishment, but our only answer isthat VOR wantsiit
ended. If we seek reasons, perhaps story of Tithonius offers clues. Or perhaps not.

"In any event, we have learned that Earth isnot first world he hasvisited in this search for death. He
has encountered many planetsin hiswanderings—more-than-twelve, if you please, gentlemen—peopled
by in-tdligent beings. He saysdl these were 'evil,' bose, what you will—concept is clear, whatever we
cdl it. They were evil becausethey failed to give him what he seeks: death.

"If we had to do with human being, | should say that by now he must be becoming desperate. Since
we have not, | say only that we cannot afford to take chances with creature of his powers. We cannot
predict what he will do, any more than we can tell how he thinks. But precisdly for that reason, we must



act now. What little any man knows about VOR, | know—I, Boris Kovorsky. And | say that
consequences to humanity, should you decide wrongly, may be dreadful .

He sat down abruptly, like acrane that had pulled up its other leg by mistake. In the ensuing silence,
Holm had timeto think grimly that Kovorsky's pitch had been made to a poorly-assessed audience. The
consequences of any AEC decision could be dreadful—even the smal decisons. The commissioners got
up with that fact in the morning, ate lunch with it at noon, and lay in their bedswith it a night, listening to
the clock tick away at that eternd, yet al too short |ast minute before mid-night. If they dlowed it to
become the most important of al the facts they had to dedl with, and from which they had to decide, no
one of them could have stayed six months ahead of catatonic schizophrenia—no, not even Egl.

Y et nobody, least of all Holm, could have persuaded Kovorsky that influencing abody like the AEC
was akind of game, like poker. Seated around the table were five players, each one of whom played for
his own per-sond advantage, as each one defined the term: Egl, for the Administration; Abercrombie, for
the scientific com-munity; Diamond, for the public (read "private") utili-ties, Albers, for the surviva of
man; Holm... for Holm, and let someone e se explain what being for Holm might mean; he had never
managed to get it formulated to his own satisfaction.

Or the five might be divided more smply (for Kovor-sky's purposes) into two groups. politica
opportunists—Egl and Diamond; and technicad specialists—Holm (government) and Albers (science).
That left Abercrombie, who belonged to both groups, as atie-breaking member. But regardless of how
Kovorsky might have chosen to treat that problem, he would have had to re-member that it was only a
game; to remember, in other words, that not aman on the commission, not even Egl, would conscioudy
play against the others as an expert at the game itself. Only a man who believed that the po-tentia
deadliness of the decision involved was the most important fact about it could play that way. That man,
today, was Kovorsky; but he had failed to play his cardsright.

Diamond stirred restlesdy in his chair. Before he could speak, however, Albers said quietly: "Just
what are you afraid of, Dr. Kovorsky?'

"l am afraid,” Kovorsky said, "that if wefail to de-stroy VOR, hewill destroy us. | thought | made
that clear.”

"Come now," Egl said. "Easier said than done, isn't it, Kovorsky? Werenot living in H. G. Wellss
time. Hate to think of what would happen to Wellss Martiansif they tried to raid usthese days."

"But what will you do about VOR?' Kovorsky said. "He is here. And isno Martian."

"Well, after dl. If he redlly meansto make trouble, we could bomb him. A nomina A-bomb, evena
tacti-ca one. | think that would be sufficient.”

"Morethan sufficient,” Holm said caudtically. "'Pure suicide, asameatter of fact. Y ou haven't been
keeping up with things, Egl. Didn't you see our report to the UN on our tests? An A-bomb that included
VOR inthefire-bal would step up his own low-grade fusion power source enough to generate afive
thousand megaton ex-plosion. That's enough to consume the whole of this continent and kill everything
€lse on Earth, even the deep-sea fish, from the concussion aone. It would also amost surdly rip away
half the atmosphere, poison the rest, and maybe even knock the planet out of its orbit— but there'd be
nobody aiveto care.”

"That soundsto me," Egl sad iffly, "like one of
those scare reports the Bulletin of the Nuclear Physicists isforever circulating.”

"Maybe it does. It happensto be our own, thistime. But for that matter, when wasthelast time the
Bulletin was wrong? It was Rapp's report in the Bulletin that forced your predecessor to publish the
facts on U-bomb falout.”

"Please," Abercrombie said. "Thisis getting us no-where. The debate on our report to the UN isdl in



yesterday's New York Times; no senseinrehearang it here. | think we dl understand that Generd Egl is
too busy to keep up with the papers. We dl are.”

"All right,” Holm said. "But it had damn well better be clear that bombing VOR isno solution. Y ou've
only to look at the USSR's reaction to seethat. In thefirst bresth Erdsenov said we were lying, trying to
black-mail the rest of the world with ‘atomic extinction—and in the next breath he put in aresolution to
ban the use of nuclear weapons against VOR forever.' He believes us, dl right.”

"Theresno reason,” Egl said tiffly, "why we dl have to be so credulous. Kovorsky's opinion is il
only an opinion. Dr. Davis, | think it's high time that we heard your side of the story."

Davis stood up hesitantly. He was still 1ooking any-where else in the room but where Kovorsky sat.

"What | think isthis" he said dowly. "What Boris saysis perfectly true asfar asit goes. Sure, VOR is
dan-gerous. If he decided he didn't like us, he could do usahdll of alot of damage—even if he didn't do
any-thing worse than go on awalking tour of the country. Any attempt on our part to stop him would do
as much damage as he'd be doing. If he really lost histemper, he could tear us gpart, not only by himsdlf,
but with his ship—there are dmost surely wegpons mounted init.

"Very well. Atomic research is dangerous, too. | shouldn't have to remind this Commission of what
hap-pened at Chalk River, or the way George Weil's pre-diction of the ‘maximum accident’ came true
with the La Plata blast. But we're not folding up our nuclear labs and quitting because of that. All
research conssts of taking chances, and there's no such thing as standing till. Y ou either go ahead or you
backdide; there aren't any other choices.

"That'stheway it iswith VOR. He's not just an object of research, heé'sawholefield of study in
him-self. Hes our fird interstellar visitor. He's brought with him atremendous mass of new data, and we
haven't touched most of that data yet. HE's going to give usanew biology, a new physics, anew
chemistry, anew astronomy—maybe a new psychology and sociology to boot.

"So, as| seeit, it'sour plain duty as scientists and as human beings to continue to sudy him, whatever
the danger. To destroy him out of hand would beinsane.”

He sat down, determinedly meeting Kovorsky's sad gaze at last.
"Do you think the La Plata blast was agood thing?' Diamond said.
"No, of coursenot. | do think it was agood thing that we didn't close up shop because of it."

Egl frowned and pulled a his chin. Plainly, Holm thought, the generd was thoroughly at sea. At no
time during histenure had he quite redized that more than half the scientists working under the AEC had
been debating this same question: how great was, their re-spongbility to protect ordinary people from the
con-sequences of their work? How could the responsbility to pursue the truth be balanced against it?
Now it was being thrust into Egl's lap, and Egl was caught flat-footed with no attitudes of his own toward
it.

"Lieutenant Petrucelli,” Egl said. "What have you to contribute?*
Marty stood up, with a hesitant look toward Holm. He seemed to be fedling alittle sheepish in such
high-octane company.

"Not very much," hesaid. "'I'm familiar with VOR's ship, though. It does mount wegpons, of that I'm
sure; some of the controls clearly release directed energy out-side the hull. Asfor destroying him—well,
it'smy guessthat it's possible. 'Indestructibl€ isjust aword, like 'immovable and irresigtible.’ They don't
any of them mean anything. It's possible to form them in English, so wethink that something that
corresponds to them hasto exist, but | don't think anybody has ever found such an object.”

Kovorsky's head turned dowly toward Marty, his dark eyes blinking with surprise.



"What matters," Marty continued, "iswhether or not VOR is destructible for us. We could destroy
our own world if we wanted to, but | don't think we want to. If you want to destroy VOR, you can doit.
Whether or not you want to is something else again.”

Bravo, Holm thought silently. That ought to teach Egl not to try palming his own ignorance off onthe
near-est bystander. But of course it won't.

The Pentagon agent who used the name of Kaye was dso examining Marty, through hismotionless,
undilatable irismasks. Hesad at last:

"l have something to contribute, Genera Egl. I'm not very sure Lt. Petrucdlli's discussion of VOR's
destructibility isinformed. It happensthat | know something about the problem. My staff and | have run
sometests.”

Both Davis and Kovorsky leaned forward in astonish-ment. "When?" Kovorsky said, while Davis
demanded: "Wheat tests?"

"We managed to arrange for one shift at Grand Rapids when only my staff wason duty,” Kaye said.
"I wasinterested in finding the answers to some questions which you two hadn't seen fit to ask—for
reasons of your own which aso interest me; | assume temporarily that they were very good reasons. We
used your own notes to ask the creature if we might try some more drastic measures than you had tried.
He said that he was in accord, so we went ahead.”

Kovorsky and Davis seemed stunned. Holm said, "Kaye, you have my persona word that you'll pay
for that. I've been watching you alittle. Y ou are going to go out of thisroom with a security-risk label
you'l carry for the rest of your life. The same one you pinned on so many other people.”

"l have Q clearance," Kaye said, turning his unread-able eyes back to Holm. But his voice seemed to
have lost some of its droning saf-confidence.

"What did you do?' Davis brokein, amost shouting.

"Well, first we tried a cutting torch, manipulating it with the waldo. VOR's hide responded to that
even lessthan the hull of his ship had. The spot under the torch heats up to the temperature of the flame,
but its other properties—strength, hardness and so on—don't alter.”

"What did you expect?' Holm said scornfully. " There's seven million degrees Kelvin on the other side
of that hide. Why should it notice atorch? When did you last cut yoursdlf with alukewarm washcloth,
Kaye?'

The agent ignored him. "Then we tried the cyclotron, and alittle bit later—it took awhiletoriga
suitable series of reflectors down into his chamber—the linear accelerator. We thought a concentrated,
high-velocity beam of heavy particles might disturb hismetabolism alittle—"

"Yourelucky it didn't,"” Davissad grimly.

"—but it just made his skin fluoresce dightly. Next, we got a semi-portable machineriflewith a
slencer on it into the chamber. That didn't even jolt him, even at point-blank range. Wefindly gavehima
shdll in the belly from adismounted pom-pom cannon, after we shielded dl the sensng insrumentsin the
tank from shell-fragments and ricochets. Again, no result. We would have tried aheavy naval rifle next,
but the con-ditions didn't permit it.

"Since then weve andyzed the results—we had plenty of meters running while the testswere
on—and have come to some conclusions. They show that VOR's hide is stronger than undidocated sted,
harder than wolfram carbide, dectricaly aperfect insulator, chemicaly 100% inert—and perfectly
elastic, which means that there's no known mechanical shock it can't take. He can't even be knocked
over, because he runs up his mass—hence hisinertia—apparently a will, and can do it in something
under five microseconds.



"In short, it would be futile to try to destroy him. It can't be done. The Pentagon has asked meto
announce that it opposes any further tries.”

"The Pentagon ought to be scared green by your stupidity, instead,” Davis said furioudy. "Obvioudy
no-body inyour crew hasthe faintest real notion of what goes on insgde VOR's hide. The temperatures
and pres-suresin there are so great that we can't begin to imagine how he keeps them under contral.
Suppose one of your stupid bullets had gotten through to them? The whole goddam state of Michigan
would have been wiped off the map in less than a second!”

"And if your cyclotron had worked," Holm added, "the explosion would have been &t least as
big—maybe as big as the one bombing him would produce. When you get back to the Pentagon, Kaye,
better turn in your key to the executives toilet. | don't think you'll be need-ing it any more.”

The masked eyes did not blink.

"When | go, you go," Kaye said. "'l have adossier that deals with you, Holm. If you pressme, | may
useit.”

"The hell with your dossiers. Politick on your own time. If you've got nothing more to say about
VOR, shut up."

"That's enough brawling,” Egl rumbled. "Stop it, dl of you. Kovorsky, what's your rebutta to dl this?!

"1 will repest what Lieutenant Petrucdlli said,” Ko-vorsky said, white-lipped, without rising. "Mr.
Kaye's methods were as moronic as they were underhanded— but nevertheless, VOR can be
destroyed, and should be destroyed. If it istrue that we cannot destroy him with-out destroying
ourselves—which | think is possible— then wewill haveto find another way."

"Suggest one," Alberssaid.

"Communication, perhaps," Kovorsky said quietly. "We may be ableto find out precisely why VOR
wants to be destroyed. To understand nature of problem isto understand nature of solution. We have
somefactorsin our favor there. Assume VOR isliving creature—"

"lan't he?' Albers said, startled for once.

"How can we know? That problem is not important anyhow. Assume heisliving cresture,
nevertheless, and you assume d o that suicidd mentdity is diseased men-tdity; that is axiomatic.
Organism which seeks degath as primary drive cannot perpetuate itsalf very long— and not even absurdly
tough organism like VOR. Or, assume VOR isinstead construction, machine, robot, what you will; if so,
he is deranged—not operating as designed.”

"Why?' Hdm said.

"Observe, Chris. he wants deeth. If heis designed to want degth, it would be most smple and direct
for him to cometo Earth and begin to lay it waste. Surely we would try to kill him asfast as possible
then. But he does not. Instead, he establishes contact with us and asks usto kill him. Why so indirect?
That iswhat | want to know. In machine designed to seek death, his cooperativenessisinsane; and as
machine heis clearly complex enough to be subject to persondity aberrartions. If heis not machine, heis
suicidd; Q.E.D. Either way, there lies hisweak spot, and there may lie our only hope for our own lives."

"Y ou might aswdl continueto hit him physicaly whileyou'reat it," Kaye said, gpparently quite
un-aware that he was reversing adecision he had identified only alittle while ago as the Pentagon's, not
hisadone. "We could tie him down in a Pacific atoll and let him burn himself out boiling the water, maybe.
Or maybe we can just shut him off—whether he'samachine or dive wouldn't matter if we could find a
vulnerable spot. How about his eyes? They look vulnerable. We might be able to get through them into
hisbrain with avibra-tory drill, if hisbrainisin hishead.”

"That is possible gpproach,” Kovorsky agreed, molli-fied. "Or we might immobilize him. Seal him



under-ground in lead room, where no light, no radio waves, nothing could reach him. Keep room poured
with granite—water surely would be out of question—to assure even temperature over dl hisskin. With
no mean-ingful sgnasto interpret, he might think himsalf deed—"

"Y ou're both crazy!" Davis shouted, springing to hisfeet and dumping his chair over. Hisfacewas
flushed in patches; hisnormaly pink scap was as white as parchment, drawn tight over the fitted bones
of hisskull by the distorted muscles of hisface. "Thisisthe greatest thing that's ever happened on this
planet! Were going to get space flight out of it, akey to ultrahigh-temperature physics, God only knows
what ese! VOR will giveit dl to usif we handle him right! And you—you're go-ing to destroy it dl at
one stroke!"

"Easy," Holm said. "Takeit easy, Davis."

"Not on your life. The stakes are too big. These guysare dl set to destroy VOR before he's made
one singlethrestening move. Out of sheer fright, that'sdl. | won't let it happen." Davis pointed a shaking
finger at Ko-vorsky. "Boris, you were afriend of mine. | thought you were ascientist, too—a great
scientist, aman | could look up to, aman | could pattern my career after. But—"

"Davis, shut up!" Holm said.

"Don't shut me up. | know a Judaswhen | see one. Boris, do you know you're betraying every
scientist in the world? Not just me, but the whole tradition of science. And why? Because you're afraid!
BorisKo-vorsky, timid scientist! The scientist who takes sdeswith informers!™

Albersreached up alarge, bony hand and took Davis by the shoulder-pad of hisjacket. "No more,"
he said grimly. "Sit down, Dr. Davis."

"Thank you, you arelittle late," Kovorsky said in athick voice. "I have heard more than enough. This
man cdls me traitor—he that would murder hisfellow men to satisfy technicd curiosty. | will satisfy him.
| leave my interest in thismonster from space to him. Let us seewhat he will do with it. | want no part of
it now. | will say noword to VOR again, my part in this proj-ect isended. | bid you al adieu”

Egl was pounding on the table as the chairs scraped back. He might just as well have been pounding
awet drumhead with alamb'stail. Over the noise Abercrombie was trying to ask what had been
decided. Kovorsky, far gonein fury, was hafway to the door, held back only by Diamond; he had
relgpsed for thefirst timein many yearsinto explosive Russian, and Kaye— the sole man till Sitting &t the
table—was taking down every word in his notebook, thetip of histongue pro-truding dightly between
hislipsin an expresson so closeto lust asto be unworthy of another word.

Holm saw only this much whiletrying to fight hisway around the table and get between Davisand
Kovorsky fast enough to reconcile them, if he could. Hefailed; and as he turned to watch Kovorsky's
stormy progress toward the door, he caught also a brief glimpse of Marty Petrucelli standing off to one
sde, hisface darmingly wooden and uncaring.

Too late. Again.
Then the meeting broke apart into chaos.
seven

The Air Force scheduled its conference on the flying of VOR's ship for eight o'clock in the morning,
gpparently having decided that this was the most inconvenient time for everyone concerned and hence
hardening to the mora fiber. Marty arrived a the AF's adminigtration building on the field— an
H-shaped, one-story clapboard structure which had been run up next to the larger of the CAP
sguadron's hangars— without having had as much asthree hours deep.

Asfar as he was concerned, the problem was closed out; VOR's ship could be flown. The complex
wave-guiding plumping ingdeit had provided the clue. Evi-dently there was no control board. Instead,



VOR's"ears' had broadcast hisinstructions as € ectromagnetic pulses down al those tubes; oncethe
tubes were sorted out, it was relatively easy to assign cueing frequencies to them and rig signal generators
at the appropriate in-puts. This multitude of peeping little oscillators was of course not a substitute for the
guiding brain of VOR himsdlf, but only a substitute for hisradio-frequency "voice"; the brain would be
supplied by ahuman mind, working by remote control from the ground, directing what oscillators should
peep and in what sequence. Practicdly it was complex, but in principle it was Smple enough—once it
had been worked out.

Y et he had been unableto fight off aternating tides of anticipation and anxiety, each oneleaving him
stranded farther up on the gritty beaches of tension, at the thought of flying that ship. Directing an
air-craft— or a space-craft —by remote controls from a safe station on the ground should be very
different from mounting the wobbly air init himsdlf... and yet he was none too surethat it would seem
very different on the morrow. He had lived with the denid too long; it might now be categorical.

In addition, the early time set for the conference meant that the severa visitors who were scheduled to
attend it had to arrive the night—or the morning—be-fore. The Civil Aeronautics Board member hit the
field a midnight in a Cessnawith two bellowing 245-horse-power engines, one of which backfired
deafeningly and repeatedly while idling. The two officersfrom higher echelons of CAP chose— since
they were coming from other parts of Michigan rather than from the Digtrict of Columbia—to schedule
early morning flights so asto arrive in time "to have breakfast with the men”; both had to be talked down
through athick morning haze, one at 0500, the other at 0615.

Pat was not in the tent; she was— somewhere else. There wasthat dliptical thought, too, to retrace
and retrace, from one epicenter to the other, and back again. His disgust and anxiety overwhelmed him.

Asaresult, Marty dept through breakfast and arrived at the conference half an hour late. By that
time, as he could hear in the corridor fifteen feet away from the closed doors, it had aready begun to
degenerateinto ashouting match. Al Strickland's voicein particular kept hammering down the square
wave-guide of the corridor, the words blurred beyond recognition, yet each one as buffeting asa
concusson.

Marty winced and opened the door. Everyone turned to look at him, in asudden and complete
Slence.

"Sorry," hesaid. "Overdept." Let them chew him out if they wanted to. He could dwaysresign.
Thank God.

But apparently nobody wanted to. The man at the head of the long table— Magjor Mendes, the AF
liaison officer for CAP— said: "Y ou've earned allittle deep, Lieutenant Petrucelli, but we need your
advice. St down and let's see if we can get back to the subject. Everybody smmer down aminute; we're
not making much sense.”

In the renewed silence, Marty found a chair and identified the people around him. Besides Mendes,
who was areasonable man whose only serious drawback was a suspicion that VOR was an enormously
expen-sive hoax, the brassincluded: Lieutenant Colonel Pack-enheimer, the operations officer from
Group, apilot sncethe old barnstorming days after World War | and now somewhat hardened in the
brains, Mgor Voss, the AF's commanding officer from the field, ahighly and expensively trained cipher
not yet out of his crew cut; the CAP colonel from Wing, unknown to Marty, but wearing many CAP
sarvice ribbons and few others, asure sgn of no regular armed forces service worth men-tioning plusa
bad case of ribbon-happiness, and Harry Hartz, who at the moment was wearing his most com-manding
high-brass expression.

There were two civilians. One, of course, was the CAB man. The other was Dr. Endow, one of the
civilian scientists with whom Marty had worked on VOR's ship: abig, stocky man, with asurprisngly
high voice and aloping walk and no patience whatsodamnever. He spoke firgt:



"l want to get onething clear," he said. "If I'd known that Lieutenant Strickland was cherishing the
hope of apersond flight while he was working with me, I'd have scotched it. It never entered my head
that held think it possible.”

"Thepoint is, hasit entered his head that it isn't pos-able?' Mendes said. "Areyou il holding out,
Al?

"Yes" Al said sullenly. "So the ship'shot. A couple of us have been ingdetherein those
arr-conditioned lead suits, dready. The suits are clumsy but | can manage'em. | could fly from inside
one"

After the firsd moment of astonishment, Marty could hardly repressabitter grin at his own expense, as
well asat Al's expectations, which were probably no more naive than Marty's had been. So Al had
thought he was going to fly VOR's ship persondly?

Al'seyeslooked unblinkingly and loweringly & Marty. "And what are you smirking at, hero?'

"Never mind the chitchat,” Mendes said sharply. "The plain fact isthat those suits wouldn't protect
you for more than five minutesin that ship, if | understand it correctly.”

"Less," Endow said. "The anthropomorphic shape of the working space meansthat we can't get a
bulkier suit in there— one with more shidding. Asamatter of fact, Mgor, putting alive pilot in the ship
was never contemplated. 1'd expected that Lieutenant Petrucelli would fly the vessdl from the ground. He
knows rather more about the peculiar instrumentation problemsin-volved than Lieutenant Strickland
does,; that's only natu-ral, since he'saspeciaist. An ordinary pilot would be handicapped here— he's
been conditioned to normdl aircraft controls, and there's nothing of that kind in VOR's ship.”

"S0 that's what he'slooking so smug about,” Al said, with concentrated fury. "Getting even, Marty?
God-dam smdll beer, isn't it?"

"Strickland, shut up," Harry Hartz said. Marty only shrugged. Since the charge was both untrue and
beside the point, there could be no point in arguing it. Besides, he decided sadly, the bitch could deep
where sheliked.

"I'm taken aback all over again,” Mendes admitted after amoment. "1 hadn't been thinking of
Petrucelli asapilot at al. Of course he'slisted as one on the T/O, but he never flies."

"And won't bedlowed to fly," the CAB man put in, his voice abrupt and gravelly. "He hasn't had his
medi-cal certificate updated sSince 1948."

Endow leaned back in hischair, grasped the tip of his nose between histhumb and crooked
forefinger, cradled his elbow with the other hand, and looked at the CAB man asthough he had just said
that it was snowing in Potlatch Forest. Marty expected an explo-sion; but instead, Endow said quietly,
"Hewon't be flying himsdlf, you know. HEll be on the ground. | hope to make that clear to everybody."

"A current medical certificateisrequired by law to vaidate apilot'slicense,” the CAB man said
equably. "There are no exceptions. Y ou can make me fed asslly asyou like, Dr. Endow, but when
you're dl through abashing me, that will still be the sense and content of the law— and | can't changeit.
Go embarrass Congress. They madethe law.”

"And the Board has no power to interpret it? Don't give methat.”

"I'll giveyou that as often as| seefit,” the CAB man said. "'l know the law and the field. We make
guided-missile pilots have up-to-date medical certificates, wheth-er they're ever going to be airborne or
not. We don't want them to have aheart attack or an ulcer pasm whilethey've gotamissleintheair
over somebody's house. Stick to physics, Dr. Endow. No medical, no flying. That'stherule. Period.”

"The next voice you hear," Endow said, "will bethat of Arthur Godfrey, buzzing acontrol tower with
abum leg and amedicd certificate as extinct as Cro-Magnon Man—"



"Excuseme," the Wing colonel brokein. "I think we can sttle this question a one blow, Mgor
Mendes. No member of this CAP squadron can fly this spaceship by any method, so therésno sensein
arguing about that. One of your own regular Air Force pilotswill haveto handlethejob."

"Why?' Mendes said. "Nobody among my pilots has any experience with the thing. Isthisan order
on your part, Colondl, so far as your own serviceis concerned?’

"Yes I'mafraditis” the colond sad affably. "The reason is smple enough: grossirregularities.
We've dis-covered that this officer"— he pointed athick finger at Harry Hartz— "has been wearing
senior pilots wingswithout any of the necessary qudifications, not even so much as astudent pilot's
license—"

Harry went gray. "Just a goddam stupid storekeeper made amistake," he said thickly. "It was
observer'swings| asked for. Haven't gotten around to taking ‘em back."

"Y ou don't have the flight experience for senior ob-server'swings either,” the colond said.
"My licenseislegd,” Al brokein contemptuoudy. "And it's not the only onein the squadron, either.”

"But your rating isn't legd, Lieutenant. After we made this discovery about Captain Hartz, weran a
check on the whole squadron. We found that Captain Hartz has never sent in asingle gpplication for any
of the ratings hismen hold. He just handed them out VOCO— verba order of commanding officer.
That's atemporary measure which is supposed to be backed by the appropriate applications. It never
was. Asfar as CAPis concerned, Mgor Mendes, thereisn't aman in this squadron who holds arating
of any kind, and we're grounding al of them until their papers are processed properly. | presume that
their new CO., Captain Hammerkein, will attend to that.”

"Captain!" Harry said huskily. "Hammerkein!"

Colond Packenheimer was staring at Harry as though the ex-squadron commander had just stolen his
wife. "Harry," he said. "Thiswas the best damned squadron in the whole group. Maybe even in the whole
state. How the hell did you let it get loused up on nothing but sim-ple paper work? Were you crazy?'

"l was doing fine until somebody got his bowelsin an uproar about those damnwings" Harry said
savagely. "If thiswas agood ouitfit it was because me and Al and afew other guys madeit that way. Half
the time we had to drag it there. What the hell are a couple of pieces of paper? My pilots can fly— so dll
right, maybe | can't, but they can. Last year they saved five guys lives, did you know that? It wasin
every newspaper in the state. They been doing all right on this spaceship business too, up to now. Who
found the damn spaceship, anyhow?We did! If Wing's going to go ahead and wreck us now because we
didn't filethe right goddam forms— "

The door opened very quietly next to Marty, and Holm camein. He said nothing; he smply stood and
listened.

"Nobody's going to wreck your squadron,” the colond from Wing was saying iffly. "Weknow it'sa
good outfit and we giveit al the credit it's got coming. But from here on out it's going to operate by the
regs. CAPisan Air Force auxiliary, not a collection of barn-stormers.”

"I'll gpeak for the Air Force here," Mendes said sharply. "And if necessary I'll ask Mgjor Voss, as
fiedld commander, to reingtate the ratings of dl the licensed CAP pilots on thefidd, VOCO, if you please,
Colond."

"Yourereverang me?'

"Certainly. If you don't approve, file an gppeal— through channds. What you don't seem to
understand, Colonel, isthat were here to discuss flying this space-ship. Not to discuss whose papers are
inwhat order. There are only two men here who're qudified to fly that ship, and they're Lieutenants
Petrucelli and Strickland. Both of them would be grounded by your order, so obvioudy your order will



be set aside.”
"You'relikely to hear more about this, Mgor," the colonel said.

"All right. Bear in mind that technicaly that ship is government property, and if one of my boysis
forced to fly it and wrecksit— because you inssted on ground-ing your two qudified men— the
government will be asking you whereto find another onelikeit.”

The CAB man cleared histhroat. "Asfar as| can see" he said, "nobody on thisfield islikely to fly
that ship for awhileyet."

Mendes nostrils flared and he said nothing for acount of five. Then, quietly: "Why not?"

"Firgt of dl, because nobody's bothered to give thisfield an experimenta-range designation, no ship
can leave the field without a CAA certificate of air-worthi-ness, and this spaceship doesn't have one. We
do have alicense for the vessel as an experimentd aircraft, but that's no good at al except over a
Specified experimentd range.”

"And second of dl, Sr?"

" Secondly, does Lieutenant Strickland hold alicense qudifying him for ingrument flying?'

"Wdl, Al?'

“No."

"Then helll be flying no missiles, experimentd or otherwise,” the CAB man sad. "An instrument-flying
ticket is an absolute prerequisite to missle guidance. There are no exceptions.”

There was a stunned silence. Dr. Endow looked so disgusted that Marty thought he might be sick.

Then Holm straightened from his douch by the door-way. Everyone turned to look at him; in the
smoky clouds of the argument, most of those who had seen him comein at al had evidently forgotten
about it. Hisface looked as though it had been cut into amountain-side by some sculptor considerably
better than Borglum, possibly even asagood as God; his expression reminded Marty of the flinty disdain
of the Eagter Idand monu-ments.

"l want this hassal broken up now," Holm said, hislight voice cracking out each word like the Mach
Two flick of awhip-tip. "That spaceship fliestoday. It will beflown by one of the two qudified men, and
not by anyone else. Any one the AEC finds obstructing the flight will regret it. End of discussion. No
questions”

They dl stared a him. He stared back, arrogance in granite.

Thenhesad: "Marty, get Pat.”

Heturned and stalked out. Marty got up, seething. To be taken out of the meeting while the question
of who wasto fly VOR's ship was lill, after all, up in the air was bad enough— but to be taken out this
way, by Holm, waslike being publicly exempted from an exam as teacher's pet. He would fly the ship, if
at dl, not by virtue of his hard study, but because he had influentia friends.

And to have Pat ordered out with him wasworsg, in the long run, than Holm's asking her in public
whether or not she wanted to go with him would have been. There was also the question of in just whose
tent hewould find her.

Thetrip into town in the command car, chauffeured by an air-man third class, was even sStranger than
Marty had anticipated, and agood deal more uncomfortable. Pat had spoken only once.

"What does he want?' she had said, when he found her in their own tent.
"l don't know, Pat. HE'Sin one of hismoods. | can't predict them."”



Then they had caught up with Holm, whose notion, asit turned out, wasto drive to town and have a
beer. Thiswould have been an odd proposa from anyone at ten-thirty in the morning. Coming from
Holm to Marty and Pat, under the present circumstances, it was crazy; for Marty, at least, it bore about
the same relationship to suicide as 3.2 did to beer. Nobody had |eft thefield for abeer, legaly, sncethe
security lid had been put over it; that Al and, no doubt, Pat had sneaked out for afew was
understandable, and they might not have been done in succeeding at it; but to go out openly, under
privilege, leaving an airport full of restricted officers and enlisted men behind...

Wi, it didn't matter. The real damage had aready been done, even had Holm been willing to listen to
any such argument.

But what, after al, was Holm doing here? VVOR had been both introduced to the public and turned
over to the UN, through a series of Holm maneuvers which newspapersal over the country had cdled
Machiave-lian (though what they meant by that varied widely). Holm should be shut out of the VOR
problem; and though the spaceship was still no doubt alegitimate concern of the AEC, why should Holm
dtill be espe-cidly interested in Marty— or Pat, for that matter?

The car passed the now-€l aborate encampment at the crest of the hill which overlooked the
gpaceship itsalf— the path of Holm's solitary march into the face of death was now aheavy-duty
metal-mesh road— and whirred on down an aide of charred trunks. Holm looked straight ahead.

"What'sup?' Marty said.

"l need your advice."

"Becauseit'syours," Holm said. "It'svauableto me.”
"Yourewecometoit," Marty said dowly. "But | don't sse why you want it."

"I'm just about to be out of ajob,” Holm said, in hislight neutral voice. "An executivejobin
government islike abaancing rock; as long as the rock stays bal-anced, people take a proprietary pride
init— but as soon asit shows signs of teetering, they can't knock it down fast enough;, it scaresthem
blue”

“| don't see—"

"| didn't handle this United Nations trusteeship of VOR very illfully, regardless of what you've been
reading in the papers. If I'd doneit properly, it wouldn't have been attributable to me. Asitis, I'm
identified with it. That might very well make me useful on some sort of United Nations AEC— but the
AEC | work for is American. Unless| can think of something fast, Kaye will be able to drum up more
than enough sup-port for arequest that | resign before my term expires.”

"Oh." The answer seemed to be relevant only to some question that Marty had not asked; it
embarrassed him without doing him any good. "But why me?"

"Well, Marty, | thought it affected you. The Michigan AEC becomes an officia entity before the end
of theyear, and you dready know that you'll be on it— if only by virtue of the fact that it's aten-man
commission, which | think isentirely too many. If | can serve out my term on the Federd AEC, | may be
able to get you appointed as my successor. Y ou'd be surprised at how closaly the Washington press
corps associates you with this VOR thing.

"Asfor me, | want to talk freely to somebody | can trugt, that's the essence of it. Somebody who's
got no reason to be hyper-cautious about the advice he gives, at least not yet. And somebody who's
willing and ready to be paid in kind. Couldn't you use alittle advice, Marty?"

Such as how to get my wife back? Marty thought— but the bare possibility that he might have said it
aoud made him wish that he had bitten off histongue instead. He clenched hisfists and changed the



subject.
"How did the public take the news about VOR? I've had no chance to keep up with the papers.”

Therewas abrief silence. Then Holm began to speak, without any expression, as though he were
reciting something he had memorized without understanding, like asagain Icdlandic. Therewas no public
opinion, as such, about VOR. Y ou could find athousand differ-ent opinions. Thiswasal you could
expect; the ques-tion of VOR was not one question, it was athousand, it was awhole universe of
questions. It tested vauesin every field of human thought— mord, political, humane, scientific, take your
pick. The break between Davis and Kovorsky was a case in point.

Asfor the public, the hysteriawas perhaps not quite so bad as might have been expected. " Save
VOR" and "Destroy VOR" organizations were springing up al over the country, under the most curious
sponsorships; there was a tremendous battle going on among the di-rectors of the American Society for
the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals asto which tack the ASPCA should take. The churches, too, were
splintered; there were rumors of apapa decision in the offing, but nobody knew what it would do. And
there was anew Protestant cult, or rather aset of them, that saw VOR as either the Second Coming or
as Anti-Chris— both sdes draw-ing their main strength from among Jehovah's Witnesses. And then
there were the susceptibles, the people who used to see saucers and claim to have talked personaly with
their pilots. A woman in Chicago saw amother VOR and three baby VOR's going through her back
yard. There were two booksin print aready by authorswho had talked with VOR, actually and literally.
He had told them that the millennium was coming. And the November issue of The Bulletin of the
Nuclear Physi-cists had been canceled without any explanation— there were rumorsthat Lafe Rapp
had resigned, and other rumorsthat said everybody but Lafe Rapp had re-signed—

"Commissoner Holm," Pat said abruptly. "Why areyou tdling usdl this?'

Holm turned to look at her. At last he said. "Well, Pat, Marty asked meto. And | think you ought to
know it."

" gea”
The car pulled up before abar. "Will thisdo, Sr?!
"Nicely. Grab abeer for yoursdf. Well et you know when we want to leave.”

It had begun, Holm was convinced, rather badly, but not so badly as he had thought it might.
"Actudly," hewent on, as soon as he was sure the waiter was out of earshot, "it'samild form of
blackmail. There are somethingsthat I'd like you to tel me."

"Such aswhat?' Marty said. Holm could not decide whether his tone was suspicious, stubborn,
guarded or just neutral. He plunged ahead regardless.

"It'sabout thisflying business," he said, pitching hisvoice just loud enough to be heard by Pat and
Marty alone over the aura hash being diced in the jukebox. "I'm going to have to understand it, and I'm
going to have to do something about it. | redlize that it's a pain-ful subject and asource of trouble
between the two of you— and | want you to know that, essentialy, | don't care. What's at stake hereis
more important than amarriage, or an ego.”

Marty, as Holm had haf-anticipated, did not change his expression; it was stubbornness, then. "l've
talked about it until I'm blueintheface,” Marty said. "I'mtired of the subject. And | think that it's
nobody's busi-ness but my own, and Pet's. I've aready done my fly-ing for the government, and | think
I've earned theright to ground myself."

"I've seen some government service mysdlf,” Holm said ironicaly. "But that black monster in Grand
Rapidsdidn't consult my officid history beforeit decided to land in my lap. And yours.”

Pet looked up from her beer, with which she had been making patterns of moisture on the table-top.



Shewas cartainly astriking girl. Holm could not recall having met anyone more delightful to the eye or
ear, though he had been dl through the long |lobbying cam-paign which had led to the release of atomic
energy to private power companies, the power lobby had had some glossy women available for anyone
who might throw them a vote or arecommendation, but none of them had had, at least to Holm's eye,
one haf of the beauty or any of the warmth that Pat Petrucelli had. It was understandable that Marty's
total concern now would be to hold onto her. And if the rumors at the base had any foundation, he was
not likely to makeit.

That was, to put it gently, too bad. Civilization, Holm thought, means persona wreckage. Thisisits
price; that isitsdefinition.

"Maybe," Pat said, "you could start by explaining why you need Marty this badly. He's not an expert,
ishe?'

"Yes, Pat, heis. Pardon me, Marty, if | talk about you as though you weren't here; maybe that will
make it seem less personal to all of us. But even if he weren't an expert, held be necessary to me. First of
al | need an observer here who knows the story from the moment it began, or from its beginning asfar as
human obser-vation can know it. Only the members of Marty's squadron can do that; but | need that
man also to understand what he saw and to be articulate enough to report it properly. Casner, for
instance, is articulate enough, but I'm not sold on hisunderstanding. Like alot of public relations men, he
sees nothing but sur-faces.

"Therésapoalitica stuation involved here, too. Marty isapotentid person-with-influence with the
AEC, as|'ve been able to show my colleagues without any difficulty. That makes him valuableto mein
back-ing my recommendations on the VOR &ffair. | can't explain the various factions on the AEC right
now, so you'll have to take my word for it; Marty knows about them, anyhow.

"Similarly, | need an untrained observer to advise me. | can get al the high-powered technica help |
need, without even having to look wistful about it. A whole look, on the other hand isamost impossible
to come by. | think Marty understands that aspect too."

"I've thought about dl this" Marty said. "But up to now the time problem hasn't turned out to be
se-rious. I've gotten to the meetings and back to the field on time, one way or the other.”

"Sure," Holm said. "Because I've been scheduling meetings twenty-four hours|later than | should, on
your account. The day | needed you in Grand Rapids, | had to wait while you took the Washingtonian
from the capita to New Y ork, the Super Chief to Chicago, and then went ninety miles back the way
you'd just come on the Wolverine and got picked up by agtaff car in Niles. It was ahell of anuisance.

"Now it'smore than anuisance. Y our flying problem isthe direct and only cause of this stinking mess
about VOR's ship. Y ou werethe man to fly it. We urgently needed you to fly it. And now it turns out that
you probably can't. There may well be more and worse foul-upsin the future. Did you think | was
proposing to mix into your persona troubles for no good reason?”

Marty flushed. "No," hesaid. "But | wanted to know wheat the reason was. And | can tell you now
that you're wasting your bregth. It's not amatter of my be-ing unwilling to fly. I'mwilling. But | can't fly."

"Do you know? Have you tried?’
Marty looked at Pat, and then back at Holm again.

"I've never told this part of it before,” he said. "But | don't seem to have much choice. | never even
knew that | couldn't fly again until ayear after | was dis-charged. | wasahard guy to get dong within
those days. | wasliving with some relatives and making their lives miserable. | didn't know where | was
going or where | wanted to go. Nobody could say aword to methat didn't turn into aquarrel. On top of
all therest, 1'd been put over the jumps by agirl— not Pat— and asfar as| could see, the world was
againg me. | was my own worst enemy, that'sfor sure.



"But if therewas onething | knew, it wasthe Air Force. Little by little, | began to get theideathat at
least | could join the AF Reserve. | knew that kind of world and maybe I'd be more comfortableiniit, at
least during training and encampments. So | made arrange-mentsto sign up.

"l wasto go to Montague Air Base on a Saturday afternoon to be swornin. | got there early, and
there was a B-17 stting on the field with nobody in it— area museum piece, even back then. | thought
I'd go on board, just for the hdll of it, for old times sake, or whatever it was | was thinking back then. |
got into the plane and crawled up into the nose.

"Thenit hit me. Thesmell, I mean. Itisn't abad smell, and it doesn't resemble anything elsein
particu-lar. It'sjust the way aB-17 smdlls, that's al. There'sno other smell likeit; I'd know it in my deep.
And al at once, | was scared | couldn't even stand. | went right down on my hands and knees.
Undergtand, Chris, | was scared dl the time while | wasflying real mis-sions, but never so scared |
couldn't function. Thiswas different— something specid. | was trembling and my kneeswere shaking
and | was weak and swesaty and sick. | knew there was nobody in the plane but me, but al the same |
was sure it was going to take off with me before | could get out of it. | scrambled for the hatch and fell
out of it— just fell, like arag doll— onto thefield, and as soon as| could walk at al, | best it. | never
went back."

Pat shifted her position on the hard bench. It was a smal motion, as though she had been merely
recrossing her legs, but when it was over, she was sitting some four inches farther away from Marty than
she had been sitting before. The movement shocked Holm much more than the story had. So Al dready
had cut as deep asdl that?

Hekilled time ordering another beer and lighting a cigarette. The question now was, how much could
hetdl Marty about himsdaf? How much good would it do? Dammit, he was trying to make the man his
friend — but was this friendly?

"Y ou say the fear was something speciad. Are you sure you never fdt it before? Or anything likeit?"

"Not while wasflying," Marty said. "Oncewhen | wasakid yes. Never afterward, until the incident
| just told you about.”

"How did it come up when you were akid?'

"That," Marty said evenly, "isafamily affair. Y ou'd better not need my family. They're dead.”

Thereit goes, Holm thought. And he'sright. If he'd told me the second story, | wouldn't know how to
useit.

"Look, Marty," he said earnestly. "'l think | recognize the symptoms. I'm no doctor, but I've seen the
de-scriptions of thiskind of panic hundreds of times. It'scommon in al the armed services, has been for
decades, it used to be called 'soldiers heart.' Ever heard the term?”

"No. Ismy heart—"

"Therésdmos surely nothing wrong with your heart. The term isamisnomer, ahangover from the
first World War. But what you had in that B-17 was a clear-cut attack of it; these dayswe're cdling it
'neuro-circulatory aesthenia.’ It'sastress response, and that's dl itis.”

Marty was frowning. Holm could not tell whether he was freezing, or was only puzzled.
"Thisisared disease?’ hesad dowly. "It isnt just dl in my mind?'

"It isn't. If weld been ableto chart your heart-beat and your blood pressure when you had that attack,
you wouldn't need any further convincing. Sureit'sin your mind, to some extent; it's the way you respond
to aspecific mental stress. But the responseis physical. Sooner or later it'd pay you to have the response
con-ditioned out or analyzed out. In the meantime, you can avoid the response entirely by avoiding
exposing yoursdlf to the circumstancesthat trigger it."



"I know that," Marty said. He Sghed, as though he had come out at the same door he had comein.
"That'sjust what I've been teling you. | can't fly."

"But Marty, the circumstances are ahell of alot more limited than you think they are," Holm said
dog-gedly. "Have you ever been in aplane since then? Any kind of aplane?’

"No. | spin propsfor the boys. That'sasfar as| go."

"I wish you'd try it. Y ou've got no reason in the world to be afraid of asmall aircraft, or acommercid
arliner, asfar as| can see. If the B-17 smdll isdiffer-ent from the smdll of any other airplanein the world,
wherewill you hit it again? The B-17 is amuseum:-piece now; you said so yoursdlf. Y our own
inginctstold you that. That'swhy you joined the CAP and ran away from the regular Air Force Reserve.
The CAPisn't ever going to ask you to get into aB-17, or any other kind of abomber. | won't ask you
for that either, Marty. If you'l just fly in my Bellancal'll be wdll satisfied. And get your ticket up to date;
we need you legally ableto fly— to pilot. I'll take my chances on your emotiona readiness. It doesn't
worry me."

In the sllence which followed, Holm thought for amoment that he had won at |east the opening
gambit. Then he saw the expression on Pat'sface. It stunned him completely, for it was an expression of
the openest kind of loathing, queerly mixed with triumph, being bent upon himself and upon Marty
impartialy. How could anything he had said have aroused either emo-tion in her? But he could see them;
there they were.

Marty could see them, too, that was equally obvi-ous. His expression was as stubborn as ever; but it
now reminded Holm, not of abulldog or amule or any other traditionaly stubborn anima, but of the face
of adeer which had cometo the roadside to look at him just after he had first invaded the
VOR-smouldering forest. The deer's eyes had been clear and direct and questioning, and evidently it had
been no longer afraid of the quenched fire; but it had been bresthing the irradiated air around VOR's
gpaceship for some hours, and did not yet know that it was aready dead.

"I've had peopletak 'conditioning' and 'analyss to me before," Marty said. "If there were something
physicaly wrong with me, ‘treatment’ would be the word they'd use. I'm sorry, Chris, but | still won't fly.
If itsadisease | have, it'sone | don't want to do any-thing about. And if it'sdl-in-my mind— well, it's
my mind. I'vefought it out for mysdf often enough, and | know whét I've decided. | won't fight it again.”

"Areyou sureyoure not fill fighting it?"
"Surel'msure”

"All right,” Holm said, with deliberate harshness. He got up and put money on thetable, "Therell bea
meet-ing in Grand Rapids day after tomorrow on this subject. I'll be there and I'll need you. Get there
any way you can. Or don't get there; that'sfor you to decide. I've done what | can.”

Marty did out from under the table and stood up, hisface hard. At the same ingtant, the whole room
shook with adeep, enormous concussion. A window burst inward musicadly, and then the air was
suddenly rushing in the other direction again, swirling with paper ngpkins.

Holm grabbed for the back of the nearest booth. He was just in time. Another boom followed,
making even histeeth rattle.

Marty had thrown himsalf face down on the floor at the first impact. After the second, it seemed to be
al over. The stunned silence in the bar became amurmur, and the murmur erupted into a cascade of
excited gabble. The barkeep peered cautioudy through the empty window-frame. Marty raised his head.
Holm looked down at him.

"That," Holm said, "would be your friend Al, flying too low over the city. Flying VOR's ship; those
were supersonic shock waves. Y ou'd better make up your mind pretty soon, Marty."



He picked up hisdriver and left. He had alast glimpse of the Petrucellis through the broken window.
Marty was just getting up off hisknees. Pat's head, its back to him, was asrigidly motionless over the
back of the booth asif it wereimpaed on aspike.

There was nothing more that he could do for them, or for himsdlf through them. On second thought,
he |eft them his trangportation and hailed acab.

Marty could not help him any more. No one now could keep Holm company but one Holm, the
londiest manindl the teeming world.

Marty dusted himsdlf off slently, knowing al too well that everyonein the place was watching him.
That wasinevitable, with Pat dong; but thistime they were watching him just asinterestedly; hisdiveto
the floor had been— temporarily— even more unusua than the presence of an honest-to-God calendar

girl.
"Wdl," hesad. "Tha'sthat.”
"Yes," Pat said. She had not stirred.
"No sensejud Stting there™
"l don't fed likelying down," Pet said, between clenched teeth.

"Stop it. When did you ever duck ashell? Y ou don't stay dive standing up. Don't look for trouble,
Pa"

"] don't need to look. I've had my fill of it."
"Then why make more? Comeon.”
Still she sat. The people a the bar whispered. Thiswasfiner than any possible mysterious explosion.

"I'll take you out of here by the hair if you don't get up,” Marty said softly. "Once you get back to
base you can do what you like. | suppose | know what that'll be. So go ahead; if you're through, you're
through. But don't make ascenein abar about it, or I'll lose my temper.”

"Youreahero."
"You're abitch. Now that we've insulted each other, let's get out.”

"Y ou don't want meto go. Not with you. Y ou're itching to have me out of your hair. I've known it for
weeks."

Marty peered at her through eyes that were sud-denly tired and burning. Her face wore the same
look of loathing that it had assumed ten or fifteen minutes ago, but there was a quiet triumph iniit, too, as
though she had suddenly found hersdlf atouchstone. He could not imagine what it was, but no woman
worethat look of triumph for any reason but one: she had found away to blame what was wrong solely
on some-one else.

"All right,” he said soddenly. "What's the riddle?*
"You redly don't know?' Her eyes showed a sud-den uncertainty.
"l don't know. I'm surprised to find out that | even care. Tell me."

She drew adeep breath. "Sit down," she said, her voice warmer. "Please. I'm sorry, Marty.
Maybe— No, it'stoo late. But you ought to protect yourself.”

"Too late for what?'
"For— you and me. That'smy fault. But if you redlly don't know—"
"For God's seke," Marty said hoarsely. "What isit?'



"That man,” Pat said in avoice of dmost incredible vindictiveness. "I don't know why he's attracted to
you, but heis. He's been chasing you ever since thisthing began. That kind of thing can be dangerous,

Marty."
"Do you mean Holm?'
"Of course." Pat opened her handbag and took out her lipstick.

Hedmost did hit her. Hefet asthough he were drowning in filth. So that was her touchstone; to
shake aman, decide that heisnot aman at al.

"| thought you ought to know," she said. "Of course I'm not sure, but..." She put the lipstick away.
"Anyhow, it'snone of my business. It'sup to you. | just wanted to tell you.”

She got up gracefully and walked toward the door, her firm, sterile hipstipping gently to each step.
The barflies pursed their lips and nudged each other.

They sat asfar from each other asthey could pos-sibly squeezein the back seat of Holm's command
car. VOR's ship was dready resting in the center of the field when they arrived, canted deftly, its nose
par-tidly buried in the black top landing strip Marty had wangled for the squadron. There was some sort
of celebration going on in the mess, which served as a Rec Hal when no meals were being served, and
Al'svoice boomed crazily through the genera roar of sound. It was alittle durred, asthough he were
d-ready dightly tight. Occasionaly one of the messwin-dowslit with the white sllent glare of aflash bulb.

Pet got out of the car, stretching one leg luxurioudly onto the field, and then the other. Severd
grease-mon-keys watched her stretch with eyeslike grommets. She turned and looked into the car at
Marty, with asort of deepy challenge, and walked away toward the cele-bration.

Out on the landing strip, men in lead suits continued to try to pry the nose of VOR's ship out of the
black-topping. Suddenly Marty saw that Holm was there, too, in the clear bubble-turret of a
track-mounted waldo. As the command car roared away, the two men's eyes met across the long stretch
of field, and again Holm looked lonely and afraid, and as though he had something important still left
unsaid.

Inagray shock, Marty thought: 1t might even be true. And turned his back.

eight

Davis greeted them dispiritedly in the observation room above VOR's tank, the same room in which
the Commission had sat when the creature had first ex-pressed his death-wish. Marty noticed, with a

sense of shock, that the scientist looked years older than when he had seen him last. His hair was grayer
around the temples, and there were haggard linesin hisface.

"How isit withhim?' Holm sad.

Davis sighed, hdf-turning to glance a VOR's col or-organ, which was repesating over and over the
pattern which even Marty now recognized was the creature's name.

"We haven't been making very much progress since Borisand | split up,” he admitted with obvious
re-luctance. "We do have the sorter— "

"What'sthat?' Marty said.
Holm pointed to the screen above the receptor focused on VOR'sface.

"That," hesaid. "Basicdly it'saWalter differential frequency anayzer that feedsinto an IBM
vocabulary bank. A marriage of two sciences— €l ectroensephal ography and information theory, with a
little computermanship thrown in. It analyzes VOR's color com-binations and flashes the corresponding
English words on the screen. One of Shannon's bright boys thought it up.

"It speeds up thework," Davissaid. "Or it did for awhile. It'slimited to the words we aready know,



that's the trouble. | dmost wish Boriswere back. He was agenius a getting new words out of this
animated rainbow.”

Helooked at them stubbornly. "I'm il certain that I'm right and he's wrong, understand. But without
him VOR just keeps going over the same ground, as though he'd reached the limits of communication
with his present vocabulary. It's degenerated now into a three-sentence chain, a sort of paradigm. He
won't say anything else.”

"Oho," Holm said. "How doesit read?"

"He says. "Y ou must kill me. Weaknessisfear. Fear isevil.' I'vetried telling him that what we need is
more specific information, but it doesn't do any good. It'sahell of atimefor him to be lgpsing into
philoso-phy— if that'swhat it is. HE'S repested it S0 often that it'slost all meaning for me, if it ever did
haveany."

There was a cold chuckle from behind them. Davisturned, and for an instant hisface relaxed, and
then went iff dl over.

It was Kovorsky.
"1 know what he means," Kovorsky said, grinning.
"You do, en?' Davissaid. "Keeping it asecret, | suppose? How the hell did you get in here?!

"With difficulty,” Kovorsky said. "One Kaye seemsto haveissued ordersthat | am no longer
admissibleto project. Happily, one Holm issued countermanding orders, so | am here— with difficulty.”

Davisstared at Holm, who said grimly: "Did you think I'd let a personal quarrel prevent Boris
from contributing if he should be so moved? But | confess|'m astonished that you did come back, Boris.
Whét's on your mind?'

"I havefairly good ideanow of VOR's basic psy-chology,” Kovorsky said, shrugging. "When | have
it completely worked out | will destroy him. | wished to see what progress you were making. None, as|
Sus-pected.”

"I'll seetoit that you're not allowed near him again,” Davis said, turning red.

"The Commission may change your mind. Have you seen reports? They are sounding much worse.
Thereis crack-up, new mass hyseria"

"Wewereripefor it," Davis said. His face was sud-denly more drawn than ever. "But absolutely the
last thingwe ought todoisyiddtoit—"

"Wait aminute," Holm said. "Boris, what makes you so confident that you can destroy VOR? | don't
guaranteeto try your method, but if you can tell us— "

"Certainly,” Kovorsky said readily. "I am keeping no secret. Answer was easy, when | redized what
VORis. Don't look so stunned, Chris, it was not that diffi-cult. Heismilitary in nature.

" "Think in other categories,™ Holm quoted softly. "No, | till don't seeit. Y ou mean you think he'sa
robot, how?'

"Meaningless question. Heisnot typical of race he represents, that isal. For example, heissuicidd;
race cannot be suicida, itstechnology could never haverisen o high in that case. Physicdly, heis
probably different too, but that is matter of smal real moment, and that is only meaning
'robot-versus-creature’ ques-tion has. Heis not thing— 'robot'— but "process.’ Name of processis,
'slandard reconnaissance mission.' His purpose, his function isto test our defenses.”

"My God," Holm said. "Of courseit's possible. Even probable. But what evidence istherefor it?"
"His power. We have asked ourselves over and over, why does he need so much power? Answer



must be, to send out continuous signal, detectable at home no matter how far away he wanders.
Doubtless his scouting ison rigid schedule. If that Sgnal should ever stop, those who made him will know
he is destroyed— and where he was when that event happened.

"Now proceed from there. If we cannot destroy him, then his makers or sponsorswill consider attack
on Earth worth risking, and will be dong on scheduleto lay uswaste. But dso if thisis 5o, it tellsusthat
his makers or sponsors are weaker than heis. Heis em-bodiment of best they have, not of their sandard
equipment. Do you follow me? Ergo, he is robot— and now that answer means something. But not just
robot. Hisisaso whole navy, in posse. Y ou see?!

Holm remembered with unpleasant vividness his early feding that the creature's steedly flashing of
VOR whileit was not otherwise communicating was like the flashing of alighthouse; and hislater
gues-tion, in which he had dl-too-unconscioudy linked the problem of VOR's vast energy output with
the prob-lem of communication. His body was heavy and sick with the sensation he had felt all long, that
he had been overlooking something crucid for which hewould pay, in due course, and which he might
well have smelt out with just alittle more thought, just alittle more atention to the job. The sensation was
genera and dull no longer, but pecific and agonizing.

"l seedl right,” he said harshly. "What | don't seeiswhat hope you derive from it. They've won; we
can't destroy him, and that'sthat.”

"But we can," Kovorsky said. "Infact of hisnature lie seeds of his destruction. Observe hisreveded
scade of vaues. "Weaknessisfear. Fear isevil.' Thisisnot sane, it isnot pro-surviva. If he can be shown
that he himself isweak, he may well destroy himsdlf, as surely he has power to do; no one would relesse
such crearture without such safeguard. Thus desth-wish can be used againgt him— and | will."

"Eadly sad," Holm noted in aflat voice. "Well, Davis? What do you think?'

"l don't know what to think," Davis said, dmost in awhisper. "I've too much respongbility to be a
good judge any more. VOR'swaiting for something, that'swhat | kegp coming back to. And I'm afraid
to know what it is"

"Y ou dready know," Kovorsky said mercilessly. Davisdid not appear to hear him. In avoice that
was al the more upsetting because it was cam, he said:

"For thefirst timein my lifel have encountered a problem that must be solved, and that | cannot
solve. | angoing to pieces. | canfed it. | think the world isgoing to pieceswith me."

Suddenly he buried hisface in his hands. Marty sucked in his bresth and stared at Holm, the ground
suddenly unstable benesth hisfeet.

Then the color organ in VOR'sface cameto life. Hues washed over it in quick succession, replacing
the VOR call-sgnd in both tone and pace. The sorter hummed with eectronic satisfaction, and words
ap-peared on the screen, one after another.

WHY

"Look!" Holm shouted, shaking Davis shoulder.

WILL

Davislooked, and made asmall hopeess sound. "It'scome,” hesaid. "It'scome.”
NOT

YOU

KILL

ME



The colors stopped. .
"Answver him," Holm said. "Quick, Davis. Tel him we can't.”

Davis cheeks burned like those of aman in fever. He swung his chair around to the keys of his
transmit-ter; hisfingerswavered over them, trembling. "Quick, quick!"

The keys began to go down silently; Davis mum-bled the message as it went down the wiresinto the
tank: "We... do... not... know... how."

The colors began again.
YOU

HAVE

NOT

TRIED

"Time!" Holm cried ragpingly. Davisnodded. Hisfingerssaid: "You... mud... give... us... time—"
THERE

IS

NO

MORE

TIME

And then, for thefirst time in months, VOR stirred. He arose from his bucket seet and walked
forward into the table of haf-meted samples. Not around it— into it. It melted inches ahead of his black
ventra surface, and through the glass the heat began to beat up into the observation chamber. Each
round footprint VOR left behind was sunk alittle deeper into the concrete floor of the tank.

"Out!" Kovorsky shouted. "Heisgaining mass— running up reection—"

He picked up the hadf-fainting Davis with an ease astonishing for so dight aman and haf-threw,
half-dragged him to the floor. Marty was down only a sec-ond later; though he had not the faintest idea
what was happening, five years of war had made it second nature for him to hit the deck when anybody
€l se hit the deck— or sooner, if that was possible.

The juggernaut struck the opposite side of thetank at at least ninety miles an hour— avelocity he had
picked up ingde lessthan forty feet of acceleration room. There was no estimating what he weighed by
that time, or what his surface temperature had risen to. The impact burst the concrete and stedl crystals
into molecules, the moleculesinto free radicas of iron, slicon, chromium, manganese, oxygen, sulfur,
molyb-denum, cobalt, tungsten. Theincredible heat drove the radicalsin and out of combination with the
air, with each other, with anything-else that came to hand. That whole side of the Grand Rapids plant
vanished in ablast that broke windows throughout the city. VOR was on the move.

Directly over Marty's head, something swung crazily back and forth on atattered length of insulated
line. Theair was fogged with smoke and concrete dust, and choking with a score of chemical odors. For
awhile he could see nothing, and hear nothing but a genera roaring. Hewas dead and in hell.

Then he began to ache abominably, and at the same time the oval of the sorter screen came dimly into
view through the murk, alittle to theleft and far aoft. Someinvisble person muttered angrily in Russian.
Marty got to his hands and knees.

Slowly, the room stopped rocking. The air cleared rapidly; the roaring was the plant's emergency
ventila-tion system, designed to suck fission product out of the corridors and blow them up a 300-foot



stack in amat-ter of minutes; since the plant was no longer hermeti-cally seded, it was no longer very
efficient, but & least the vigbility wasimproving.

Hefound that he was bruised dl over, but otherwise he seemed to be dl right. Holm had been less
fortu-nate. Marty averted his eyes and groped hisway toward Davis and Kovorsky.

A tall shelf of apparatus had collgpsed on them, but Davis, on the bottom, had been fairly well
protected, Kovorsky had borne the brunt of it. He shook the Russian gently; he groaned and rolled over,
gl sivear-ing, with rubble diding off him.

"Ugch. Gospodi! Who is— Ow. Let me get my foot out. IsMr. Petrucelli?’
"Yes. Liedtll aminute. Y ou got laid open alittlewith asplinter, | guess. Wait, I'll be right back."

He staggered into the next room and found a com-plete wash-up plant— now radiologicaly
compromised beyond redemption, but at least the plumbing still worked. He soaked a cloth in the sink,
brought it back next door and swabbed K ovorsky's forehead. Next to Kovorsky, Daviswastrying to Sit
up.

"Thank you," Kovorsky gasped. "That hurts. And you, my friend—"

"I'mdl right," Davissaid. "My God, thisisawful. Boris, forgive me—"

"Beashut-up, it isnot your fault. Mr.— Lieutenant? — Petrucdlli, whereis Chris, that iswhat's
important—"

"Dead," Marty said emptily, "Hewasin front of the window— the observation window. The
concussion burst open his abdomen. No, don't look. Wed better get out right away.”

Davis struggled to hisfeet swaying. Despite Marty's warning, he looked. Then he broke for the next
room.

"I will go get him," Kovorsky said grimly. "Hewill get over it. We must leave here, we may be
poisoned d-ready. And we must follow VOR, we have been stupid long enough.”

He went out. Marty explored the hazy, wrecked chamber. The access corridor did not seem to be
im-passable. In amoment Kovorsky was back; Davis was with him, white-faced and wobble-legged.

"All right,” Davis gagped weskly. "All right, I've learned something. | was stupid, but I've learned.
Now we have to kill him. He's gone to the attack. He's forc-ing usto kill him. How do we go about it?"

"l don't know," Marty said. "Dr. Kovorsky— "

"l am not ready yet," Kovorsky said. "Besides, | have no authority. We arein your hands, Lt.
Petrucdli.”

"Nonsense! | don't know anything about— -"

"Please," Kovorsky said, wiping the oozing blood out of his eyeswith the back of hishand. "We are
wasting time. Thisair is poison, you must know that. And you are Chris deputy. What do you want to
do? Do not waste his degth, Lt. Petrucelli. He entrusted you. Y ou are the man.”

"Therésno onedse" Davissaid raggedly. "We can't possibly get a Commission meeting assembled
here in time to do any good. And they named you Chris agent anyhow. Speak up, in God's name!
VOR isyour problem now. What do you want usto do?’

The very urgency of the moment forced the deci-sion upon Marty without his having to think about it.
Obvioudy they had to get out of there; obvioudy VOR had to be tracked. It was true that with Holm
dead he had no immediate superior in Grand Rapids, and had to get to some place where he had one—
which wasthe mogt likely of dl destinationsfor VOR, the field in Merger County. Asfor Davis, it would
prob-ably be as sensbleto take him along asto leave him behind. After al, the man did know something



about the enemy.

They wereadl in the command car and careening northward behind Holm's tight-lipped, white-faced
chauffeur before he thought to ask Kovorsky: "What about you? If you can do anything with VOR,
now'sthetime.

"1 need equipment,” Kovorsky said. "Given few or so hours, bench, tools, | can make. Best | Stay
with you. Then, wewill see

Davistook out the notes he had rescued from the scramble on his ruined work table and |ooked at
them anxioudly, for at least the sixth time. He had said nothing since the command car had fought itsway
free of the Grand Rapidsfire and police vehicles which had converged on the plant. His expression was
drained, and, somehow, hurt. The notes did not seem to con-sole him much; his repested consultation
with them seemed more like aform of nervousfidgeting. It was obviousthat hisweight of guilt was
amost more than he could bear, and that he would be glad to be doing anything, so long asit was action
and not introspection.

Feeling amoment of compassion, Marty switched on the command car'sradio. Thelocal station was
giving nothing but details of how the fire was being fought around the plant, and the networks were not
much more informative, but the Air Force channelswere be-ing quite explicit. VOR wasindeed on his
way toward the converted CAPfidld, his path as straight and easy to follow asaruler. Thusfar he had
been directly responsible for thirty-three desths— and Marty realized with ashock that until today, this
enormoudy dan-gerous creature had hurt nobody at al except by acci-dent. Some of the Air Force
chatter suggested that several weapons had aready been brought to bear on VOR, but it wasimpossible
to tell from the jargon what they might have been; they were dl identified by code names, and the report
on each waslaconic:

"Device Imperator: no show."

"Command HQ, thisis Operation Bivave. No show."

"Device Girl Reporter: No show. Highly unpleasant Sde-effects, recommend discontinue.”
"Device Nadir: effect eleven seconds. No show theresfter."

"Command HQ. Whereabouts Operation Answer? Report!"

"Device Deadfdl: no show."

"Command HQ, thisis Operation Answer. No show. We are down east-north-east of Niles."

"Command HQ, thisis Operation Helmet. We are trying to reform. Acting commander reports two
prob-able hits. No show.”

"Device Widget: no show— failure to operate.”

VOR was moving dowly, asthough to allow every-one plenty of timeto obliterate him, if they could.
Asyst, it was clear, there had been no attempt to use any nuclear weapon againgt him; that order would
have to come from Generd Egl, now, if it were to come from anyone— and it would be soon that even
Egl could give such an order. Thewhole world was well awarethat VOR was himsaf awalking sun, held
in check only by processes he d one understood, and that a nuclear bomb might well destroy his
control—

But what if somebody outside the United States de-cided to take the chance? VOR docile and
confined was only an abstract threat— but. VOR abroad in Michigan was VOR abroad in the world.
That wasacrucidly different thing. In a Grand Rapids crypt he had been an American monopoly— but
inaMichigan forest he was aworld-wide disaster.

And il he plodded forward, enveloped in the smoke and flames of the forest fire he carried long



with him, the massive head of araging comet. He was giving everyone a chance. His progress was well
under amile an hour; there could be no question that thiswas de-liberate, considering the blinding
acceleration he had been able to use to burst out of Grand Rapidsin thefirst place.

Nor could there be any question about where he was going. He was on the way to reclaim his ship.
No straight linein history had ever been ruled between two more obvioudy significant points.

The command car skirted him widdly, but it reached the field hours before his expected TOA dl the
same. By that time-of-arrival, the car'sradio had aready made clear to Marty, VOR would not be the
only catastrophe they could expect to follow them. The last war the Earth would ever have, the war that
would end dl life on Earth forever, was thudding massively toward Armageddon to be born.

Thelast judgment. Perhaps Ezra Childers, who had expected nothing less of VOR than the Second
Com-ing, had not been so cracked as he had sometimes sounded on that subject. He had never sounded
inthe least cracked on any other subject, for that matter.

The conference room in the administration shack was hotter than blue blazes, and everyone there was
inthegrip of thejitters, even Mgor Mendes; onelook at hiswhite, drawn face was enough to convince
Marty that he no longer suspected that VOR was a hoax. Mendes knew he was in charge now, and he
was not liking it. Redlity had intruded e sewhere dong the line too: the scene herewas no longer smply a
Patonic sym-pasium, but aroom into which actua runners had to bring actua information and carry
actual ordersout. It was, in short, amadhouse.

Mendesfilled himin rapidly. "Weve got artillery moving into place dl around the field in hopes of
enfilading him, but we know from the combat teams reports that that won't delay him more than afew
sec-onds. As| seeit, we've got to get his ship back into the air before he gets here. He must have good
reason for wanting to reclam it; maybe his destructivenessis limited without it. | don't supposeit'll matter
in the long run whether he blows us up at one stroke or just dowly kicks usto pieces— but what we
need isa drategy for right now, and the only one weve come up withisto stal him, if we can.”

"l concur,” Marty said. "lsan't there anything in from Washington yet?'
"Not athing. And we don't have time to wait. We've got to get that ship up.”

Marty looked around the table. Al Strickland was sitting there, swesating sullenly; and Pet was next to
him. With apeculiar icy clarity which he had felt only once beforein hislife— during that passage on one
engine through the valleys of the Pyrenees— he saw that Pat was aready in terror for Al'slife and of her
own. Al was afraid aswell, but he was till managing to sup-pressit. When that fear did fight itsway to
the sur-face, it was going to be considerably uglier than Pat's, for it would come 0ozing out of hisvery
poresin aquaking, ectoplasmic jdly of pure selfish panic.

"Why don't you do it, hero?' Al said vindictively, the moment he felt Marty's eyes upon him. "Y ou're
the man with combat experience— it says here”

Marty looked at him curioudly. He had expected to loathe the man, but he did not; the curioudy icy
qua-ity of hisinsght did not permit it. In away, that was aloss— and it wasloss that had made the
ingght pos-sible to begin with. He, Martin Petrucelli, was the only man in the room who was not afraid,
even Mendes was afraid; even Kovorsky, though both were thorough-ly masters of their fear. But Marty
feared nothing, and the failure to fear told him that he had now lost every-thing that was ever of any
importanceto him.

He opened his mouth to reply, but not even the first word was uttered. At the same instance, the
room rocked with the brutal manifold concussions of the 104s.

Marty and Mendes collided at the door; it was Marty who regained hisfooting first. The AFs new
control tower was strange to him and he stayed away from it; he did not, in any case, want to bein the
way of fire control. He pounded across the grass to the squadron’s old operations shack and clambered



up into the small tower the cadets had built, where he snatched the glasses from the hand of the cadet
who was on duty.

The smdler tower yielded an excedllent view. VOR was coming from the direction of the valey where
his ship had first come to rest. The cannonade had begun in that valey, but it wasfar closer now. So was
the head of the boiling column of pine-tree smoke which sheathed VOR, smoke now blacker and more
ominous than any forest-fire smoke Marty had ever seen; it obscured the whole sky in that direction. The
104s on the edge of the field abruptly began firing, their re-ports hitting him so hard in the chest and belly
that it was difficult to keep the binoculars focused.

Dimly, VOR appeared. He was about amile away.

Therewas not much of him to be seen. The shellslanding around him sprayed earth and splintered
trees over him, and he himsdf moved in the center of an enormous pillar of oily flame. He was sunk in the
earth up to his ches; at his chest, the earth flamed and boiled and flowed aside as he came forward.

Marty jerked the glasses away from his eyes and looked down. A loudspeaker was booming from
the control tower the AF operated. A sudden wind flow-ing toward VOR carried the words away from
him, but he could see their meaning on thefidld itself: it was being evacuated, hastily but purposefully.
While he watched, Al came jack-rabhbitting out of the com-mand building as though driven by an
electrified pitch-fork. He was making for the remote-control ingtalla-tion from which VOR's ship had to
be flown; terror had done what persuasion and direct order had been unable to do.

Marty put the glasses up again. Hewasjust in time to see VOR take a 104 shell squarely on the
chegt. It stopped him. Enormous though his mass now obviousy was, nothing that was matter at al could
havefailed to fed the decdleration-impact of such ablow. Marty noticed that his eyesweretightly
shuttered; perhaps he was depending upon the radar-sense of his"ears." While he stood, the ground
fuming al around him, the gunnerswho had scored the previous hit drove another shdll into hisface.

He was till apparently undamaged afterwards, but he was canted backwards. Then, dowly, he
began to snk into the ground.

"We got him?' the cadet by Marty's Side shouted, unbelievingly.

Marty picked up the phone. "Petrucelli to fire con-trol. Get me Mendes. Mgor, thisis Petrucelli. No,
he's not hurt, he's just run his mass up some more, to get away from the shells— they dow him down.
He's gone down to the water table— and it's high here. Can you retrain on the ship? Y ou won't see him
aganuntil—"

"WEell kill alot of peopleif wefireright into the center of thefield,” Mendes voice, made even more
ragged by the intervening telephone trandation, said quickly. "The shdlsare HE, but aflying rock isas
deadly as shrapnel over short ranges.” He spoke, off, and then came back. "All right, we're retraining,
bet-ter get to cover.”

Onthefield, VOR's ship suddenly stirred in its self-dug trench; and then, idicticdly, revolved three
timesonitsvertica axis, likeadying top. Evidently Al had gotten acontrol crossed somewhere. A
moment later, the ship lifted sllently, clumsly, and went skimming low and broadside acrossthefidd. It
seemed to be amed squardy for the hospitd, but at the last minuteit. pulled up, and a the sametime Al
managed to trim itslong axisinto the direction of flight. It shot toward the horizon and vanished.

For what seemed to be along time, nothing else happened. There was nobody on the field now, and
the retraining of the gunswasinvisible from here. The forest crackled and sent doft itsresnous pal. The
world was suspended. The sudden silence lasted perhaps thirty seconds.

Then there was an earth shock.

The flimsy operations hut and itsjerry-built tower went down like an assembly of Japanese screens.
Marty jumped a the first canting of the deck, but he was d-most not fast enough; afaling beam thumped



the earth beside him not two inches from his head. The ground was till rocking dightly ashe tried to get
up, and in hisearswas ahissing, screaming roar o loud that it made him physicaly sick.

The noise was coming from the center of thefield. At first Marty did not even believe what he saw
there.

A volcano was being born. A tall spire of steam be-gan up inthe middie of the air; below, it waslive
steam under such pressurethat it wasinvisible. Rocks as big as Cadillacs were fountaining up in itswake,
faling back, bounding and rolling dong the field. The ground bucked again, and around the jet it first
humped itsaf up, and then collgpsed to form asmal crater.

The screaming hiss changed into aseries of explo-sons. The steam jet cut off. Lava began to well
from the depression, furnace-red asit emerged, then chang-ing to black with many cracks through which
the red-ness il glared.

Asthelavacooled, the central depression filled, and the mound began to build again. The noisewas
con-tinuous and terrifying. More lava, much more, surged suddenly over the lip and camerolling out. A
sudden river of glare cut through the side of the mound and poured under atethered plane on the far sde
of thefidld; the plane knelt, bowed its head, broke, and then disappeared in aboiling black detonation.
Aningant later, thelavawas into ahangar. There was another explosion. The hangar lurched and burst
into flamedl at once.

On thetide of molten rock, VOR rose from the earth.

He was twice hisformer size. He was no longer black, but white, and tides of heat blasted searingly
from him. Hotter and lighter, now, than the granite water-table on which he had been walking, he floated
effortlesdy inthe midst of the volcano.

Marty's clothes began to smoulder. Gasping, he turned and ran. As he passed the ruined operations
shack, it began to smoke. In afew moments, nothing would be left of thefield at all.

Hewas at the edge of the woods before he dared to look back. Everything was burning. In the
center, he could still see VOR— not white-hot now, but red-hot, immobilein the midst of adying
volcano, ensmalled by distance, but gigantic in potency and power.

Behind VOR, his ship was settling gently to the ravaged ground. And why not? If Al Strickland could
fly it by remote control, why not its master? And yet VOR had never caled for it until now— and had
walked along distanceto get it.

He had been giving the Earth itslast clear shot at him. Now that opportunity, too, was dmost gone.
VOR turned. The ship received him, and closed itself behind him.
The ship rose.

It soared. Not lightly, not gracefully, but with aswveep of power to which grace would have been
irrdle-vant. It wasin the hands of its master; or, no; perhaps ship and VOR were together the entity
which had been sent, and was now whole again. That, too, would never be known now.

Seconds later, that entity was gone.

The field continued to burn. His blistered, smoke-smudged face set, Marty began to trudge back over
the contorted land.

VOR was gone. But Pat was dill in there, some-where. He felt guilty for not fegling greater concern.
nine

On the ruined field there was aready aragged sem-blance of organization. Unlike VOR, theU. S,
Air Force was not invincible, but it was efficient; and Major Mendes had had the foresight to evacuate
hisfire-fighting equipment first of dl.



No effort was being wasted on structures already near-ly destroyed, such as planes, or the hangar
into which the lava had run. Bandaged men in tattered uniforms grimly fought to save the heedquarters
building, the hospita, the remaining undamaged hangar. As Marty came out onto thefidld, the last of the
vigble flames went out, dthough smoke and steam till continued to pour from the Sdes of the
headquarters building. The AF's control tower still stood upright on one twisted leg, atribute to the
tensgle strength of stedl, and its loudspeakers boomed. A bulldozer was blading debris off the cross-wind
runway, which looked as though it might still be usable when clear; the main runways, of course, were
ruined. Two more 'dozers grunted and shoved rubble into the extinct crater, bury-ing the shortest lived
volcano in geologica higtory.

Marty made straight for the hospitdl, found it al-ready evacuated into tents. Pat was there. Her face
had been seared and was heavily coated with anesthetic oint-ment, and she had a hospital towel bound

around her head. Marty suspected that there wasn't much |eft of the famousred hair; at least, she had no
eyebrows left. But she was up and busy.

"Areyou dl right?' he said awkwardly.

"Yes, thanks," she said impersondly. "Areyou? Y ou look al right, except for the cuts. Better get
them dressed.”

He hardly heard what she said. He had just noticed that the patient in the third bed down was Al.
There were no visble marks on him, but he was white and obviousy unconscious— perhaps under
hypnotics.

"How— did he get hurt?'
She straightened at that, and her eyes flashed danger-oudly.

"He'sin shock," she said. "Exhaugtion. He fought VOR for control of the ship to thelast possible
sec-ond. Hewas il trying to take control away from him after VOR wasin it, and the remote-control
shack was on fire. He had to be pulled out."

Marty was genuindly surprised.
"He'sgot gutsafter al," he said grudgingly. "Good for him.”
"Go away. | havent got timeto talk." She turned her back.

Marty headed for the control tower. Of course, he thought as heran, Al would have stood a better
chance againgt VOR if held troubled to make himsdlf area-sonably competent pilot of the unique craft.
But that was probably unfair— against the ship's true master, the outcome of such astruggle was
foreordained.

His thoughts were interrupted by a growing hissing thunder. Overhead a glittering shape rocketed
above the smoke, heading skyward; two more followed it, then agroup of four, jockeying for formation.
Far above them, aphaanx of slvery dots ranked againgt the blueness.

The Strategic Air Command was scrambling. Asfar as SAC was concerned, obvioudy, N-day had
arrived. Those interceptors could not belong to the specia force assgned to the VOR problem, which
had aready been caled out in full strength immediately after VOR had broken out of Grand Rapids.
These boyswere going to look for any blipsthat might be other human beings coming uninvited to help
the United States dis-pose of itstroubles.

The possihility of such "help" was very good.

Getting into the control tower aong the twisted lad-der was not easy; Marty was winded by thetime
he reached the top. He spotted Mendes at once, and the officer spotted him at amost the sametime.

"Lieutenant Petrucelli! So you madeit too. Weve logt Lieutenant Boltzman and severd cadets, my



con-dolences, but it might have been worse. Some of my boys got theirs, too."

So Boltzman had stuck his head out of aplaneto yell a afarmer-friend below for thelast time; he
would lose no more sunglasses that way, or any other way. It touched Marty, dthough distantly, for he
had a-ways liked the big machinery-parts sdlesman— an ut-terly honest, utterly kindly man, and in
Marty's esti-mate the best pilot in the squadron, though ungiven to advertising his skill. But Mendeswas
right; it might have been worse.

But no, that wasn't so. After the first death, thereisno other.
The G.C. speaker was muttering in the tower, just above their heads.

"... north of Minnemac Lake. Does not appear to be putting on speed. Still no report from Operation
Head-On. No report from Squadron Baker since sight-ing the enemy. Operation Fenris reports enemy
now apparently hovering in last reported position. Fenris doubling back north-northeast for second
strike. No report, from—"

"What'sdl tha?' Marty said tensdy. " Still nothing from Washington?!

"Theréswhat-for from Washington," Mendes said grimly. " Shoot to kill .

"Atomics”

"Yes. Air-to-air. They think the ship may shield him enough— maybe they can blow it out from
around him without making him go off too. If o, agood long fal might bury him so deep held never get

"But that'sinsane. Y ou saw how he came up out of the ground here— and he can control his mass,
he might hit with no more impact than aflake of Quaker Oats, for al we know!"

"l said asmuch,” Mendes said. He nodded toward a spare figure in civvies, working at abench on
the other sde of the tower, its back turned to them: Kovorsky, in tatters, but otherwise seemingly
uninjured. "So did he. We aso pointed out that VOR hasn't enough dtitude yet to risk his not going
critical on us. So far, VOR hasn't risen above five thousand feet. He's got the drop on us and he knows
it

"And this got you nowhere," Marty said. "Not with Holm dead. Egl istdl in the saddie now."
"Y ou guessed it. Besides, who knows, Lieutenant? He could beright.™
"He can't afford not to be!"

Kovorsky turned, recognized Marty, and amost trotted across the crowded floor toward him,
looking like nothing so much as a panic-stricken ogtrich. "Lieutenant Petrucelli, good, good. We are
ready now. | had hoped you got out. Let us go, there is not moment to waste;”

"Hey, dow down. Go where? What do you mean, ready?"

"I have device to communicate over distanceto VOR. We must reach him before nuclear missiles do.
Youmust fly me, itisonly way. Immediately, da?"

"Ask Mgor Mendesto assignyou aplane” Marty said. "l don't fly."

"Fast planeis not good, Lieutenant Petrucelli. VOR must see what | send him, you must understand.
It'sno good going by him like whoosh, riding jet. | need dow plane, dow as old automobile. We must
not argue, we must go, right now!"

Marty shook his head mechanicaly. "If we've got alight plane left— which | doubt— somebody else
can fly you." Suddenly, sickeningly, something that Mendes had said came back to him. "Mgor, you said
we lost some cadets. Do you know their names?"

"No, I'm afraid not,” Mendes said. He was dis-tracted; arunner had just brought him a chit which he



was obvioudy having trouble digesting. "Y our cadet sergeant, | think, but I'm not sure. Oh, hell, yes, the
other man wasn't acadet at dl, he was your PPTO— man named Casper? Anyhow, he got it first of all—
he was square out in the open when VVOR broke through, trying to take pictures.”

And thereit was. Boltzman dead; Casper dead; Tommy Bergsen dead; Al Strickland hospitdized;
Harry Hartz unable to fly so much asakite. Marty Petrucelli was the squadron’'s only remaining available
licensed pilot— and Mendes would need his own high-ly trained men to fly the planesthey knew best; he
couldn't throw such apilot away on a putt-putt job. "Mgor," Marty said dowly, "do we have any of our
planes|eft, do you know?"

"No, | don't know," Mendes said. "Excuse me. Business." He trotted across the deck to the master
microphone and began shouting orders. "Well?' Kovorsky said impatiently. "A minute, Doctor. Let me
seeif | can raise Hammerkein. | haveto know if we till have aplane.”

"Now thereésafunny thing," Hammerkein said over the intercom, his heavy voice pleased the moment
Marty gave his name and asked his question. "We till got the Cub, Marty. Shewasin the AFs hangar,
wait-ing to be tore down, but nobody never tore her down, with the excitement and all. Need an
observer? Areyou hurt any?'

"No, got an observer. And I'm al right. How about you?".

"l broke my leg," Hammerkein said. "Lucky | got off that easy. Hey, you mean you're going to take
up that Cub? You redly are dl right, Marty! | mean— hell, | mean, well, you'll want radio contact. I'll
stick here and keep it open. Y ou'll need aradioman who knows that Cub; her plugsain't redlly shielded
worth adamn. But | can read asigna through ‘em.”

"Good, thanks, Johnny.”
"Any time"

And so that last refuge was gone. The tattered old Cub was il there, after al the big planesfor
Navions and other modern light aircraft had been swallowed up in Harry's overreaching ambition and the
fact of thisstrange form of interstellar war.

And Marty had tofly it. Had to fly it. There was nothing | &ft to do now but bite the bullet, and do.

Hammerkein had been wrong about the location of the Cub, though he had had no way of knowing
that. The AF hangar where the Cub had been put in dead storage had been threatened by the hospital
fire, and so the plane had been shifted in the last half-hour to the CAP's own ancient hangar, which
somehow had sur-vived with only a heavy scorching and a pronounced lean to port.

The left door of that hangar had adways been hard to open, even after the track it hung from had been
straightened and atrench dug out for the door to didein, and Marty knew better than to try to dide it
with only Kovorsky to help him. Instead, he ran the jegp around in front of the hangar and pushed the
door open with the front bumper. Nobody was needed to open the right door; it had fallen down.

He parked the jegp and went into the hangar. Ko-vorsky was looking at the plane with an expression
of open mistrust. To aman used only to commercia or military planes, aJ-3 Cub looks asfragileasa
dragon-fly, which it somewhat resembles— and thiswas a 1947 plane, bought second-hand and quite
obvioudy patched. Marty, however, wasted no time in reassuring the scientist; his reassurances were
inadequate even to himself. Instead, he checked the height of the fuel-bob, and then the ail. Both were
full-up; evidently the AF had been keeping the little plane ready as amatter of routine— or of respect—
for the true airman loves any-thing that flies.

"All right," he caled to Kovorsky. "Give me ahand. When | holler, pull free those two wooden things
you see under the whedls, and throw them to one side and the other. Then get on the right wing and
push— on the front strut, not the back one."



Kovorsky nodded and ducked under one wing.
"Okay, throw," Marty said.

The chocks thudded away, one, two. A moment later, one tire bumped off the concrete apron onto
the ground, and Marty swung thetail. Kovorsky evidently was surprised, and not much pleased, by the
ease with which the plane rolled, and Marty's ability to pick up itswhole rear section single-handed.

"All right, Dr. Kovorsky, climb in the front seat— "
"Thefront?' thelinguigt said, turning. "But to fly— "
"l can fly it from the back. | learned to do it that way."

Shrugging, Kovorsky started to put one foot on the joint where the struts met the fuselage, and was
im-mediately confronted with the stenciled warning, "NO STEP." Marty showed him where the stirrup
was and how to grab the overhead strutsin the greenhouse so asto swing himsalf onto the sedt.
Nevertheless, it was a congderable scramble. Marty fastened the Russian's safety-belt for him.

"Now, seethose two little metal plates sticking up there, just in front of those pedas? Those arethe
brakes. Put your hedls againgt ‘em and push— and keep pushing until | get into the plane. Don't forget,
and don't lose 'em, or you won't have a pilot any more.”

Kovorsky nodded grimly. Then it was histurn to supervise as Marty loaded his apparatusinto the
space behind the back seat and secured it. The business end of the equipment turned out to be the CAP
squadron’'s own biscuit-gun, now modified into something no traffic control man would ever recognize;
this Kovorsky in-sisted on carrying in hislap.

"All right, but don't et that cable foul my contral lines. Now. Thisthing above your head isthe switch.
When | ydl 'Contact,’ turn it from whereit isnow al the way over to whereit says'Both. But before you
turnit, you yel 'Contact' back a me. Got it?'

"Got it."

Marty went under thewing. "Still on the brakes?"
"Brakesareon.”

Marty pulled the prop backward through three turns. " Contact!"

"Contact!" Kovorsky cried like aveteran, and Marty saw his hand reach up over his head to turn the
switch. Marty seized the prop, swung hisright foot to the left like a pendulum, and on the return swing
threw the prop down, hard.

The engine barked and caught. Without waiting an ingtant, Marty ran bent double, under the wing
again and reached across the back seet to the throttle, ad-vancing it dightly. The engineturned over a
little fadter.

Kovorsky was red-faced and his body was rigid; he was digging into the brakes as though trying to
stop arunaway locomotive. As soon as Marty had himsalf strapped in, he took the brakes himsdlf from
the back seat and tapped K ovorsky on the shoulder.

"All right. Let go. Let go, I'vegot it."

Kovorsky went limp. The next instant, as Marty started the plane taxiing, he grabbed at the sides of
the cockpit.

"Don't grab, goddam it! Just Sit till. And keep your knees away from the stick and your feet off the
pedas.”

Kovorsky nodded and clenched his hands on the bis-cuit-gun in hislap. Marty felt alittle impatient. It
wasdl very wel to be afraid of flying, as he could under-stand well enough, but Kovorsky was not afraid



of fly-ing; hewas afraid of the unknown. Or maybe he had heard enough scuttlebutt to be afraid of
Marty.

At the end of thefield, Marty turned at right anglesto the cross-wind runway and stopped, running
the engine up to 1500 rpm. The oil temperature needle began to inch away from its peg. The ship

trembled heavily until Marty remembered to pull the stick back and toward the wind. That reduced the
shuddering alittle.

Kovorsky twisted in his seet, his eyes bright and un-blinking.
"Thereis something wrong?' he shouted. "Why do we not go?*
"Nothing wrong. Warming up.”

The engine, in fact, seemed to be hot enough now; Marty remembered dimly that a Cub isusualy
ready to go as soon asthe oil temperature gauge shows any response at dl, but he was taking no
chances. He was too unsure of the pilot" to want to have to worry about the airplane, especidly during
those crucid instants of takeoff when a cold engine might quit— and aflunked pilot might lose his nerve.

Kovorsky fiddled with the biscuit-gun, then turned again and craned his neck to see the shelf back of
Marty where the rest of the gpparatus sat. This had the effect of reminding Marty that Kovorsky's
de-vice was powered by a gas-shuttle generator bomb— a grim, heavy cylinder wound with coils, ingde
which ashuttling series of shock wavesin uranium gasinduced in the coils some ten thousand volts of DC
eectricity. Kovorsky had grinningly refused to assure him that the thing was safe.

Ddliberately, Marty forgot the ugly generator, and checked his own magnetos and his carburetor hest.
Then he pulled the throttle back until the enginewasidling. At once it emitted two sharp pops, each one
making him jump. Then it settled back into smooth running again. He could think of no reason for the
pops, and waited for another, watching the tachom-eter; but nothing happened.

It had to be now— or hewouldn't go at all.
"All sat?" he shouted. Kovorsky nodded stiffly.

Clenching histeeth, Marty turned the ship onto the runway, and shoved the throttle and the stick all
the way forward, Trembling in every member and cotter-pin, the Cub charged wildly for theline of trees
cross-ing the other end of the field, trying to ditch the runway first on one side and then on the other.
Marty wiggled histoesfranticaly, pulling the stick back into neutral asthetail lifted, and at the sametime
snatching glimpses of the air-gpeed indicator.

The plane was doing fifty when it struck a heaved spot in the black-topping and left the ground.
Instinc-tively, Marty eased the stick back. The plane, im-probably, never came down on the other side
of the bump; it amply lifted, as though thousands of willing hands were buoying it away. Theline of trees
dipped bel ow the nose of the plane.

Marty looked down and saw the trees passing under him. He had not gone through the notch where
the trees were shorter, as he had planned, but it didn't matter— he seemed to have plenty of clearance.

In hisline of Sght also wasthe |l &ft tire, which was spinning in emptiness. Then the plane struck agust
and leapt upward il faster, tipping to the right asit bounced; Marty flipped it back to level and put his
full attention straight ahead.

The Cub was Hill doing only alittle over 55, though the engine was putting out 2000 rpms. That was
too steep aclimb. Marty dipped the nose alittle and backed the throttle down a quarter. The dtimeter
con-tinued to go up, but the tachometer stayed steady and the airspeed climbed to 80. That was more
likeit.

Five hundred feet; time to make the first turn out of the field. Left wing down; |eft rudder. Takethe
rud-der out as soon astheturn is established, let the bank carry you around. Easier remembered than



done; the turn was mushy, the bank too steep and the rudder not restored to neutral soon enough. But
the plane did turn, and without losing dtitude— in fact he had gained a hundred feet on the swing. Gently,
gently, the placard riveted to the dashboard reminded him: Do not perform violent maneuversin this
aircraft. Now left again. A little back pressure on the tick.

He looked down. The whed had stopped turning. Below, on the ground, an onion field passed below
him, the same one into which Boltzman had once lost his sunglasses; then a stretch of woods;, then a
pasture, with cows as big as crickets moving in it. But where the hell wasthe airfield? Was helost

dready?

No, thereit was, off to theleft. Marty recognized it by the French-curve pattern of the abandoned
motor-cycle track neer it, rather than by the mostly ruined buildings, he had never seen thefield from the
air be-fore, anyhow. Then he spotted the till-standing hangar and the tower. The windsock flowed out
from the hangar, nearly at right anglesto the runway he had just quitted.

For God's sake, | took off in a crosswind. | never checked the sock before | gave her the gun. Did
the whole damned thing by the seat of my pants.

And then, with ajolting shock, as though a dedge had struck off hobble-gyves he had been wearing
for hdf hislife

What under God was | afraid of? It's fun!

Kovorsky's head moved. He, too, was peering down at the moving ground. The movement took him
out of Marty'sline of vision long enough for Marty to catch aglimpse of the compass. Better get a
heading before leaving the valey. Leveing off at 1500 feet, Marty backed the throttle down to aquarter,
let go of it, and pulled the map out of the pocket on the back of Kovorsky's sest.

Kovorsky straightened up and looked back.

"Isdl right?" heyelled above thewind.

"Okay. Checking our course. How do you fed ?"

"Scared like dog. Islike riding in airborne ham-mock. Y ou?'

"| fed great," Marty said, grinning dmost savagely. "Relax and enjoy it."
"All is— al normd is?'

"Smooth as glass. Want to learn how?"

Kovorsky threw up his hands. They touched the overhead struts and grappled with them
automdticdly.

"All right. If you get cold, pull the knob to your far |eft. That'sthe cabin hest." It didn't work, Marty
re-membered suddenly, but he decided not to mention that.

Alt 3000 feet the trip settled out and even began to become alittle dull. At that dtitude the ground
was no longer so interesting, and the sense of movement amost vanished, although the airspeed
continued to hover around 85. The air itself was quiet, so quiet that Marty let go of the controls entirely
for two or three minutes at atime while he checked the terrain againgt the map. Kovorsky caught him at it
once and turned quite white, but Marty set him to the task of watching for VOR, and eventualy even the
scientist seemed lulled by the steady uneventfulness of the Cub's progress through thewide blue air.

There was only three hours worth of gasin the tank, but that ought to be plenty. According to
Hammerkein, VOR was gtill hovering just where he had been before Marty and Kovorsky had taken off.
Occason-aly Marty saw military planes, but if they were main-taining awatch on VOR'simmobile ship,
they were having trouble; afast jet makes a poor reconnai ssance plane.

Y et the sense of time-to-spare was deceptive, as Marty knew well. The specia killer squadron with



the air-to-air nuclear missileswas closing in fast. Marty stuffed the map back in the pocket and shoved
the throttle forward. The Cub roared like a startled bull, and the airspeed went rapidly to 115. The noise
was in-describable; Marty had forgotten that a 65-horsepower engine with nothing but awooden
propeller could be so outspoken—

"Therel" Kovorsky screamed. "There! | seehim!”

At first Marty could see nothing but sky above a green thatching of forest. Then he saw adot of light,
sweling dowly into asiver bug.

VOR's ship was gill utterly motionless, hovering about three thousand feet above the woods.
Kovorsky pointed up, urgently. Marty pulled back the throttle.

"All right, but why?What do you want meto do?"

"Circle around him, high up. | need to aim at histop eye, so he can see my light continuoudy. If we go
around him at hislevel, message keeps getting in-terrupted.”

Marty made aquick menta caculation. It had been two decades since he had done pylonturnsin a
smdl plane, while he had still been afledgling air cadet. It would be better not to make them too tight.
About 8,000 feet should doit.

"Isamile above himtoo high?"
"No, maybenot. Try it. If it istoo high, we go down, al right?'
Marty hoped it would be all right. He opened up the throttle again and climbed steeply.

Only then did he see the vast cartwhed of contrailswhich hung above VOR like atitanic multiple
halo, a an dtitude of perhaps 15,000 feet. The killer squad-ron was aready there, and it was circling.

It was waiting to see what Kovorsky would do. Evidently Egl had had some small grain of common
sense after all.

VOR waited, too. His ship was pinned motionless between earth and the sky as though by natura
law. Evidently the power that had shown itself capable of such enormous acceleration and decel eration
founcl afield of one gravity no problem to fight.

The Cub hit 8,000 feet, and Marty put it into a sha-low pylon turn to the right, backing the airspeed
down to 65. "Can you hit him from here?"

"l think s0." Kovorsky touched atoggle, and be-hind Marty's head there was a sudden heavy hum—
acarrier wave. A quick glance reveded asmall loud-speaker.

"Hey— isthereradio involved in thisthing? The spark plugsin this hegp aren't well shielded.”

"No matter, it is PM— pulse-modulated. It tiesmein to computer at Grand Rapids. Open window,
please"

Marty shifted hands on the stick and unbuttoned the Cub's Side panels. The bottom one fell down
eadly, ad-mitting ablast of icy air into the cabin, aswell asan increased roar of engine noise; but folding
the top one up was a battle; Kovorsky had to help him.

"Okw?l
"Okay." Kovorsky leaned far out, hanging from hisbelt, and aimed the biscuit-gun at wherethe
shining capsule floated like Mohammed's coffin below them.

He shifted asmall microphonein front of his mouth and pulled the trigger on the gun.
"VOR! VOR!"
God-like, implacable, Kovorsky's voice thundered from the loudspeaker behind Marty's head. It



drowned out the Cub's engine and the high roar of the circling jets without effort.
"VOR! Attention! We have come to keep promise!”

For an ingant, Marty wastotaly confused. VOR could not hear— and even if he could, the
loudspesaker voice would never have carried so far. Then he re-membered Kovorsky's remark about the
radio tie-in to the Grand Rapids computer, which had been mi-raculoudly saved, and understood in a
flash of pure ave.

The words Kovorsky was speaking were being trans-lated into colored light in the biscuit-gun.
Obvioudy no apparatus for doing the necessary trandation could be carried in a Cub. And the
loudspeaker was not there primarily to carry Kovorsky's voice. It wasthereto give Kovorsky the
answers. When VOR replied— if he did— his pulses of color would be picked up by a photocell,
transmitted as radio impulses to the com-puter, sorted for meaning, and sent back by radio as English
words to Kovorsky's receiver.

"VOR, hear me," Kovorsky's giant voice thundered. "Listen and obey. We have come for you. We
have your death. Listen to me, VOR. We have your death.”

On the gleaming cylinder far below, abright spark suddenly appeared, dmost too bright to look at. It
followed the circling Cub. It began to change color. Marty knew that what he would hear next would
only be the sound of avoder, driven by the Grand Rapids computer; but al the same he did not want to
heer it.

When it came, it was worse than he could ever have imagined. It was worse than any voice ever
heard in dl the nightmares of the world.

"YOU HAVE NO DEATH HERE."
"We have death. We have your death.”

"YOU HAVE NOT MY DEATH. YOU HAVE FEAR. FEAR ISWEAKNESS. WEAKNESS IS
EVIL. YOU HAVE NO DEATH HERE."

"We have always had death. We have had degath aslong as you have had fear and evil. And we have
your death.”

"YOU HAVE NOT MY DEATH. NONEHASMY DEATH. | HAVE SOUGHT MY DEATH
LONG AND LONG. NONE HASIT. | HAVE FOUND MUCH EVIL. BUT NOWHERE MY
DEATH."

"Then you have come home," Kovorsky's giant voice said. "Die here, VOR."
"HOW?'
The greed in that sound— the greed!

Therewas along sllence. Marty discovered that he had been losing dtitude and corrected for it
numbly. In looking up, he saw that the circling killer squadron had been losing dtitude as well— and not
by accident. They were a 10,000 feet now, and their circle was get-ting tighter.

Marty paid them no further heed; his mind was too busy wondering how it was possible for the
voder-voice of acomputer to carry so much emotion. Then he redlized that he was misreading what he
had heard. VOR's natural speech naturaly carried overtones which the computer could sense, but not
interpret; it was handling them by variation of emphasis, but there was no reason to believe that the
variations corresponded to any recognizable human emotion. Somehow the deduction did not make the
sound any lesschilling.

"HOW?' the droning voiceinssted.

"By fear,” Kovorsky said, hisown voiceringing like iron. "Fear, king of evils— fear asweakness.



Listento me, VOR. You can die. But you are afraid to die. You are afraid. Fear is weakness. Weakness
isevil. You areasevil aswe; it is proven. We have given you our evil, VOR. We have given you our
death— and it isyour death.”

Agan, along pause. Then:

"WHAT ISMY DEATH?'

Marty saw Kovorsky drew adeep breath. Then hisvoice rang out like trumpets.
"The fear of death!"

The words meant dmost nothing to Marty. The sound of that droning voice which was not avoice
had, for him, amost deprived al the world of meaning; and the limited vocabulary which existed between
VOR and mankind had forced the argument to circle back and forth over the same set of abstractions
until he had lost the thread of what Kovorsky was getting at. But some ancestral sensetold him how
precarioudy the fate of the world hung upon those last four words. He kept the Cub in its gentle pylon
turn and waited.

Then VOR's ship stirred. It rose gently away from the dull green forest. It tilted upward.

Then, ingtantly, without trangition, it was hurtling skyward faster than abullet. The killer squadron
swirled out in pin-whed arms, like ametalic galaxy, re-group-ing to catch it— but it dammed through
the formartion minutes ahead of any possibletrap. It was aready doing at least Mach 4, and il
accderating.

It soared into the sun... dimmed... glimmered out.

VVOR was gone.

Marty cut the engine and put the Cub into normal glide. He was, he discovered, just about out of gas.
ten

Marty was lucky. To begin with, he had failed to keep watching for a possble emergency landing
spot; but he found one amost immediately, along straight strip in the woods which was gpparently afire
break.

Hewaslucky to land init safdly, too, for landing isthe mogt critica of al flight maneuvers. Asit was,
he lost the Cub'stail-wheel and tore a considerable amount of fabric off the rudder and elevatorsin the
brush. Both he and Kovorsky were shaking when they climbed out into the deserted woodland clearing.

Kovorsky carefully disarmed his portable atomic pile, the gas-shuttle generator. A squirrel came out
along abranch above their heads to watch them.

"Isheredly gone?' Marty said et last.

"Who knows? Not |, Lieutenant Petrucelli. He has gone to throw himsdlf into the Sun, | think. But
what will happen then?'

Marty swallowed. ™Y ou think he might survive that?"

"No," Kovorsky said, dmost regretfully. "He can-not. Nothing could. But heisreservoir of power.
What effect will he have on Sun? It is open question. Not much effect, | judge; but | could be very
wrong. | succeeded, where dl brute force failed— but my suc-cess may be asfatal as they would have
been." Hejerked his eyebrows doft at the distant, now diminish-ing howling of the killer squadron. "We
will know inawhile

"How did you do it?" Marty said wonderingly.

"By analogy," Kovorsky said somberly. "It has never seemed reasonable to me that people who sent
VOR on hisworld-reconnoitering and world-wrecking would have no defense of their own against him.



At best, they must be protected by obedience. But what if obedience should fail ? Suppose this
unthinkabl e puissant mechanism becomes deranged? Then surely they must al so have weapon or means
to destroy him."

He looked grimly at hisown, now silent apparatus. "l would give much to know what that was, but
now | never shdl. What was important was that VOR knew what it was. He knew that he could be
destroyed, and he knew how to do it.

"Then | made second assumption. If heisnot truly living organism, but a congtruct, then he cannot be
subtle. Necessarily hisreasoning issmple, and heistherefore accessible to smpleidess. | gave him
smpleideato play with: that because he knew how to destroy himsdlf, but had failed to do it, he was as
weak and evil asthose he threatened to scourge for weakness.

"It was risky. But he understood me; he believed me; he has gone away to destroy himself. And to
those among stars who sent him, Earth will be place to shun, place where some live who are more
powerful even than VOR!"

"And how will weknow?' Marty said.
"Know what?"
"What will happen when he reachesthe Sun.”

"Why, by only certain way welearn anything," Kovorsky said. "By dying. Sun will go nova, perhaps,
or therewill be solar flare, Or something utterly un-predictable. We must wait.”

Marty looked up at the squirrel, which did not seem in the least abashed. He found that it was
impossible to worry about persona surviva any more. He had never felt more dive than now, here, in
these sllent pine woods.

Suddenly, astonishingly, Kovorsky laughed.

"And think now," he said. "Think, we are heroes, Lieutenant Petrucelli. Y ou will get promotion. More,
you will be Michigan AEC commissioner, as poor Chris planned for you. They will fawn upon usand
give us meda s— and why? Because we used common ob-servation, common understanding, insteed of
atomic bombs and bluster. And you will even get your lovely wife back. We should be happy, not
anticipating doom!"

"No," Marty said. "l don't think s0."

Kovorsky turned and looked at Marty with keen eyes. "Why not? Explain.”

"I don't think | haveto explain to you, Dr. Kovor-sky," Marty said. ™Y ou don't miss much.”
"l want to miss nothing. Explain, plesse. | demand it."

"Well, nobody isloved for what he does, that'sdl," Marty said. "That's akid's notion— "When |
grow up, I'll show them dl, and then they'll be sorry, but it'll betoo late!’ It doesn't happen that way. Y ou
mentioned my wife. She won't love me any better for what's hap-pened. To be victoriousisn't to be
lovable. Sure, | got back into the air again— but that wasn't ever what was really wrong between us.
Sure, Al Strickland got | eft behind while the VOR thing got solved— but what's that got to do with Pat?
Women don't love heroes, they love men. If they're honest, at least, and Pat's honest— a bitch, but
honest. She won't come back to me because I'm going to get some medals and astate job, and I'd loathe
her if she did; she'd be whoring, and we'd both know it.”

He paused, necessarily; his mouth was scading. Kovorsky watched him with eyes which were both
pitying and gratified at once. Marty did not know which emo-tion he found harder to bear.

"Haven't you heard enough?' Marty said harshly.
"No. Not quite."



"Then I've got one more thing to say. The man who thinks any victory will winawoman isjust trying
to please his mother. Women know that from scratch— and they hateit. Victories are for the victor, not
the audience. | didn't know that until we took off from the field today, but then | got it so that I'll never
for-get it again. That'sdl.”

"No, not al,” Kovorsky said. "Nearly dl, but not al. What do you say to VOR? Surely he does not
leave us entirely aswe were before? We shdl not dl die, perhaps, but we shdl dl be changed.”

"l don't think so. But if that's what's to happen— waell, why not? Ezra Childers would know what to
think right now. He thinks we're on the verge of the Last Judgment. All right— supposeit is? Were
better off being judged by the will of God than by VOR. Or may-be Ezrasright, and they're the same
thing. VOR tempted usto destroy ourselves. We fought back, dl the way to the limit— and we pulled
back at the limit. That'sall we could have done, asfar as| can see. If it wasn't good enough, we won't
have to pass that judgment oursalves. Well betold.”

Kovorsky looked back up toward the Sun.
"Andthat isdsotrue" he sad quietly. "Christian Holm wasright: you are hisson.”



