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By E.S. Wynn

Y

ou’ve heard about the Bösehoven. Sure, you’ve heard about the Bösehoven. That ship, that freighter that popped out of the void, entered
the pattern at Jove Station and just started to drift? It was all over the
network—ghost ship, they called it, but trust me, it weren’t no Mary Celeste. I
worked on the clean-up and restore detail that handled the recommissioning of
the Bösehoven. I saw the shit they scrubbed out of the walls, out of the floor. It
was meat. Chunks of meat and bone all warped and twisted, all sticky and running through the vents, through the grates in the floor. That’s all we found of the
crew. That’s all that was left.
We had all kinds of ideas, theories, rumors we would hear and share, but
none of us grunts running the vacuums or spraying down the walls with industrial cleanser really knew what happened, what was going on. The suits, the lab
coats—they closed off huge sections of the ship, would always spend a few days
in an area before the clean-up crews were allowed to move in. Officially, the
carnage, the runny gore plastered across every inch of the ship was blamed on
a radiation wave, a destabilizing core component that liquefied the crew in the
instant just before they left the void and showed up at Jove.
None of us on clean-up bought it. We were all techies and off-season rock
miners, low-level, grease under the nails fix-it types who’d seen what a destabilizing reactor can do to a man. Hell, some of the men I worked with even had
the twisted scars from a near miss with a wave of radiation. The liquid meat, the
warped and stretching chunks of solid matter—it wasn’t caused by radiation.
Something else entirely had happened. Something else had turned the Bösehoven’s entire crew into sludge.
I don’t know if the men with the brains or the men with the money ever figured out what went wrong. Crates marked with biohazard warnings came out as
often as they came in, and the only time I ever heard of anyone getting a chance
to jimmy one of the suckers open, he was fired the next day. Rumor has it that he
saw samples of skin, real, still-living skin the lab coats had scraped off the walls,
8

stored in suspension racks for transport
back to Jove. I don’t know if I buy it, but
he must have seen something he wasn’t
supposed to. Labor draws from a limited
pool out there. I’ve never seen a guy get
fired for anything less than killing a man.
Never, except that day.
I remember how weird things got when
we finally reached residential. Some of
the sleep-pods were unrecoverable, the
suits and the lab coats told us. Unrecoverable. I’ve never heard of a bed-block
being unrecoverable. What is there to
break inside a common-room or a module
full of beds? Half of them were ejected
before anyone could so much as raise
an eyebrow, and they had these UEMC
interceptors running by, slagging the bedblocks with vape-slingers. Never even got
a chance to see what was in them. Until
block 33-B froze on the ejection rails.
I knew one of the guys that was sent
in to cut the bed-block loose and lead it
through nil-grav to the Bösehoven’smain
cargo-lock. Morgan was his name. Clark
Morgan. Hell of a mechanic, wife and
kids back Earthside. The kind of guy you
could trust to tell you the truth. He said it
was the meat leaking from the bed-block
that stalled the thing on the tracks. He
said it was running into the rails like a
thick tentacle of liquid innards, sticking
to the electrics. Took a good hour or so to
scrape enough of the crap that had been
the crew out of the rails, but when they
finally freed the bed-block and gave it the
heave-ho into the black, Morgan said he
swore he heard the thing scream. The
bed-block, something in the bed-block.
Seconds later the UEMC boys dusted
the module. Nothing left. Nothing but
embers, little points of hot light hovering
among the stars like they belonged there,
like they had more than an instant to glow.
All in all, the suits and lab coats probably
ejected and slagged about eighty, or ninety,
percent of the Bösehoven’s bed-blocks.
I think about all those empty rooms, all
those regulation mattresses sometimes,
think about what Morgan said, what he
9
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said he saw, what he said he heard, and
I wonder. My mind goes to crazy places,
dark places. I wonder how many people
were asleep when it happened, when
the crew was liquified and spread across
the walls like so much red paint. The
Bösehoven was rated for fifteen hundred
crewmen, but you know they always pack
a can like that way past capacity. If half the
crew was asleep, even a third...
Maybe it’s best the suits and the lab
coats had all those bed-blocks blasted. The
amount of material, the amount of liquid
material sloshing around in those things...
To this day, I don’t know if anyone can
say what really happened aboard the Bösehoven. I don’t know if the men with the
money or the men with the brains ever
figured it out. If anyone did, they’ve been
real quiet about it, and that scares me a
little, keeps up at night sometimes. Last
thing I heard, the Bösehoven was flying
the trade-routes again, has been for a little
over a year now. She’s all shiny, all clean,
probably a third of the hull and equipment scrapped and fed to the nearest sun.
Someone at corporate must have managed to convince enough people to crew
it, even with its history. Braver souls than
me is all I can say. Braver, maybe stupider.
Time will tell.
Until then, I’ll keep checking the
network for news on the Bösehoven. I half
expect her to wash up at some of frontier
port of call like she did at Jove, silent and
full of mush. I hope it never happens, but
if it does, well...
I might just sign on for clean-up duty
again, see if I can’t jimmy open one of
those biohazard crates, see what’s inside.

10
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s children we are constantly questioning everything. Like ‘how does that work’ or ‘where
do babies come from?’ The questions were endless and since then we’ve been ingrained
to ask questions. As we get older, queries become more complex. For most people, one

question stands out the most—the meaning of life. This question is more nebulous than just
what is the meaning. Before we can even crack the surface of that question we need to answer a
vast subset of inquiries first, like: is our reality even real? Why we are here? Are we alone in the
universe? How did the universe begin? The answers to these questions, so far, are for the most
part theories, but some can be explained by hypothesis and observations. There is much compelling evidence for each idea, but you certainly shouldn’t, for the sake of your sanity, take these
theories as gospel. The following is an examination of the most mind-blowing theories about the
universe that will make you question your entire existence.
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By George Gott

Simulation Theory
Some theorists have proposed the following idea, are we living in a computer
simulation? Yeah it sounds crazy but some
prominent scientists and physicists think
so. The simulation theory explains that
because of the compelling likelihood
of technological singularities occurring
in the universe, it is quite likely that
advanced civilizations, either us in the
future, or aliens in a distant galaxy, have
created or will create simulations. Since
the number of these simulations would
infinate, it’s actually quite likely we are
actually living in a computer simulation.
To add support for this mind blowing
theory, theoretical physicist S. James
Gate observed something astonishing in
his recent string theory research. Simply,
deep inside the mathematics we use to
describe our universe Gate has found
computer code. Yes, you heard that,
computer code, and not just any code, but
an extremely unexpected self-dual linear
binary error-correcting block code. That’s
right, error correcting 1’s and 0’s. So is
computer code not unique to humanity?
As we progress as an intelligent species

was it expected that we would eventually
find this? Are we actually living in one
giant computer? Only the big code write
in the sky could tell us that.

The Fermi Paradox
Since we just mentioned the simulation
theory then, we have to explain what the
The Fermi paradox is. Basically this theory
proposes an argument originally made by
physicists Enrico Fermi and Michael H.
Hart, who presented an apparent contradiction between how many alien civilizations are thought to be in the universe and
our lack of evidence for their existence.
This paradox can be supported by the
Drake equation. The Drake equation was
formulated by Frank Drake. He argued
that since there are billions of galaxies
in the universe there could actually be
intelligent life out there. But how much?
When using the Drake equation we can’t
look for an exact answer but rather look
at the questions that are prompted when
attempting to come up with an answer.
Obviously there is a tremendous amount
of guesswork involved when filling in the
variables like what we perceive is intel-

ligent or what is life to us. Based on our
understanding of science we think life
should resemble us but what if it doesn’t
somewhere else? To understand if there
is intelligence beyond us can make you
insane because there is so much we will
never understand. The great Arthur C.
Clarke said it best: ‘ Two possibilities exist:
either we are alone in the universe or we
are not. Both are equally terrifying.’

Multiverse Theory
You’ve probably hear the concept of the
‘parallel universe’ where everything is
the same but different. In this parallel
universe on Earth there could be still
dinosaurs living among us or the Nazis
won WWII like in Philip K. Dick book
The Man in the High Castle. But what
if there were actually more than one universe? What if there were billions? What if
there were an infinite number of different
realities? The multiverse theory proposes
just this. The theory suggests that we are
living in ‘bubbles’ which pop up and out
of existence, like soap bubbles. If you take
the big bang theory then this would mean
that the infancy of our universe was just
12

the creation of one bubble in the vast sea
of inflating universes, which will in turn
eventually pop or whatever universes do
when they go away.

mathematically equivalent to the creation
of a universe. So in a sense the universe
that we know is waiting to be either born
still or waiting to die.

White Holes

False Vacuum Universe Theory

We’ve all heard of black holes which are
when a star dies and then generates energy,
a ‘hole’, that sucks in all matter and light
that cannot escape. But have you heard
about white holes? White holes put simply
are the opposite to the black hole theory.
They spit out what the black holes suck
in. Regarding our understanding of Albert
Einstein’s general relativity theory, a white
hole is a hypothetical region of spacetime
which cannot be entered from the outside,
although matter and light can escape from
it. In this sense, it is the reverse of a black
hole, which can only be entered from
the outside. White holes are completely
a theoretical mathematical concept, but
if they are the opposite of black holes, are
white holes the birth of a star? Probably
this is just another interesting idea put forth
by physicists, but white holes might help
explain the birth of the universe.

The false vacuum universe theory
suggests that our own universe is actually in a false phase state as part of
a much larger universe, meaning that
our own universe and everything we
know is temporary and unstable. This
idea of the false vacuum that we are in,
theorists claim will eventually ‘pop’ into
the much larger universe or the ‘normal
state’, meaning everything we know in
our visible universe will cease to exist
almost immediately without warning. So
no need to mark your calendar. Some
theorists are using this hypothesis to
explain the beginning and end to the
big bang. Using this simple analogy to
simply if you don’t get it, the universe is
like in a car with questionable tires on a
road with tons of pot holes driving from
a small rural town to the big city where
he will hope to join the other universes
marching in the billion universe march.
Basically we’re on our way to get to the
bigger universe and can introduce the
idea of the idea of higher dimensions.

We Are Living in a Black Hole
So you know space is a vacuum right?
And you already know black holes suck
in everything, well could mean we are
actually living in a black hole? It’s possible
says some physicists. For most people, not
scientists, the knowledge of black holes
comes from popular science fiction and
while sci-fi does a decent job explaining
black hole theory, it’s not explained fully.
According to Dr. Nikodem Poplawski
from Indiana University, all of the matter
that gets sucked into a black hole might
wind up turning into a new universe
on the other end, hence the white hole
theory. But what’s going on inside that
black hole? While most scientists will
shrug their shoulders when posed with
that question, Poplawski’s theory shows
calculations that the theoretical other end
of a black hole, a “white hole,” is a time
reversed version of the black hole thus
compression and expansion of matter is
13
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String Theory
Sting theory was an outgrowth of a research begun by physicist Werner Heisenberg and later pick back up by others in
the 2000’s basically is potentially a the
unified description of gravity and particle
physics. String theory is the idea that the
fundamental building blocks of nature
are string-like rather than point-like,
hence atoms. String theory is considered
a self-contained mathematical model
that describes all fundamental forces
and forms of matter. It is a mainstream
candidate for a theory of everything. So
basically it is the answer to everything as
we know it now.
But string theory has one very unique
consequence that no other theory of physics has had before: extra dimensions. This

theory predicts the number of dimensions
of spacetime. For the mathematics of
string theory to be consistent, the number
of dimensions of spacetime must be 10.
And according to physics we live in the
3rd dimension. So by theory there’s actually seven more times to find out.

Embedded Universe Theory
So if string theory exists and we are in the
3rd dimension then what’s before and
after us? According to physics our world
has more than the usual three spatial
dimensions. So if string theory suggests
that there are other dimensions why can’t
we actually see them? The embedded universe theory explains that very question.
Imagine us looking down at an ant. The
ant is living in the 2nd dimension, and
while the ant can see above it, it cannot
interact with what up there looking down
at it unless we pick it up. Living life in a
2D world would mean that the ant would
never be able to even comprehend that
someone is even looking at them. It is all
they will ever know or understand. Now
looking at us, we’re in the 3rd dimension
as you know. We can see and interact
with the 1st and 2nd but they cannot with
us unless we let them. So regarding the
4th dimension and by using this analogy,
the 4th can interact with us without us
even knowing it. So by using this analogy
you can explain all other dimensions.
Each dimension is totally oblivious to the
existence of additional dimensions. That
would be why we humans, as well, could
neither see the extra dimensions nor move
in the corresponding extra directions.
Scary but if this theory is correct, someone or something you can’t even try to
comprehend is watching you!

14
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T

he old man sat on the rock near the top of the small hill
as he had for many years now and watched the first stars
begin to peek out of the deepening purple sky. The boy
at his side, watched solemnly, as he had for most of his young
life. They sit in silence. The boy speaks at last. “Grandfather,
may I ask you a question?” The old man looks down at the solemn faced boy and smiles and tousles his dark hair. “Of course.”
“Why do you come up here at night? Mother says you’re looking
for ghosts, but I’ve never seen any ghosts up here, and I’ve been
looking.” There’s a faintly accusatory tone in the boy’s voice.
The old man’s grin widens. “Your mother is a fiery one. She got
that from your Gram. No. I’m not looking for ghosts up here.”
He gestures at the gentle, grassy slope around them. “There are
no ghosts here. The ghosts I look for are up there.” He gestures
towards the stars above.
The boy considers this for a moment and then speaks. “Well,
what are you looking for exactly? Maybe I can help. I can see
pretty good, you know.” He is staring into the sky intently. The
old man smiles ruefully. “I know you can. But you can’t see
what’s not there. That’s why your mom says I’m looking for
ghosts.” The boy regards him dubiously for a moment and then
goes back to looking at the stars, which are now fully visible.
The old man sighs, and stares into the sky wistfully, then pokes
the child in the arm and points at a faintly red star high in the
sky. “Hey, did I ever tell you about that one?” The boy squints at
it, and slowly shakes his head. “I don’t think so…”
“Well, there’s quite a story about that one. It’s why we’re here.”
The boy looks at him again skeptically. “What? Here on the hill?
That doesn’t make any sense, Grampa.” The old man laughs.
“No, goofball. On this planet. This world.” He gestures around
them. “We’re not from here you know.” The child is clearly not
convinced and regards the old man hesitantly. “What do you
mean we’re not from here? I’m from here. That’s my house right
there. And mom’s, and dads too. Even yours.” The old man shifts
on the rock, feeling the hard stone in his lower back. “Well, that’s

all true. You were born here, as were your mother and father.
We’ve all been here for many, many years now. But I’m not from
here.” He looks back up at the sky.
The boy is silent, thinking about this. Eventually he speaks
again. “Well, where are you from? The next valley over?” The
old man smiles. “No. Look up.” He points to another section of
the sky. “See that bright white spot there? Now go down. Those
three stars in a row? That’s called a star cluster. My home is on
the other side of them, very, very far away.” The boy squints at
the section of sky for a moment. “Is it further than the river?”
The old man laughs quietly. “Yes, Blake. It’s further than the
river. It’s so far away that unless you have a special way to move,
you couldn’t get there in a dozen lifetimes of being as old as
me.” The child looks at the old man, trying to picture this. After
a moment he speaks. “Well, how did you get here then?”
The old man smiles, remembering. “Well, I joined the Navy.
The Navy had these starships…which were able to go from
world to world, like taking a canoe across the lake. Much faster
than walking around, right?” The boy nods slowly, trying to
understand. “Well these ships the Navy had could go from star
to star in hours instead of centuries. They held thousands of
men and women, and there were as many of them as there are
tadpoles in the pond.” The boys eyes widen. “There’s a lot of
tadpoles in the pond!” The old man nods solemnly. “Yes, there
are! And each ship had as many people as there are tadpoles.
Do you understand?” The boy is concentrating fiercely and then
slowly nods. “Yes…I think. If we had five ponds, with as many
tadpoles, each pond would be like a ship. And there were more
ponds than your could count….so more people than you could
count?” The boy beams at the old man, proud of his logic. The
old man smiles. “You got it, Blake. Very good! You’d have made a
fine astrogator!” The boy’s brow furrows. “What’s an astrogator?”
The old man sighs. “The astrogators were the ones who knew
where to tell the ships to go, so they didn’t get lost. It’s what I did.”
The boy considers this. “So, how did you get lost, then?”
The old man is startled. “Who said I was lost?” The boy
looks at him seriously. “Well, you said you were not where your
home is. If you weren’t lost, why aren’t you there?” The old man
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smiles. “Oh I wasn’t lost…Well. Not really. Not at first. We knew where we were
going, but other people had other plans.” He stares back up into the sky for a moment. His voice lowers a bit. “There was a great battle, long ago. Up in the sky.”
The boy stares into the stars along with him silently. “The people from there.” He
points to the faint red star. “Didn’t like the people from over there.” Points at the
three stars he’d indicated earlier. “And so they fought. This was their battlefield.”
The old man sweeps his hand across the expanse of the sky.
The boy stares into the night sky and whispers. “Who won the fight?” The
old man responds quietly. “No one. We all lost. Us. Them. We all ended up
here, on this world together. The war didn’t seem to matter so much down here
in the dirt. In the cold,wind and the rain. We tried to fight at first, but ended
up just fighting to survive.” The boy looks at him silently. “There were many
tens of thousands that died on the ships, but many thousands made it into the
escape pods and got down to the planet.” The boy peers back into the sky as if
trying to see the events long past.
“After we landed, we kept running into each other. Small groups, at first. Then
bigger groups, and eventually we had a small village sized group. It was very
tough for the first few months.” The boys’ eyes are wide and he is silent. “We
lost many people to predators, many more to illness and exposure. We were still
waiting for rescue, us and them, but no one ever came.”
The old man’s face is lined with grief at the memory. “We stuck together. We
had to. At first it was just the planet, but then our own sins came back to punish
us. The skies opened and rained poisons, and balls of fire split the sky. The earth
trembled and it got very dark and cold for a very long time.”
The old man is staring off into the dark, reliving some terrible memory. The
boy whispers “What was it? Was it a monster?” The old man speaks in a more
normal tone, shaking out of his reverie. “No. No monsters but what we made. It
was the wreckage of our ships, entering the atmosphere. The coolant from the
reactors, and the chemicals from them burning made the air and rain poison, and
when they hit the ground there was terrible destruction. We brought our
own monsters with us.”
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The boy squirmed slightly. “Mom tells stories of rain that made her sick when
she was a little girl. Was that the same stuff?” The old man nods. “Yes, but by the
time your mom was born, it wasn’t nearly so bad anymore. By the time you were
born, they had stopped.”
The boy sits in silence for a moment then speaks again. “Grampa. Why didn’t
your friends come for you? The fight couldn’t have gotten everyone, right?” The
old man again looks wistfully into the sky. “I don’t know. None of us knew. No
one came for us, or for them, either. Eventually we stopped waiting and started
living. I guess some of us never stopped waiting, really.” The old man pauses and
looks down at the solemn faced boy and smiles. “I think the real question is not
why didn’t they come? I think the question is were we better off that they didn’t.”
The boy considers this for a moment. “If you left, would you know Gram?” “No.
Gram and I would have been enemies. We’d probably have never met.”
The boy falls silent, thinking again. Behind them, they hear footsteps. They
turn to see the boy’s mother, a stout woman, with long dark hair and a careworn
face. The woman smiles fondly at the sight of her son and father sitting on the
rock she and her father sat on when she was a child. Without a word she comes
up behind the rock and puts her arms around the old man’s neck and kisses the
top of his head. She speaks to the child. “Blake, go wash up. It’s time for supper.”
The boy leaps up and races off down the hill towards the small house in the
distance. The old and and the woman watch him go, smiling.
The woman looks up into the sky, her hands resting on her father’s shoulders.
The old man is also looking into the sky. They look in silence for a few moments,
then the woman gently squeezes her father’s shoulders. “Don’t stay out too late,
old man. You’ll catch cold.” She kisses him on the top of his head again, as he
squeezes her hand in return. She turns and heads off down the hill humming as
she walks away. The old man sits on the rock as he had for many years, and stared
at the stars and slowly smiled. He laboriously pulls himself to his feet and dusting
himself off, slowly heads off towards the house.
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By David Warmﬂash

T

he ﬁeld equations of Einstein’s General Relativity theory say that fasterthan-light (FTL) travel is possible,
so a handful of researchers are working to
see whether a Star Trek style warp drive, or
perhaps a kind of artiﬁcial wormhole, could
be created through our technology.
But even if shown feasible tomorrow,
it’s possible that designs for an FTL
system could be as far ahead of a functional starship as Leonardo da Vinci’s 16th
century drawings of ﬂying machines were
ahead of the Wright Flyer of 1903. But
this need not be a showstopper against
human interstellar ﬂight in the next
century or two. Short of FTL travel, there
are technologies in the works that could
enable human expeditions to planets
orbiting some of the nearest stars.

smaller, dimmer companion star, Proxima
Centauri, located just 4.24 light years
from Earth, has planets of its own.
Very soon, these questions will be
answered by the James Webb Space Telescope (JWST) that NASA will be launching into space in 2018, and by other
instruments that will follow, instruments
capable of more than merely detecting a
planet’s presence. They will also be able
to read the chemical composition of planetary atmospheres.
Imagine this: If there’s an Earth-like
planet around Alpha Centauri or another
nearby star system, astronomers will know
about it within a decade or two—certainly
long before we can build a ship like the
Enterprise. Maybe we could consider
ﬂying under the speed of light.

Picking the Target
Certainly, feasibility of such missions will
depend on geopolitical-economic factors.
But it also will depend on the distance to
nearest Earth-like exoplanet. Located roughly 4.37 light years away, Alpha Centauri
is the Sun’s closest neighbor; thus science
ﬁction, including Star Trek, has envisioned
it as humanity’s ﬁrst interstellar destination.
In 2012, a planet was identiﬁed orbiting
closely around Alpha Centauri B, one of
three stars comprising the Alpha Centauri
system. Three years later, astronomers
were unable to ﬁnd that same planet,
but if it exists it would be too hot for life
anyway. What we really want to know is
whether planets exist further out from the
two main stars, or whether their much

Propulsion
It is not widely known, but the US government spent real money, tested hardware
and employed some of the best minds
in late 1950s and early 60s to develop an
idea called nuclear pulse propulsion.
Known as Project Orion, the work was
classiﬁed because the principle was that
your engine shoots a series of “nuclear
pulse units”—atomic bombs of roughly
Hiroshima/Nagasaki power—out the back.
Each unit explodes and the shockwave
delivers concussive force to an immense,
steal pusher plate, which is connected to
the most immense shock absorber system
that you could imagine.
The researchers calculated the ship to
could reach ﬁve percent the speed of light

(0.05 c), resulting in roughly a 90-year
travel time to Alpha Centauri. The Nuclear Test Ban Treaty of 1963, which forbade
nuclear explosions in the atmosphere, and
the Outer Space Treaty of 1967, which
forbade nuclear explosive devices in space,
effectively ended Orion.
In his epic TV series Cosmos, Carl
Sagan noted such an engine would be an
excellent way to dispose of humanity’s nuclear bombs, but that it would have to be
activated far from Earth. But back when
Orion was being funded, amazingly, the
plan was to use the nuclear pulse engine
even for launching the vessel, in one
massive piece, from the surface of Earth.
Sufﬁce it to say it does not seem likely that
we’ll every build a nuclear pulse ship, but
it’s something that we already have the
technology to build.
A Cleaner System
But what about a less explosive, cleaner
propulsion system that could achieve the
same end? The British Interplanetary
Society took on this goal in the 1970s with
Project Daedalus. Named for the inventor
from Greek mythology who built wings
to escape the island of Crete, the design
was based on projected development of
inertial conﬁnement fusion (ICF), one of
two main strategies for generating nuclear
fusion energy on Earth.
The other strategy is magnetic conﬁnement fusion (MCF), and similar to ICF,
designs exist for adapting MCF to space
propulsion. Like Orion, a Daedaluscraft
would have to be rather large. But using
20

deuterium and helium-3 (obtained
from the lunar surface, or from Jupiter’s
atmosphere) as fuel,Daedalus craft could
reach 0.12 c, cutting travel time to Alpha
Centauri to something like 40 years.
There are other ingenious ideas, such
as the Bussard ramjet that could approach
the speed of light, but the size of the engines and technological gaps that we must
ﬁll become so large that they may not
seem easier than warp drive. So let’s limit
our discussion to capabilities up to the
neighborhood of the 0.12 c of Daedalus as
we consider what form a human interstellar voyage might take
The Generation Starship
It has been said that if you want to go
fast, go alone, but if you want to go far,
go together. This proverb characterizes
the strategy of building an interstellar
ship so large that you don’t worry so
much about the travel time.
Effectively, the ship is a space colony.
It contains a large population—current
estimates are that a minimum of tens of
thousands of colonists are needed for a
healthy gene pool—and all that is needed
for people to live comfortably, but it
21 GAMMA RAY

follows a trajectory out of the solar system.
Ideas for an interstellar ark taking millennia to reach a destination date back to the
fathers of the Space Age—Russia’s Konstantin Tsiolkovsky and America’s Robert
Goddard—but the idea really set sail with
mid 20th century science ﬁction writers.
In a two-part novel series written in 1941,
Robert A. Heinlein wrote of a vessel that
took so long to reach its destination that
the people aboard had forgotten they were
on a ship. Instead, they believed the large
craft to be their natural world.
Sending colonists on a voyage lasting centuries or millennia raises social
questions, such as whether it is ethical to
commit unborn generations to live out
their lives in transit between planets.
10,000 years is a rather long time and
means a large number of generations to
commit to the interstellar void. But if
we’re talking 40 or even 90 years, that’s
probably more palatable to many more
people. But what about people with shorter attention spans and what if we have no
will to build enormous, moving colonies?
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“If its atmosphere is suitable to
support life, this is arguably one
of the most important scientific
discoveries we will ever make.”
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By Mary Beth Griggs

H

ey neighbor! Our lonely patch
of the sky just got a little less
lonely with the identification of
a rocky, Earth-sized planet neighboring
the star closest to our own Sun. In a paper
published today in Nature, researchers
announced the exciting news that they
had positively identified a planet about
1.3 times the size of Earth orbiting the
red dwarf star Proxima Centauri 4.2 light
years away. The researchers made the
observation by observing the star carefully
over long periods of time. They found
that once every 11.2 days, the light from
the star shifted ever so slightly, a variation
called a Doppler shift, during which the
star appeared to be moving towards Earth
slightly and then away from Earth slightly.
That wobble indicated the presence of a
planet. Researchers have been looking for
exoplanets at Proxima Centauri for years,
but it took a long time for researchers to
confirm that it was a planet, and not some
other kind of interference, like sun spots
on Proxima Centauri, which might look
similar from our Earth-bound vantage point.
“Once we had established that the
wobble wasn’t caused by star spots, we
knew that that there must be a planet
orbiting within a zone where water could
exist, which is really exciting. If further
research concludes that the conditions of
its atmosphere are suitable to support life,

this is arguably one of the most important
scientific discoveries we will ever make,”
said John Barnes, a co-author on the paper.
“It’s not only the closest planet to our
solar system, it’s the closest planet outside of our solar system that will ever be
found,” astrophysicist Ansgar Reiners,
one of the authors of the paper said in a
press conference on Tuesday.
But its closeness to us in distance and
size isn’t the only thrilling thing about
the discovery. The researchers also pointed out that the planet orbits the star in an
area that might be considered habitable.
If Proxima B has managed to hang on to
an atmosphere and liquid water, it might
be hospitable to life.
There is no guarantee that the planet has either an atmosphere or water.
Proxima b orbits Proxima Centauri every
11.2 days at a distance of 4.66 million
miles, or about 5 percent of the distance
between the Earth and the Sun. For
comparison, Mercury orbits the sun at an
average of 35.98 million miles.
If Proxima Centauri were like the Sun,
the short distance between the two would
be enough to at least fry the planet’s
surface. But Proxima Centauri is a much
dimmer, smaller star. And at that distance of less than five million miles, the
researchers estimate that the planet would
get about 65 percent of the radiation that

the Earth receives. Without an atmosphere, the temperature on Proxima b
would be about -40 degrees Celsius.
That’s really cold, but if Earth didn’t
have an atmosphere, our planet would be
a chill -20 degrees Celsius. So, we can’t
really talk. The distance is close enough
that if the planet managed to hang onto
an atmosphere, it could potentially support water in a liquid state. That’s if the
planet formed in such a way that water in
the protoplanet didn’t just vaporize in the
early solar system, or if it had water delivered to it by comets later in its life.
Heading out to Proxima Centauri for a
visit might take some time. While it is the
closest star, 4.24 lightyears is still a very
long way, and getting there would take
thousands of years with our current technology. (Although billionaire Yuri Milner
thinks we could send tiny, laser-powered
spacechips there within a few decades.)
In the meantime, until we can develop warp drive or some other awesome
tech that would allow us to launch a
robotic or manned mission to Proxima
b, we will have to content ourselves with
telescope-based observations of the planet,
and rely on those observations and models
to tell us more about what our closest
neighbor really looks like.
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“Those wanderers must have looked on Earth,
circling safely in the narrow zone between fire
and ice, and must have guessed that it was the
favorite of the Sun’s children.”
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The next time you see the full moon high
in the south, look carefully at its right-hand edge
and let your eye travel upward along the curve of
the disk. Round about two o’clock you will notice
a small, dark oval; anyone with normal eyesight
can find it quite easily. It is the great walled plain,
one of the finest on the Moon, known as the
Mare Crisium-the Sea of Crises. Three hundred
miles in diameter, and almost completely surrounded by a ring of magnificent mountains, it
had never been explored until we entered it in
the late summer of 1996.
Our expedition was a large one. We had two
heavy freighters which had flown our supplies

and equipment from the main lunar base in the
Mare Serenitatis, five hundred miles away. There
were also three small rockets which were intended
for short-range transport over regions which our
surface vehicles couldn’t cross. Luckily, most of
the Mare Crisiurn is very flat. There are none of
the great crevasses so common and so dangerous
elsewhere, and very few craters or mountains of
any size. As far as we could tell, our powerful caterpillar tractors would have no difficulty in taking us
wherever we wished to go.
I was geologist—or selenologist, if you want to
be pedantic, in charge of the group exploring the
southern region of the Mare. We had crossed a
26

night until we awoke again eight hours later. Then
hundred miles of it in a week, skirting the foothills
one of us would prepare breakfast, there would be
of the mountains along the shore of what was once
a great buzzing of electric razors, and someone
the ancient sea, some thousand million years bewould
switch on the short-wave radio from Earth.
fore. When life was beginning on Earth, it was alIndeed, when the smell of frying sausages began to
ready dying here. The waters were retreating down
fill
the cabin, it was sometimes hard to believe that
the flanks of those stupendous cliffs, retreating into
we were not back on our own world—everything
the empty heart of the Moon. Over the land which
we were crossing, the tideless ocean had once been was so normal and homely, apart from the feeling
of decreased weight and the unnatural slowness
half a mile deep, and now the only trace of moiswith
which objects fell.
ture was the hoarfrost one could sometimes find in
It was my turn to prepare breakfast in the
caves which the searing sunlight never penetrated.
corner
of the main cabin that served as a galley.
We had begun our journey early in the slow lunar dawn, and still had almost a week of Earth-time I can remember that moment quite vividly after
before nightfall. Half a dozen times a day we would all these years, for the radio had just played one
of my favorite melodies, the old Welsh air, “Daleave our vehicle and go outside in the spacesuits
vid
of the White, Rock.”
to hunt for interesting minerals, or to place markOur driver was already outside in his spaceers for the guidance of future travelers. It was an
suit, inspecting our caterpillar treads. My assisuneventful routine. There is nothing hazardous or
even particularly exciting about lunar exploration. tant, Louis Garnett, was up forward in the control
position, making
We could live comfortsome belated entries
ably for a month in our
in
yesterday’s log.
pressurized tractors, and
“When our world was half its present age,
As I stood by the fryif we ran into trouble we
something from the stars swept through
ing pan waiting, like
could always radio for
the Solar System, left this token of its pasany terrestrial househelp and sit tight until
wife,
for the sausages
one of the spaceships
sage, and went again upon its way. Until
to brown, I let my gaze
came to our rescue.
we destroyed it, that machine was still
wander idly over the
I said just now that
mountain walls which
there was nothing exciting
fulfilling the purpose of its builders.”
covered the whole of
about lunar exploration,
the southern horizon,
but of course that isn’t
marching out of sight to east and west below the
true. One could never grow tired of those incredible mountains, so much more rugged than the gen- curve of the Moon. They seemed only a mile or
two from the tractor, but I knew that the nearest
tle hills of Earth. We never knew, as we rounded
was twenty miles away. On the Moon, of course,
the capes and promontories of that vanished sea,
there is no loss of detail with distance-none of that
what new splendors would be revealed to us. The
whole southern curve of the Mare Crisiurn is a vast almost imperceptible haziness which softens and
sometimes transfigures all far-off things on Earth.
delta where a score of rivers once found their way
Those mountains were ten thousand feet high,
into the ocean, fed perhaps by the torrential rains
and they climbed steeply out of the plain as if ages
that must have lashed the mountains in the brief
ago some subterranean eruption had smashed
volcanic age when the Moon was young.
them skyward through the molten crust. The base
Each of these ancient valleys was an invitaof even the nearest was hidden from sight by the
tion, challenging us to climb into the unknown
steeply curving surface of the plain, for the Moon
uplands beyond. But we had a hundred miles still
is a very little world, and from where I was standto cover, and could only look longingly at the
ing the horizon was only two miles away.
heights which others must scale.
I lifted my eyes toward the peaks which no
We kept Earth-time aboard the tractor, and preman had ever climbed, the peaks which, before
cisely at 22.00 hours the final radio message would
the coming of terrestrial life, had watched the
be sent out to Base and we would close down for
retreating oceans sink sullenly into their graves,
the day. Outside, the rocks would still be burning
taking with them the hope and the morning
beneath the almost vertical sun, but to us it was
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I could see just enough to tantalize me. Clear
and sharp in the field of vision, the mountain
peaks seemed only half a mile away, but whatever was catching the sunlight was still too small
to be resolved. Yet it seemed to have an elusive
symmetry, and the summit upon which it rested
was curiously flat. I stared for a long time at that
glittering enigma, straining my eyes into space,
until presently a smell of burning from the galley
told me that our breakfast sausages had made their
quarter-million mile journey in vain.
All that morning we argued our way across the
Mare Crisium while the western mountains reared
higher in the sky. Even when we were out prospecting in the space-suits, the discussion would
continue over the radio. It was absolutely certain,
my companions argued, that there had never been
any form of intelligent life on the Moon. The only
living things that had ever existed there were a few
primitive plants and their slightly less degenerate
ancestors. I knew that as well as anyone, but there
are times when a scientist must not be afraid to
make a fool of himself.
“Listen,” I said at last, “I’m going up there, if
only for my own peace of mind. That mountain’s
less than twelve thousand feet high—that’s only
two thousand under Earth gravity—and I can make
the trip in twenty hours at the outside. I’ve always
wanted to go up into those hills, anyway, and this
gives me an excellent excuse.”
promise of a world. The sunlight was beating
“If you don’t break your neck,” said Garnett,
against those ramparts with a glare that hurt the
“you’ll
be the laughing-stock of the expedition when
eyes, yet only a little way above them the stars
we get back to Base. That mountain will probably
were shining steadily in a sky blacker than a
be called Wilson’s Folly from now on.”
winter midnight on Earth.
“I won’t break my neck,” I said firmly. “Who was
I was turning away when my eye caught a metalthe
first man to climb Pico and Helicon?” “But
lic glitter high on the ridge of a great promontory
thrusting out into the sea thirty miles to the west. It weren’t you rather younger in those days?” asked
Louis gently. “That,” I said with great dignity, “is as
was a dimensionless point of light, as if a star had
good a reason as any for going.”
been clawed from the sky by one of those cruel
We went to bed early that night, after driving
peaks, and I imagined that some smooth rock surthe tractor to within half a mile of the promontory.
face was catching the sunlight and heliographing
Garnett
was coming with me in the morning; he
it straight into my eyes. Such things were not uncommon. When the Moon is in her second quarter, was a good climber, and had often been with me
on such exploits before. Our driver was only too
observers on Earth can sometimes see the great
glad to be left in charge of the machine.
ranges in the Oceanus Procellarum burning with a
At first sight, those cliffs seemed completely unblue-white iridescence as the sunlight flashes from
scalable, but to anyone with a good head for heights,
their slopes and leaps again from world to world.
climbing is easy on a world where all weights are
But I was curious to know what kind of rock could
only a sixth of their normal value. The real danger
be shining so brightly up there, and I climbed into
in lunar mountaineering lies in overconfidence;
the observation turret and swung our four inch
telescope round to the west.
a six-hundred-foot drop on the Moon can kill you
28

just as thoroughly as a hundred-foot fall on Earth.
We made our first halt on a wide ledge about four
thousand feet above the plain. Climbing had not
been very difficult, but my limbs were stiff with
the unaccustomed effort, and I was glad of the
rest. We could still see the tractor as a tiny metal
insect far down at the foot of the cliff, and we
reported our progress to the driver before starting
on the next ascent.
Inside our suits it was comfortably cool, for the
refrigeration units were fighting the fierce sun and
carrying away the body-heat of our exertions. We
seldom spoke to each other, except to pass climbing instructions and to discuss our best plan of
ascent. I do not know what Garnett was thinking,
probably that this was the craziest goose-chase he
had ever embarked upon. I more than half agreed
with him, but the joy of climbing, the knowledge
that no man had ever gone this way before and
the exhilaration of the steadily widening landscape
gave me all the reward I needed.
I don’t think I was particularly excited when
I saw in front of us the wall of rock I had first
inspected through the telescope from thirty miles
away. It would level off about fifty feet above our
heads, and there on the plateau would be the thing
that had lured me over these barren wastes. It was,
almost certainly, nothing more than a boulder
splintered ages ago by a falling meteor, and with its
cleavage planes still fresh and bright in this incorruptible, unchanging silence.
There were no hand-holds on the rock face, and
we had to use a grapnel. My tired arms seemed to
gain new strength as I swung the three-pronged
metal anchor round my head and sent it sailing
toward the stars. The first time it broke loose and
came falling slowly back when we pulled the rope.
On the third attempt, the prongs gripped firmly
and our combined weights could not shift it.
Garnett looked at me anxiously. I could tell that
he wanted to go first, but I smiled back at him
through the glass of my helmet and shook my head.
Slowly, taking my time, I began the final ascent.
Even with my space-suit, I weighed only forty
pounds here, so I pulled myself up hand over
hand without bothering to use my feet. At the
rim I paused and waved to my companion, then I
scrambled over the edge and stood upright, staring
ahead of me. You must understand that until
this very moment I had been almost completely
convinced that there could be nothing strange
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or unusual for me to find here. Almost, but not
quite; it was that haunting doubt that had driven
me forward. Well, it was a doubt no longer, but
the haunting had scarcely begun.
I was standing on a plateau perhaps a hundred feet across. It had once been smooth-too
smooth to be natural-but falling meteors had
pitted and scored its surface through immeasurable eons. It had been leveled to support a
glittering, roughly pyramidal structure, twice
as high as a man, that was set in the rock like a
gigantic, many-faceted jewel.
Probably no emotion at all filled my mind in
those first few seconds. Then I felt a great lifting
of my heart, and a strange, inexpressible joy. For I
loved the Moon, and now I knew that the creeping
moss of Aristarchus and Eratosthenes was not the
only life she had brought forth in her youth. The

old, discredited dream of the first explorers was
true. There had, after all, been a lunar civilization—and I was the first to find it. That I had come
perhaps a hundred million years too late did not
distress me; it was enough to have come at all.
My mind was beginning to function normally, to
analyze and to ask questions. Was this a building,
a shrine-or something for which my language had
no name? If a building, then why was it erected in
so uniquely inaccessible a spot? I wondered if it
might be a temple, and I could picture the adepts
of some strange priesthood calling on their gods to
preserve them as the life of the Moon ebbed with
the dying oceans, and calling on their gods in vain.
I took a dozen steps forward to examine the
thing more closely, but some sense of caution
kept me from going too near. I knew a little of
archaeology, and tried to guess the cultural level
of the civilization that must have smoothed this
mountain and raised the glittering mirror surfaces
that still dazzled my eyes.
The Egyptians could have done it, I thought, if
their workmen had possessed whatever strange materials these far more ancient architects had used.
Because of the thing’s smallness, it did not occur
to me that I might be looking at the handiwork of
a race more advanced than my own. The idea that
the Moon had possessed intelligence at all was
still almost too tremendous to grasp, and my pride
would not let me take the final, humiliating plunge.
And then I noticed something that set the scalp
crawling at the back of my neck-something so
trivial and so innocent that many would never have
noticed it at all. I have said that the plateau was
scarred by meteors; it was also coated inches-deep
with the cosmic dust that is always filtering down
upon the surface of any world where there are no
winds to disturb it. Yet the dust and the meteor
scratches ended quite abruptly in a wide circle
enclosing the little pyramid, as though an invisible
wall was protecting it from the ravages of time and
the slow but ceaseless bombardment from space.
There was someone shouting in my earphones,
and I realized that Garnett had been calling me for
some time. I walked unsteadily to the edge of the cliff
and signaled him to join me, not trusting myself to
speak. Then I went back toward that circle in the dust.
I picked up a fragment of splintered rock and tossed it
gently toward the shining enigma. If the pebble had
vanished at that invisible barrier I should not have
been surprised, but it seemed to hit a smooth, hemi30

spherical surface and slide gently to the ground. I
knew then that I was looking at nothing that could
be matched in the antiquity of my own race. This
was not a building, but a machine, protecting itself
with forces that had challenged Eternity. Those
forces, whatever they might be, were still operating, and perhaps I had already come too close. I
thought of all the radiations man had trapped and
tamed in the past century. For all I knew, I might
be as irrevocably doomed as if I had stepped into
the deadly, silent aura of an unshielded atomic pile.
I remember turning then toward Garnett, who
bad joined me and was now standing motionless
at my side. He seemed quite oblivious to me, so I
did not disturb him but walked to the edge of the
cliff in an effort to marshal my thoughts. There
below me lay the Mare Crisium-Sea of Crises,
indeed-strange and weird to most men, but reassuringly familiar to me. I lifted my eyes toward the
crescent Earth, lying in her cradle of stars, and I
wondered what her clouds had covered when these
unknown builders had finished their work. Was
it the steaming jungle of the Carboniferous, the
bleak shoreline over which the first amphibians
must crawl to conquer the land—or earlier still—
the long loneliness before the coming of life?
Do not ask me why I did not guess the truth
sooner-the truth, that seems so obvious now. In
the first excitement of my discovery, I had assumed
without question that this crystalline apparition
had been built by some race belonging to the
Moon’s remote past, but suddenly, and with overwhelming force, the belief came to me that it was
as alien to the Moon as I myself.
In twenty years we had found no trace of life
but a few degenerate plants. No lunar civilization,
whatever its doom, could have left but a single
token of its existence.
I looked at the shining pyramid again, and the
more remote it seemed from anything that had to
do with the Moon. And suddenly I felt myself shaking with a foolish, hysterical laughter, brought on
by excitement and overexertion: for I had imagined
that the little pyramid was speaking to me and was
saying: “Sorry, I’m a stranger here myself.”
It has taken us twenty years to crack that invisible shield and to reach the machine inside those
crystal walls. What we could not understand, we
broke at last with the savage might of atomic power
and now I have seen the fragments of the lovely,
glittering thing I found up there on the mountain.
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They are meaningless. The mechanisms—if indeed they are mechanisms—of the pyramid belong
to a technology that lies far beyond our horizon,
perhaps to the technology of para-physical forces.
The mystery haunts us all the more now that
the other planets have been reached and we
know that only Earth has ever been the home of
intelligent life in our Universe. Nor could any
lost civilization of our own world have built that
machine, for the thickness of the meteoric dust
on the plateau has enabled us to measure its age.
It was set there upon its mountain before life had
emerged from the seas of Earth.
When our world was half its present age, something from the stars swept through the Solar System, left this token of its passage, and went again
upon its way. Until we destroyed it, that machine
was still fulfilling the purpose of its builders; and as
to that purpose, here is my guess.
Nearly a hundred thousand million stars are
turning in the circle of the Milky Way, and long
ago other races on the worlds of other suns must

have scaled and passed the heights that we have
reached. Think of such civilizations, far back in
time against the fading afterglow of creation, masters of a universe so young that life as yet had come
only to a handful of worlds. Theirs would have
been a loneliness we cannot imagine, the loneliness of gods looking out across infinity and finding
none to share their thoughts.
They must have searched the star-clusters as we
have searched the planets. Everywhere there would
be worlds, but they would be empty or peopled
with crawling, mindless things. Such was our own
Earth, the smoke of the great volcanoes still staining the skies, when that first ship of the peoples of
the dawn came sliding in from the abyss beyond
Pluto. It passed the frozen outer worlds, knowing
that life could play no part in their destinies. It
came to rest among the inner planets, warming
themselves around the fire of the Sun and waiting
for their stories to begin.
Those wanderers must have looked on Earth,
circling safely in the narrow zone between fire and
ice, and must have guessed that it was the favorite
of the Sun’s children. Here, in the distant future,
would be intelligence; but there were countless
stars before them still, and they might never
come this way again.
So they left a sentinel, one of millions they have
scattered throughout the universe, watching over
all worlds with the promise of life. It was a beacon
that down the ages has been patiently signaling the
fact that no one had discovered it.
Perhaps you understand now why that crystal
pyramid was set upon the Moon instead of on
the Earth. Its builders were not concerned with
races still struggling up from savagery. They
would be interested in our civilization only if
we proved our fitness to survive—by crossing
space and so escaping from the Earth, our
cradle. That is the challenge that all intelligent
races must meet, sooner or later. It is a double
challenge, for it depends in turn upon the
conquest of atomic energy and the last choice
between life and death.
Once we had passed that crisis, it was only a
matter of time before we found the pyramid and
forced it open. Now its signals have ceased, and
those whose duty it is will be turning their minds
upon Earth. Perhaps they wish to help our infant
civilization. But they must be very, very old, and
the old are often insanely jealous of the young.

I can never look now at the Milky Way without
wondering from which of those banked clouds of
stars the emissaries are coming. If you will pardon
so commonplace a simile, we have set off the firealarm and have nothing to do but to wait.
I do not think we will have to wait for long.
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Carl Sagan, eminent astronomer and popularizer of science once said,
“Imagination will often carry us to worlds that never were. But without
it we go nowhere”. His words ring true in the atmospheric art of John
Harris, whose illustrations have been featured in both science and science-fiction media for over thirty years. His book covers have given visual life to the narratives of Isaac Asimov, Orson Scott Card, Arthur C.
Clarke, and many others. Harris has also worked as an official artist for
NASA, and in 1985 he created Aftermath, T + 60, which was inspired
by the organisation’s shuttle program. His most recent work, Beyond
the Horizon is a dazzling collection of his futuristic concept art.

Beyond the horizon | The art of
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If the stars should appear one night in
a thousand years, how would men believe
and adore, and preserve for many
generations the remembrance of the city of God?
-Ralph Waldo Emerson
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Aton 77, director of Saro University, thrust out
a belligerent lower lip and glared at the young newspaperman
in a hot fury. Theremon 762 took that fury in his stride. In his
earlier days, when his now widely syndicated column was only a
mad idea in a cub reporter’s mind, he had specialized in ‘impossible’ interviews. It had cost him bruises, black eyes, and broken
bones; but it had given him an ample supply of coolness and
self-confidence. So he lowered the outthrust hand that had been
so pointedly ignored and calmly waited for the aged director to
get over the worst. Astronomers were queer ducks, anyway, and
if Aton’s actions of the last two months meant anything; this same
Aton was the queer-duckiest of the lot.
Aton 77 found his voice, and though it trembled with restrained emotion, the careful, somewhat pedantic phraseology,
for which the famous astronomer was noted, did not abandon
him. ‘Sir,’ he said, ‘you display an infernal gall in coming to me
with that impudent proposition of yours.’ The husky telephotographer of the Observatory, Beenay 25, thrust a tongue’s tip across
dry lips and interposed nervously, ‘Now, sir, after all —’ The
director turned to him and lifted a white eyebrow. ‘Do not interfere, Beenay. I will credit you with good intentions in bringing
this man here; but I will tolerate no insubordination now.’
Theremon decided it was time to take a part. ‘Director Aton,
if you’ll let me finish what I started saying, I think —’ ‘I don’t
believe, young man,’ retorted Aton, ‘that anything you could say
now would count much as compared with your daily columns of
these last two months. You have led a vast newspaper campaign
against the efforts of myself and my colleagues to organize the
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world against the menace which it is now too late to avert. You
have done your best with your highly personal attacks to make
the staff of this Observatory objects of ridicule.’
The director lifted a copy of the Saro City Chronicle from the
table and shook it at Theremon furiously. ‘Even a person of your
well-known impudence should have hesitated before coming to
me with a request that he be allowed to cover today’s events for
his paper. Of all newsmen, you!’
Aton dashed the newspaper to the floor, strode to the
window, and clasped his arms behind his back. ‘You may
leave,’ he snapped over his shoulder. He stared moodily out
at the skyline where Gamma, the brightest of the planet’s six
suns, was setting. It had already faded and yellowed into the
horizon mists, and Aton knew he would never see it again as
a sane man. He whirled. ‘No, wait, come here!’ He gestured
peremptorily. I’ll give you your story.’
The newsman had made no motion to leave, and now he
approached the old man slowly. Aton gestured outward. ‘Of the
six suns, only Beta is left in the sky. Do you see it?’ The question
was rather unnecessary. Beta was almost at zenith, its ruddy light
flooding the landscape to an unusual orange as the brilliant rays
of setting Gamma died. Beta was at aphelion. It was small; smaller than Theremon had ever seen it before, and for the moment it
was undisputed ruler of Lagash’s sky.
Lagash’s own sun, Alpha, the one about which it revolved,
was at the antipodes, as were the two distant companion
pairs. The red dwarf Beta—Alpha’s immediate companion—
was alone, grimly alone.

Aton’s upturned face flushed redly in the sunlight. ‘In just
under four hours,’ he said, ‘civilization, as we know it, comes
to an end. It will do so because, as you see. Beta is the only
sun in the sky.’ He smiled grimly. ‘Print that! There’ll be no
one to read it.’ ‘But if it turns out that four hours pass — and
another four—and nothing happens?’ asked Theremon softly.
‘Don’t let that worry you. Enough will happen.’ ‘Granted! And
still—it nothing happens?’
For a second time, Beenay 25 spoke. ‘Sir, I think you ought to
listen to him.’ Theremon said, ‘Put it to a vote, Director Aton.’
There was a stir among the remaining five members of the Observatory staff, who till now had maintained an attitude of wary
neutrality. ‘That,’ stated Aton flatly, ‘is not necessary.’ He drew
out his pocket watch. ‘Since your good friend, Beenay, insists so
urgently, I will give you five minutes. Talk away.’
‘Good! Now, just what difference would it make if you allowed
me to take down an eyewitness account of what’s to come? If
your prediction comes true, my presence won’t hurt; for in that
case my column would never be written. On the other hand,
if nothing comes of it, you will just have to expect ridicule or
worse. It would be wise to leave that ridicule to friendly hands.’
Aton snorted. ‘Do you mean yours when you speak of friendly
hands?’ ‘Certainly!’ Theremon sat down and crossed his legs.
‘My columns may have been a little rough, but I gave you people
the benefit of the doubt every time. After all. this is not the
century to preach “The end of the world is at hand” to Lagash.
You have to understand that people don’t believe the Book of
Revelations anymore, and it annoys them to have scientists turn

about-face and tell us the Cultists are right after all — ‘‘No such
thing, young man,’ interrupted Aton. ‘While a great deal of our
data has been supplied us by the Cult, our results contain none
of the Cult’s mysticism. Facts are facts, and the Cult’s so-called
mythology has certain facts behind it. We’ve exposed them and
ripped away their mystery. I assure you that the Cult hates us
now worse than you do.’
‘I don’t hate you. I’m just trying to tell you that the public is in an
ugly humor. They’re angry.’ Aton twisted his mouth in derision.
‘Let them be angry.’ ‘Yes, but what about tomorrow?’
‘There’ll be no tomorrow!’ ‘But if there is. Say that there is — just
to see what happens. That anger might take shape into something serious. After all, you know, business has taken a nosedive
these last two months. Investors don’t really believe the world
is coming to an end, but just the same they’re being cagy with
their money until it’s all over. Johnny Public doesn’t believe you,
either, but the new spring furniture might just as well wait a few
months — just to make sure.
‘You see the point. Just as soon as this is all over, the business
interests will be after your hide. They’ll say that if crackpots —
begging your pardon — can upset the country’s prosperity any
time they want, simply by making some cockeyed prediction —
it’s up to the planet to prevent them. The sparks will fly, sir.’
The director regarded the columnist sternly. ‘And just what
were you proposing to do to help the situation?’ ‘Well’ — Theremon grinned — ‘I was proposing to take charge of the publicity.
I can handle things so that only the ridiculous side will show. It
would be hard to stand, I admit, because I’d have to make you
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doom, to be spectacular about it, and those few have taken proper
all out to be a bunch of gibbering idiots, but if I can get people
measures.
They consist mainly of the immediate members of the
laughing at you, they might forget to be angry. In return for that,
families of the Observatory staff, certain of the faculty of Saro Uniall my publisher asks is an exclusive story.’
versity,
and a few outsiders. Altogether, they number about three
Beenay nodded and burst out, ‘Sir, the rest of us think he’s
right. These last two months we’ve considered everything but the hundred, but three quarters are women and children.’
‘I see! They’re supposed to hide where the Darkness and the
million-to-one chance that there is an error somewhere in our
theory or in our calculations. We ought to take care of that, too.’ — er — Stars can’t get at them, and then hold out when the rest
of the world goes poof.’ ‘If they can. It won’t be easy. With all of
There was a murmur of agreement from the men grouped
mankind insane, with the great cities going up in flames — enabout the table, and Aton’s expression became that of one who
vironment
will not be conducive to survival. But they have food,
found his mouth full of something bitter and couldn’t get rid of
water, shelter, and weapons —’
it. ‘You may stay if you wish, then. You will kindly refrain, how‘They’ve got more,’ said Aton. ‘They’ve got all our records,
ever, from hampering us in our duties in any way. You will also
except for What we will collect today. Those records will mean
remember that I am in charge of all activities here, and in spite
everything to the next cycle, and that’s what must survive. The
of your opinions as expressed in your columns, I will expect full
rest can go hang.’ Theremon uttered a long, low whistle and
cooperation and full respect.’
sat brooding for several minutes. The men about the table had
His hands were behind his back, and his wrinkled face thrust
brought out a multi-chess board and started a six-member game.
forward determinedly as he spoke. He might have continued
Moves were made rapidly and in silence. All eyes bent in furious
indefinitely but for the intrusion of a new voice. ‘Hello, hello,
concentration on the board. Theremon watched them intently
hello!’ It came in a high tenor, and the plump cheeks of the
newcomer expanded in a pleased smile. ‘What’s this morgue-like and then rose and approached Aton, who sat apart in whispered
conversation with Sheerin.
atmosphere about here? No one’s losing his nerve, I hope.’ Aton
‘Listen,’ he said, let’s go somewhere where we won’t bother
started in consternation and said peevishly, ‘Now what the devil
the rest of the fellows. I want to ask some questions.’ The aged
are you doing here, Sheerin? I thought you were going to stay
astronomer frowned sourly at him, but Sheerin chirped up, ‘Cerbehind in the hideout.’
tainly. It will do me good to talk. It always does. Aton was telling
Sheerin laughed and dropped his stubby figure into a chair.
me about your ideas concerning world reaction to a failure of the
‘Hideout be blowed! The place bored me. I wanted to be here,
prediction — and I agree with you. I read your column pretty
where things are getting hot. Don’t you suppose I have my
regularly, by the way, and as a general thing I like your views.’
share of curiosity? I want to see these Stars the Cultists are
‘Please, Sheerin,’ growled Aton. ‘Eh? Oh, all right. We’ll go
forever speaking about.’ He rubbed his hands and added in a
into the next room. It has softer chairs, anyway.’ There were softer
soberer tone. ‘It’s freezing outside. The wind’s enough to hang
chairs in the next room. There were also thick red curtains on the
icicles on your nose. Beta doesn’t seem to give any heat at all,
windows and a maroon carpet on the floor. With the bricky light
at the distance it is.’
of Beta pouring in, the general effect was one of dried blood.
The white-haired director ground his teeth in sudden exasperation. ‘Why do you go out of your way to do crazy things, Sheerin?
Theremon shuddered. ‘Say, I’d give ten credits for a decent
What kind of good are you around here?’ ‘What kind of good am
dose of white light for just a second. I wish Gamma or Delta were
I around there?’ Sheerin spread his palms in comical resignation.
in the sky.’ ‘What are your questions?’ asked Aton. ‘Please remem‘A psychologist isn’t worth his salt in the Hideout. They need men
ber that our time is limited. In a little over an hour and a quarter
of action and strong, healthy women that can breed children.
we’re going upstairs, and after that there will be no time for talk.’
Me? I’m a hundred pounds too heavy for a man of action, and I
‘Well, here it is.’ Theremon leaned back and folded his hands
wouldn’t be a success at breeding children. So why bother them
on his chest. ‘You people seem so all-fired serious about this that
with an extra mouth to feed? I feel better over here.’
I’m beginning to believe you. Would you mind explaining what
Theremon spoke briskly. ‘Just what is the Hideout, sir?’
it’s all about?’ Aton exploded, ‘Do you mean to sit there and tell
Sheerin seemed to see the columnist for the first time. He
me that you’ve been bombarding us with ridicule without even
frowned and blew his ample cheeks out. ‘And just who in Lagash finding out what we’ve been trying to say?’
are you, redhead?’ Aton compressed his lips and then muttered
The columnist grinned sheepishly. ‘It’s not that bad, sir. I’ve
sullenly, ‘That’s Theremon 762, the newspaper fellow. I suppose
got the general idea. You say there is going to be a world-wide
you’ve heard of him.’
Darkness in a few hours and that all mankind will go violently
The columnist offered his hand. ‘And, of course, you’re Sheerin insane. What I want now is the science behind it.’ ‘No, you
501 of Saro University. I’ve heard of you.’ Then he repeated, ‘What don’t. No, you don’t,’ broke in Sheerin. ‘If you ask Aton for that
is this Hideout, sir?’ ‘Well,’ said Sheerin, ‘we have managed to
— supposing him to be in the mood to answer at all — he’ll trot
convince a few people of the validity of our prophecy of — er —
out pages of figures and volumes of graphs. You won’t make
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head or tail of it. Now if you were to ask me, I could give you
the layman’s standpoint.’
‘All right; I ask you.’ ‘Then first I’d like a drink.’ He rubbed his
hands and looked at Aton. ‘Water?’ grunted Aton. ‘Don’t be silly!’
‘Don’t you be silly. No alcohol today. It would be too easy to get
my men drunk. I can’t afford to tempt them.’
The psychologist grumbled wordlessly. He turned to Theremon, impaled him with his sharp eyes, and began. ‘You realize,
of course, that the history of civilization on Lagash displays a cyclic character — but I mean cyclic!’ ‘I know,’ replied Theremon
cautiously, ‘that that is the current archaeological theory. Has it
been accepted as a fact?’
‘Just about. In this last century it’s been generally agreed
upon. This cyclic character is — or rather, was — one of the
great mysteries. We’ve located series of civilizations, nine of
them definitely, and indications of others as well, all of which
have reached heights comparable to our own, and all of which,

The Cultist’s eyes narrowed
bitterly. ‘Yes, you did — with a
fox’s subtlety, for your pretended
explanation backed our beliefs,
and at the same time removed all
necessity for them. You made
of the Darkness and of the Stars
a natural phenomenon and
removed all its real significance.
without exception, were destroyed by fire at the very height of
their culture. ‘And no one could tell why. All centers of culture
were thoroughly gutted by fire, with nothing left behind to give
a hint as to the cause.’ Theremon was following closely. ‘Wasn’t
there a Stone Age, too?’ ‘Probably, but as yet practically nothing
is known of it, except that men of that age were little more than
rather intelligent apes. We can forget about that.’ ‘I see. Go on!’
There have been explanations of these recurrent catastrophes,
all of a more or less fantastic nature. Some say that there are
periodic rains of fire; some that Lagash passes through a sun
every so often; some even wilder things. But there is one theory,
quite different from all of these, that has been handed down over
a period of centuries.’ ‘I know. You mean this myth of the “Stars”
that the Cultists have in their Book of Revelations.’ ‘Exactly,’ rejoined Sheerin with satisfaction. ‘The Cultists said that every two
thousand and fifty years Lagash entered a huge cave, so that all
the suns disappeared, and there came total darkness all over the
world! And then, they say, things called Stars appeared, which

robbed men of their souls and left them unreasoning brutes, so
that they destroyed the civilization they themselves had built up.
Of course they mix all this up with a lot of religio-mystic notions,
but that’s the central idea.’
There was a short pause in which Sheerin drew a long breath.
‘And now we come to the Theory of Universal Gravitation.’ He
pronounced the phrase so that the capital letters sounded — and
at that point Aton turned from the window, snorted loudly, and
stalked out of the room.
The two stared after him, and Theremon said, ‘What’s wrong?’
‘Nothing in particular,’ replied Sheerin. ‘Two of the men were
due several hours ago and haven’t shown up yet. He’s terrifically
short-handed, of course, because all but the really essential men
have gone to the Hideout.’
‘You don’t think the two deserted, do you?’ ‘Who? Faro and
Yimot? Of course not. Still, if they’re not back within the hour,
things would be a little sticky.’ He got to his feet suddenly, and
his eyes twinkled. ‘Anyway, as long as Aton is gone — ‘Tiptoeing
to the nearest window, he squatted, and from the low window
box beneath withdrew a bottle of red liquid that gurgled suggestively when he shook it.
‘I thought Aton didn’t know about this,’ he remarked as he trotted back to the table. ‘Here! We’ve only got one glass so, as the
guest, you can have it. I’ll keep the bottle.’ And he filled the tiny
cup with judicious care. Theremon rose to protest, but Sheerin
eyed him sternly. ‘Respect your elders, young man.’
The newsman seated himself with a look of anguish on his face.
‘Go ahead, then, you old villain.’
The psychologist’s Adam’s apple wobbled as the bottle upended,
and then, with a satisfied grunt and a smack of the lips, he began
again. ‘But what do you know about gravitation?’
‘Nothing, except that it is a very recent development, not too well
established, and that the math is so hard that only twelve men in
Lagash are supposed to understand it.’
‘Tcha! Nonsense! Baloney! I can give you all the essential
math in a sentence. The Law of Universal Gravitation states that
there exists a cohesive force among all bodies of the universe,
such that the amount of this force between any two given bodies
is proportional to the product of their masses divided by the
square of the distance between them.’ ‘Is that all?’
‘That’s enough! It took four hundred years to develop it.’
‘Why that long? It sounded simple enough, the way you said it.’
‘Because great laws are not divined by flashes of inspiration, whatever you may think. It usually takes the combined work of a world
full of scientists over a period of centuries. After Genovi 4I discovered that Lagash rotated about the sun Alpha rather than vice
versa — and that was four hundred years ago — astronomers have
been working. The complex motions of the six suns were recorded
and analyzed and unwoven. Theory after theory was advanced and
checked and counterchecked and modified and abandoned and
revived and converted to something else. It was a devil of a job.’
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‘You think that’s screwy? Listen to this: Suppose this body
Theremon nodded thoughtfully and held out his glass for
rotated
about Lagash at such a distance and in such an orbit and
more liquor. Sheerin grudgingly allowed a few ruby drops to
had such a mass that its attention would exactly account for the
leave the bottle. ‘It was twenty years ago,’ he continued after
deviations of Lagash’s orbit from theory — do you know what
remoistening his own throat, ‘that it was finally demonstrated
would happen?’ The columnist shook his head.
that the Law of Universal Gravitation accounted exactly for the
‘Well, sometimes this body would get in the way of a sun.’ And
orbital motions of the six suns. It was a great triumph.’
Sheerin emptied what remained in the bottle at a draft. ‘And it
Sheerin stood up and walked to the window, still clutchdoes, I suppose,’ said Theremon flatly. ‘Yes! But only one sun lies
ing his bottle. ‘And now we’re getting to the point. In the last
in its plane of revolution.’ He jerked a thumb at the shrunken
decade, the motions of Lagash about Alpha were computed according to gravity, and if did not account for the orbit observed; sun above. ‘Beta! And it has been shown that the eclipse will
occur only when the arrangement of the suns is such that Beta is
not even when all perturbations due to the other suns were
alone in its hemisphere and at maximum distance, at which time
included. Either the law was invalid, or there was another, as
the moon is invariably at minimum distance. The eclipse that
yet unknown, factor involved.’
results,
with the moon seven times the apparent diameter of Beta,
Theremon joined Sheerin at the window and gazed out past the
covers all of Lagash and lasts well over half a day, so that no spot
wooded slopes to where the spires of Saro City gleamed bloodily
on the horizon. The newsman felt the tension of uncertainty grow on the planet escapes the effects. That eclipse comes once every
two thousand and forty-nine years.’ Theremon’s face was drawn
within him as he cast a short glance at Beta. It glowered redly at
into an expressionless mask.
zenith, dwarfed and evil. ‘Go ahead, sir,’ he said softly.
‘And that’s my story?’ The psychologist nodded. ‘That’s all of
Sheerin replied, ‘Astronomers stumbled about for year, each
it. First the eclipse — which will start in three quarters of an hour
proposed theory more untenable than the one before — until Aton
had the inspiration of calling in the Cult. The head of the Cult, Sor — then universal Darkness and, maybe, these mysterious Stars
— then madness, and end of the cycle.’ He brooded. ‘We had
5, had access to certain data that simplified the problem considertwo months’ leeway — we at the Observatory — and that wasn’t
ably. Aton set to work on a new track. ‘What if there were another
enough time to persuade Lagash of the danger. Two centuries
nonluminous planetary body such as Lagash? If there were, you
know, it would shine only by reflected light, and if it were composed might not have been enough. But our records are at the Hideout,
and today we photograph the eclipse. The next cycle will start off
of bluish rock, as Lagash itself largely is, then, in the redness of the
sky, the eternal blaze of the suns would make it invisible — drown it with the truth, and when the next eclipse comes, mankind will at
last be ready for it. Come to think of it, that’s part of your story too.’
out completely.’ Theremon whistled. ‘What a screwy idea!’
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tery” that broke all records in the amusement area — for the
A thin wind ruffled the curtains at the window as Theremon
first
month or so, anyway?’ ‘Yes. Wasn’t there some fuss about
opened it and leaned out. It played coldly with his hair as he
it?’ ‘Very little. It was hushed up. You see, that Tunnel of Mystery
stared at the crimson sunlight on his hand. Then he turned in
was just a mile-long tunnel — with no lights. You got into a little
sudden rebellion. ‘What is there in Darkness to drive me mad?’
open car and jolted along through Darkness for fifteen minSheerin smiled to himself as he spun the empty liquor bottle
utes.
It was very popular — while it lasted.’ ‘Popular? ‘Certainly.
with abstracted motions of his hand. ‘Have you ever experienced
There’s a fascination in being frightened when it’s part of a game.
Darkness, young man?’
A
baby is born with three instinctive fears: of loud noises, of fallThe newsman leaned against the wall and considered. ‘No.
ing, and of the absence of light. That’s why it’s considered so funCan’t say I have. But I know what it is. Just — uh — ‘ He made
ny to jump at someone and shout “Boo!” That’s why it’s such fun
vague motions with his fingers and then brightened. ‘Just no
to ride a roller coaster. And that’s why that Tunnel of Mystery
light. Like in caves.’ , ‘Have you ever been in a cave?’ ‘In a cave!
started cleaning up. People came out of that Darkness shaking,
Of course not!’ ‘I thought not. I tried last week — just to see —
breathless, half dead with fear, but they kept on paying to get
but I got out in a hurry. I went in until the mouth of the cave
in.’
‘Wait a while, I remember now. Some people came out dead,
was just visible as a blur of light, with black everywhere else. I
didn’t they? There were rumors of that after it shut down.’
never thought a person my weight could run that fast.’
The psychologist snorted. ‘Bah! Two or three died. That was
Theremon’s lip curled. ‘Well, if it comes to that, I guess I
nothing! They paid off the families of the dead ones and argued
wouldn’t have run if I had been there.’
the Jonglor City Council into forgetting it. After all, they said, if
The psychologist studied the young man with an annoyed
people with weak hearts want to go through the tunnel, it was
frown. ‘My, don’t you talk big! I dare you to draw the curtain.’
Theremon looked his surprise and said, ‘What for? If we had four at their own risk — and besides, it wouldn’t happen again. So
they put a doctor in the front office and had every customer go
or five suns out there, we might want to cut the light down a bit
through a physical examination before getting into the car. That
for comfort, but now we haven’t enough light as it is.’ ‘That’s the
actually boosted ticket sales.’ ‘Well, then?’ ‘But you see, there
point. Just draw the curtain; then come here and sit down.’ ‘All
was something else. People sometimes came out in perfect order,
right.’ Theremon reached for the tasseled string and jerked. The
except that they refused to go into buildings — any buildings;
red curtain slid across the wide window, the brass rings hissing
including palaces, mansions, apartment houses, tenements, cottheir way along the crossbar, and a dusk-red shadow clamped
tages, huts, shacks, lean-tos, and tents.’
down on the room.
Theremon looked shocked. ‘You mean they refused to come
Theremon’s footsteps sounded hollowly in the silence as he
in out of the open? Where’d they sleep?’ ‘In the open.’ ‘They
made his way to the table, and then they stopped halfway. ‘I
can’t see you, sir,’ he whispered. ‘Feel your way,’ ordered Sheerin should have forced them inside.’ ‘Oh, they did, they did. Whereupon these people went into violent hysterics and did their best
in a strained voice. ‘But I can’t see you, sir.’ The newsman was
to bat their brains out against the nearest wall. Once you got
breathing harshly. ‘I can’t see anything.’
them inside, you couldn’t keep them there without a strait jacket
‘What did you expect?’ came the grim reply. ‘Come here and sit
down!’ The footsteps sounded again, waveringly, approaching slowly. or a heavy dose of tranquilizer.’ ‘They must have been crazy.’
‘Which is exactly what they were. One person out of every ten
There was the sound of someone fumbling with a chair. Theremon’s voice came thinly, ‘Here I am. I feel . . . ulp . . . all right.’ ‘You who went into that tunnel came out that way. They called in
the psychologists, and we did the only thing possible. We closed
like it, do you?’ ‘N — no. It’s pretty awful. The walls seem to be — ‘
down the exhibit.’ He spread his hands. ‘What was the matter
He paused. ‘They seem to be closing in on me. I keep wanting to
with these people?’ asked Theremon finally. ‘Essentially the
push them away. But I’m not going mad! In fact, the feeling isn’t as
same thing that was the matter with you when you thought the
bad as it was.’ ‘All right. Draw the curtain back again.’
walls of the room were crushing in on you in the dark. There is a
There were cautious footsteps through the dark, the rustle of
psychological term for mankind’s instinctive fear of the absence
Theremon’s body against the curtain as he felt for the tassel, and
then the triumphant roosh of the curtain slithering back. Red light of light. We call it “claustrophobia”, because the lack of light is
always tied up with enclosed places, so that fear of one is fear
flooded the room, and with a cry of joy Theremon looked up at
of the other. You see?’ ‘And those people of the tunnel?’ ‘Those
the sun. Sheerin wiped the moistness off his forehead with the
people of the tunnel consisted of those unfortunates whose
back of a hand and said shakily, ‘And that was just a dark room.’
mentality did not quite possess the resiliency to overcome the
‘It can be stood,’ said Theremon lightly. ‘Yes, a dark room can.
claustrophobia that overtook them in the Darkness. Fifteen
But were you at the Jonglor Centennial Exposition two years ago?’
minutes without light is a long time; you only had two or three
‘No, it so happens I never got around to it. Six thousand miles
was just a bit too much to travel, even for the exposition.’ ‘Well, I minutes, and I believe you were fairly upset. ‘The people of the
tunnel had what is called a “claustrophobic fixation”. Their
was there. You remember hearing about the “Tunnel of Mys50

latent fear of Darkness and enclosed places had crystalized and
become active, and, as far as we can tell, permanent. That’s what
fifteen minutes in the dark will do.’
There was a long silence, and Theremon’s forehead wrinkled
slowly into a frown. ‘I don’t believe it’s that bad.’ ‘You mean you
don’t want to believe,’ snapped Sheerin. ‘You’re afraid to believe.
Look out the window!’
Theremon did so, and the psychologist continued without
pausing. ‘Imagine Darkness — everywhere. No light, as far as
you can see. The houses, the trees, the fields, the earth, the sky
— black! And Stars thrown in, for all I know — whatever they
are. Can you conceive it?’ ‘Yes, I can,’ declared Theremon truculently.
Sheerin slammed his fist down upon the table in sudden passion.
‘You lie! You can’t conceive that. Your brain wasn’t built for the
conception any more than it was built for the conception of
infinity or of eternity. You can only talk about it. A fraction of the
reality upsets you, and when the real thing comes, your brain is
going to be presented with the phenomenon outside its limits of
comprehension. You will go mad, completely and permanently!
There is no question of it!’
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He added sadly, ‘And another couple of millennia of painful
struggle comes to nothing. Tomorrow there won’t be a city standing unharmed in all Lagash.’ Theremon recovered part of his
mental equilibrium. ‘That doesn’t follow. I still don’t see that I
can go loony just because there isn’t a sun in the sky — but even
if I did, and everyone else did, how does that harm the cities? Are
we going to blow them down?’
But Sheerin was angry, too. ‘If you were in Darkness, what
would you want more than anything else; what would it be
that every instinct would call for? Light, damn you, light!’
‘Well?’ ‘And how would you get light?’ ‘I don’t know,’ said
Theremon flatly. What’s the only way to get light, short of a
sun?’ ‘How should I know?’
They were standing face to face and nose to nose. Sheerin
said, ‘You bum something, mister. Ever see a forest fire? Ever
go camping and cook a stew over a wood fire? Heat isn’t the
only thing burning wood gives off, you know. It gives off light,
and people know that. And when it’s dark they want light, and
they’re going to get it.’ ‘So they bum wood?’ ‘So they burn
whatever they can get. They’ve got to have light. They’ve got

to burn something, and wood isn’t handy — so they’ll burn
whatever is nearest. They’ll have their light — and every center
of habitation goes up in flames!’
Eyes held each other as though the whole matter were a personal affair of respective will powers, and then Theremon broke
away wordlessly. His breathing was harsh and ragged, and he
scarcely noted the sudden hubbub that came from the adjoining
room behind the closed door. Sheerin spoke, and it was with an
effort that he made it sound matter-of-fact. ‘I think I heard Yimot’s
voice. He and Faro are probably back. Let’s go in and see what
kept them.’ ‘Might as well!’ muttered Theremon. He drew a long
breath and seemed to shake himself. The tension was broken.
The room was in an uproar, with members of the staff clustering
about two young men who were removing outer garments even as
they parried the miscellany of questions being thrown at them.
Aton hustled through the crowd and faced the newcomers
angrily. ‘Do you realize that it’s less than half an hour before
deadline? Where have you two been?’ Faro 24 seated himself
and rubbed his hands. His cheeks were red with the outdoor
chill. ‘Yimot and I have just finished carrying through a little

crazy experiment of our own. We’ve been trying to see if we
couldn’t construct an arrangement by which we could simulate
the appearance of Darkness and Stars so as to get an advance
notion as to how it looked.’
There was a confused murmur from the listeners, and a sudden look of interest entered Aton’s eyes. ‘There wasn’t anything
said of this before. How did you go about it?’ ‘Well,’ said Faro,
‘the idea came to Yimot and myself long ago, and we’ve been
working it out in our spare time. Yimot knew of a low one-story
house down in the city with a domed roof — it had once been
used as a museum, I think. Anyway, we bought it — ‘‘Where did
you get the money?’ interrupted Aton peremptorily. ‘Our bank
accounts,’ grunted Yimot 70. ‘It cost two thousand credits.’ Then,
defensively, ‘Well, what of it? Tomorrow, two thousand credits
will be two thousand pieces of paper. That’s all.’ ‘Sure.’ agreed
Faro. ‘We bought the place and rigged it up with black velvet
from top to bottom so as to get as perfect a Darkness as possible.
Then we punched tiny holes in the ceiling and through the
roof and covered them with little metal caps, all of which could
be shoved aside simultaneously at the close of a switch. At least
we didn’t do that part ourselves; we got a carpenter and an electrician and some others — money didn’t count. The point was
that we could get the light to shine through those holes in the
roof, so that we could get a starlike effect.’
Not a breath was drawn during the pause that followed. Aton
said stiffly, ‘You had no right to make a private — ‘Faro seemed
abashed. ‘I know, sir — but frankly, Yimot and I thought the
experiment was a little dangerous. If the effect really worked, we
half expected to go mad — from what Sheerin says about all this,
we thought that would be rather likely. We wanted to take the
risk ourselves. Of course if we found we could retain sanity, it
occurred to us that we might develop immunity to the real thing,
and then expose the rest of you the same way. But things didn’t
work out at all — ‘‘Why, what happened?”
It was Yimot who answered. ‘We shut ourselves in and allowed
our eyes to get accustomed to the dark. It’s an extremely creepy
feeling because the total darkness makes you feel as if the walls
and ceiling are crushing in on you. But we got over that and
pulled the switch. The caps fell away and the roof glittered all
over with little dots of light — ‘‘Well?’ ‘Well — nothing. That
was the whacky part of it. Nothing happened. It was just a roof
with holes in it, and that’s just what it looked like. We tried it
over and over again — that’s what kept us so late — but there
just isn’t any effect at all.’
There followed a shocked silence, and all eyes turned to Sheerin, who sat motionless, mouth open. Theremon was the first to
speak. ‘You know what this does to this whole theory you’ve built up,
Sheerin, don’t you?’ He was grinning with relief. But Sheerin raised
his hand. ‘Now wait a while. Just let me think this through.’ And
then he snapped his fingers, and when he lifted his head there was
neither surprise nor uncertainty in his eyes. ‘Of course —’
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He never finished. From somewhere up above there sounded a
sharp clang, and Beenay, starting to his feet, dashed up the stairs
with a ‘What the devil!’ The rest followed after. Things happened
quickly. Once up in the dome, Beenay cast one horrified glance
at the shattered photographic plates and at the man bending over
them; and then hurled himself fiercely at the intruder, getting a
death grip on his throat. There was a wild threshing, and as others
of the staff joined in, the stranger was swallowed up and smothered under the weight of half a dozen angry men.
Aton came up last, breathing heavily. ‘Let him up!’ There
was a reluctant unscrambling and the stranger, panting harshly,
with his clothes torn and his forehead bruised, was hauled to
his feet. He had a short yellow beard curled elaborately in the
style affected by the Cultists. Beenay shifted his hold to a collar
grip and shook the man savagely. ‘All right, rat, what’s the idea?
These plates — ‘‘I wasn’t after them,’ retorted the Cultist coldly.
‘That was an accident.’
Beenay followed his glowering stare and snarled, ‘I see. You
were after the cameras themselves. The accident with the plates
was a stroke of luck for you, then. If you had touched Snapping
Bertha or any of the others, you would have died by slow torture.
As it is —’ He drew his fist back.
Aton grabbed his sleeve. ‘Stop that! Let him go!’ The young
technician wavered, and his arm dropped reluctantly. Aton
pushed him aside and confronted the Cultist. ‘You’re Latimer,
aren’t you?’ The Cultist bowed stiffly and indicated the symbol
upon his hip. I am Latimer 25, adjutant of the third class to his
serenity, Sor 5.’ ‘And’ — Aton’s white eyebrows lifted — ‘you
were with his serenity when he visited me last week, weren’t you?’
Latimer bowed a second time. ‘Now, then, what do you
want?’ ‘Nothing that you would give me of your own free will.’
‘Sor 5 sent you, I suppose — or is this your own idea?’ ‘I won’t
answer that question.’ ‘Will there be any further visitors?’ ‘I
won’t answer that, either.’
Aton glanced at his timepiece and scowled. ‘Now, man, what
is it your master wants of me? I have fulfilled my end of the
bargain.’ Latimer smiled faintly, but said nothing. ‘I asked him,’
continued Aton angrily, ‘for data only the Cult could supply, and
it was given to me. For that, thank you. In return I promised to
prove the essential truth of the creed of the Cult.’ ‘There was
no need to prove that,’ came the proud retort. It stands proven
by the Book of Revelations.’ ‘For the handful that constitute the
Cult, yes. Don’t pretend to mistake my meaning. I offered to
present scientific backing for your beliefs. And I did!’
The Cultist’s eyes narrowed bitterly. ‘Yes, you did — with a fox’s
subtlety, for your pretended explanation backed our beliefs, and
at the same time removed all necessity for them. You made of the
Darkness and of the Stars a natural phenomenon and removed all
its real significance. That was blasphemy.’ ‘If so, the fault isn’t mine.
The facts exist. What can I do but state them?’ ‘Your “facts” are a
fraud and a delusion.’ Aton stamped angrily. ‘How do you know?’
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And the answer came with the certainty of absolute faith. ‘I
know!’ The director purpled and Beenay whispered urgently. Aton
waved him silent. ‘And what does Sor 5 want us to do? He still
thinks. I suppose, that in trying to warn the world to take measures
against the menace of madness, we are placing innumerable souls
in jeopardy. We aren’t succeeding, if that means anything to him.’
‘The attempt itself has done harm enough, and your vicious effort
to gain information by means of your devilish instruments must be
stopped. We obey the will of the Stars, and I only regret that my
clumsiness prevented me from wrecking your infernal devices.’
‘It wouldn’t have done you too much good,’ returned Aton.
‘All our data, except for the direct evidence we intend collecting
right now, is already safely cached and well beyond possibility of
harm.’ He smiled grimly. ‘But that does not affect your present
status as an attempted burglar and criminal.’
He turned to the men behind him. ‘Someone call the police
at Saro City.’ There was a cry of distaste from Sheerin. ‘Damn it,
Aton, what’s wrong with you? There’s no time for that. Here’ — he
hustled his way forward — ‘let me handle this.’ Aton stared down
his nose at the psychologist. ‘This is not the time for your monkeyshines, Sheerin. Will you please let me handle this my own way?
Right now you are a complete outsider here, and don’t forget it.’
Sheerin’s mouth twisted eloquently. ‘Now why should we go
to the impossible trouble of calling the police — with Beta’s
eclipse a matter of minutes from now — when this young man
here is perfectly willing to pledge his word of honor to remain
and cause no trouble whatsoever?’
The Cultist answered promptly, ‘I will do no such thing.
You’re free to do what you want, but it’s only fair to warn you that
just as soon as I get my chance I’m going to finish what I came
out here to do. If it’s my word of honor you’re relying on, you’d
better call the police.’
Sheerin smiled in a friendly fashion. ‘You’re a determined cuss,
aren’t you? Well, I’ll explain something. Do you see that young
man at the window? He’s a strong, husky fellow, quite handy
with his fists, and he’s an outsider besides. Once the eclipse starts
there will be nothing for him to do except keep an eye on you.
Besides him, there will be myself — a little too stout for active
fisticuffs, but still able to help.’ ‘Well, what of it?’ demanded
Latimer frozenly. ‘Listen and I’ll tell you,’ was the reply. ‘Just as
soon as the eclipse starts, we’re going to take you, Theremon and
I, and deposit you in a little closet with one door, to which is attached one giant lock and no windows. You will remain there for
the duration.’ ‘And afterward,’ breathed Latimer fiercely, ‘there’ll
be no one to let me out. I know as well as you do what the
coming of the Stars means — I know it far better than you. With
all your minds gone, you are not likely to free me. Suffocation
or slow starvation, is it? About what I might have expected from
a group of scientists. But I don’t give my word. It’s a matter of
principle, and I won’t discuss it further.’ Aton seemed perturbed.
His faded eyes were troubled. ‘Really, Sheerin, locking him —’

Sheerin said prosaically. ‘First contact must have been made
‘Please!’ Sheerin motioned him impatiently to silence. ‘I don’t
fifteen minutes ago. A little early, but pretty good considering the
think for a moment things will go that far. Latimer has just tried
uncertainties involved in the calculation.’ He looked about him
a clever little bluff, but I’m not a psychologist just because I like
and then tiptoed to Theremon, who still remained staring out
the sound of the word.’ He grinned at the Cultist. ‘Come now,
the window, and dragged him away gently. ‘Aton is furious,’ he
you don’t really think I’m trying anything as crude as slow starwhispered, ‘so stay away. He missed first contact on account of
vation. My dear Latimer, if I lock you in the closet, you are not
going to see the Darkness, and you are not going to see the Stars. this fuss with Latimer, and if you get in his way he’ll have you
thrown out the window.’
It does not take much knowledge of the fundamental creed of
Theremon nodded shortly and sat down. Sheerin stared in surthe Cult to realize that for you to be hidden from the Stars when
they appear means the loss of your immortal soul. Now, I believe prise at him. ‘The devil, man,’ he exclaimed, ‘you’re shaking.’ ‘Eh?’
Theremon licked dry lips and then tried to smile. ‘I don’t feel very
you to be an honorable man. I’ll accept your word of honor to
well, and that’s a fact.’ The psychologist’s eyes hardened. ‘You’re not
make no further effort to disrupt proceedings, if you’ll offer it.’
losing your nerve?’ ‘No!’ cried Theremon in a flash of indignation.
A vein throbbed in Latimer’s temple, and he seemed to shrink
‘Give me a chance, will you? I haven’t really believed this rigmarole
within himself as he said thickly, ‘You have it!’ And then he
— not way down beneath, anyway — till just this minute. Give me
added with swift fury. ‘But it is my consolation that you will all
a chance to get used to the idea. You’ve been preparing yourself for
be damned for your deeds of today.’ He turned on his heel and
two months or more.’ ‘You’re right, at that,’ replied Sheerin thoughtstalked to the high three-legged stool by the door. Sheerin nodded to the columnist. ‘Take a seat next to him, Theremon — just fully. ‘Listen! Have you got a family — parents, wife, children?’
Theremon shook his head. ‘You mean the Hideout, I suppose.
as a formality. Hey, Theremon!’ But the newspaperman didn’t
No, you don’t have to worry about that. I have a sister, but she’s
move. He had gone pale to the lips. ‘Look at that!’ The finger he
pointed toward the sky shook, and his voice was dry and cracked. two thousand miles away. I don’t even know her exact address.’
‘Well, then, what about yourself? You’ve got time to get there,
There was one simultaneous gasp as every eye followed the
and they’re one short anyway, since I left. After all, you’re not
pointing finger and, for one breathless moment, stared frozenneeded here, and you’d make a darned fine addition —’
ly. Beta was chipped on one side! The tiny bit of encroaching
Theremon looked at the other wearily. ‘You think I’m scared
blackness was perhaps the width of a fingernail, but to the staring
stiff, don’t you? Well, get this, mister. I’m a newspaperman and
watchers it magnified itself into the crack of doom. Only for
I’ve been assigned to cover a story. I intend covering it.’ There
a moment they watched, and after that there was a shrieking
was a faint smile on the psychologist’s face. ‘I see. Professional
confusion that was even shorter of duration and which gave way
to an orderly scurry of activity — each man at his prescribed job. honor, is that it?’ ‘You might call it that. But man, I’d give my
right arm for another bottle of that sockeroo juice even half the
At the crucial moment there was no time for emotion. The men
size of the one you bogged. If ever a fellow needed a drink, I
were merely scientists with work to do. Even Aton had melted away.
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do.’ He broke off. Sheerin was nudging him violently. ‘Do
you hear that? Listen!’
Theremon followed the motion of the other’s chin and stared
at the Cultist, who, oblivious to all about him, faced the window,
a look of wild elation on his face, droning to himself the while
in singsong fashion. ‘What’s he saying?’ whispered the columnist.
‘He’s quoting Book of Revelations, fifth chapter,’ replied Sheerin.
Then, urgently, ‘Keep quiet and listen, I tell you.’ The Cultist’s voice had risen in a sudden increase of fervor:
‘
“And it came to pass that in those days the Sun, Beta,
held lone vigil in the sky for ever longer periods asthe revolutions passed; until such time as for full half a revolution, it alone,
shrunken and cold, shone down upon Lagash.
‘
“And men did assemble in the public squares and in the
highways, there to debate and to marvel at the sight, for a strange
depression had seized them. Their minds were troubled and
their speech confused, for the souls of men awaited the coming
of the Stars.
‘
“And in the city of Trigon, at high noon, Vendret 2
came forth and said unto the men of Trigon, ‘Lo, ye sinners!
Though ye scorn the ways of righteousness, yet will the time
of reckoning come. Even now the Cave approaches to swallow
Lagash; yea, and all it contains.’
‘
“And even as he spoke the lip of the Cave of Darkness
passed the edge of Beta so that to all Lagash it was hidden from
sight. Loud were the cries of men as it vanished, and great the
fear of soul that fell upon them.
‘
“It came to pass that the Darkness of the Cave fell
upon Lagash, and there was no light on all the surface of Lagash.
Men were even as blinded, nor could one man see his neighbor,
though he felt his breath upon his face.
‘
“And in this blackness there appeared the Stars, in
countless numbers, and to the strains of music of such beauty
that the very leaves of the trees cried out in wonder.
‘
“And in that moment the souls of men departed from
them, and their abandoned bodies became even as beasts; yea,
even as brutes of the wild; so that through the blackened streets
of the cities of Lagash they prowled with wild cries.
‘
“From the Stars there then reached down the Heavenly
Flame, and where it touched, the cities of Lagash flamed to
utter destruction, so that of man and of the works of man nought
remained. ‘Even then —”
There was a subtle change in Latimer’s tone. His eyes had
not shifted, but somehow he had become aware of the absorbed
attention of the other two. Easily, without pausing for breath, the
timbre of his voice shifted and the syllables became more liquid.
Theremon, caught by surprise, stared. The words seemed on the
border of familiarity. There was an elusive shift in the accent, a
tiny change in the vowel stress; nothing more — yet Latimer
had become thoroughly unintelligible. Sheerin smiled slyly.
‘He shifted to some old-cycle tongue, probably their traditional
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second cycle. That was the language in which the Book of Revelations was originally written, you know.’ ‘It doesn’t matter; I’ve
heard enough.’ Theremon shoved his chair back and brushed his
hair back with hands that no longer shook. ‘I feel much better now.’
‘You do?’ Sheerin seemed mildly surprised. ‘I’ll say I do. I
had a bad case of jitters just a while back. Listening to you and
your gravitation and seeing that eclipse start almost finished
me. But this’ — he jerked a contemptuous thumb at the yellow-bearded Cultist — ‘this is the sort of thing my nurse used
to tell me. I’ve been laughing at that sort of thing all my life.
I’m not going to let it scare me now.’
He drew a deep breath and said with a hectic gaiety, ‘But if I
expect to keep on the good side of myself. I’m going to turn my
chair away from the window.’ Sheerin said, ‘Yes, but you’d better
talk lower. Aton just lifted his head out of that box he’s got it
stuck into and gave you a look that should have killed you.’
Theremon made a mouth. ‘I forgot about the old fellow.’ With
elaborate care he turned the chair from the window, cast one distasteful look over his shoulder, and said, ‘It has occurred to me
that there must be considerable immunity against this Star madness.’
The psychologist did not answer immediately. Beta was past its
zenith now, and the square of bloody sunlight that outlined the
window upon the floor had lifted into Sheerin’s lap. He stared at
its dusky color thoughtfully and then bent and squinted into the
sun itself. The chip in its side had grown to a black encroachment that covered a third of Beta. He shuddered, and when he
straightened once more his florid cheeks did not contain quite as
much color as they had had previously.
With a smile that was almost apologetic, he reversed his
chair also. ‘There are probably two million people in Saro
City that are all trying to join the Cult at once in one gigantic
revival.’ Then, ironically. ‘The Cult is in for an hour of unexampled prosperity. I trust they’ll make the most of it. Now, what
was it you said?’ ‘Just this. How did the Cultists manage to keep
the Book of Revelations going from cycle to cycle, and how on
Lagash did it get written in the first place? There must have
been some sort of immunity, for if everyone had gone mad,
who would be left to write the book?’
Sheerin stared at his questioner ruefully. ‘Well, now, young
man, there isn’t any eyewitness answer to that, but we’ve got a
few damned good notions as to what happened. You see. there
are three kinds of people who might remain relatively unaffected.
First, the very few who don’t see the Stars at all: the seriously
retarded or those who drink themselves into a stupor at the beginning of the eclipse and remain so to the end. We leave them
out — because they aren’t really witnesses.
‘Then there are children below six, to whom the world as
a whole is too new and strange for them to be too frightened
at Stars and Darkness. They would be just another item in an
already surprising world. You see that, don’t you?’ The other
nodded doubtfully. ‘I suppose so.’ ‘Lastly, there are those whose

The faint clatter of the room in which he stood faded into
minds are too coarsely grained to be entirely toppled. The very
oblivion,
and he sensed only the thick silence of the fields
insensitive would be scarcely affected — oh, such people as
outside. The very insects seemed frightened mute. And things
some of our older, work-broken peasants. Well, the children
were
dim. He jumped at the voice in his ear. Theremon said. ‘Is
would have fugitive memories, and that, combined with the
something wrong?’ ‘Eh? Er — no. Get back to the chair. We’re
confused, incoherent babblings of the half-mad morons, formed
in
the way.’ They slipped back to their comer, but the psycholothe basis for the Book of Revelations.
gist did not speak for a time. He lifted a finger and loosened his
‘Naturally, the book was based, in the first place, on the
collar.
He twisted his neck back and forth but found no relief.
testimony of those least qualified to serve as historians; that is,
He looked up suddenly.
children and morons; and was probably edited and re-edited
‘Are you having any difficulty in breathing?’ The newspaperthrough the cycles.’ ‘Do you suppose,’ broke in Theremon, ‘that
man opened his eyes wide and drew two or three long breaths.
they carried the book through the cycles the way we’re planning
‘No.
Why?’ ‘I looked out the window too long, I suppose. The
on handing on the secret of gravitation?’
dimness got me. Difficulty in breathing is one of the first sympSheerin shrugged. ‘Perhaps, but their exact method is unimtoms of a claustrophobic attack.’
portant. They do it, somehow. The point I was getting at was
Theremon drew another long breath. ‘Well, it hasn’t got me
that the book can’t help but be a mass of distortion, even if it is
yet.
Say, here’s another of the fellows.’ Beenay had interposed his
based on fact. For instance, do you remember the experiment
bulk between the light and the pair in the corner, and Sheerin
with the holes in the roof that Faro and Yimot tried — the
squinted up at him anxiously. ‘Hello, Beenay.’ The astronomer
one that didn’t work?’ ‘Yes.’ ‘You know why it didn’t w — ‘ He
shifted his weight to the other foot and smiled feebly. ‘You won’t
stopped and rose in alarm, for Aton was approaching, his
mind
if I sit down awhile and join in the talk? My cameras are
face a twisted mask of consternation. ‘What’s happened?’
set, and there’s nothing to do till totality.’ He paused and eyed
Aton drew him aside and Sheerin could feel the fingers on his
the
Cultist, who fifteen minutes earlier had drawn a small, skinelbow twitching.‘Not so loud!’ Aton’s voice was low and torbound book from his sleeve and had been poring intently over it
tured. ‘I’ve just gotten word from the Hideout on the private line.’
ever
since. ‘That rat hasn’t been making trouble, has he?’
Sheerin broke in anxiously. ‘They are in trouble?’ ‘Not they.’ Aton
Sheerin shook his head. His shoulders were thrown back and
stressed the pronoun significantly. ‘They sealed themselves off just
he
frowned his concentration as he forced himself to breathe
a while ago, and they’re going to stay buried till day after tomorrow.
regularly. He said, ‘Have you had any trouble breathing, Beenay?’
They’re safe. But the city. Sheerin — it’s a shambles. You have
Beenay
sniffed the air in his turn. ‘It doesn’t seem stuffy to me.’
no idea — ‘ He was having difficulty in speaking. ‘Well?’ snapped
‘A touch of claustrophobia,’ explained Sheerin apologetically.
Sheerin impatiently. ‘What of it? It will get worse. What are you
‘Ohhh! It worked itself differently with me. I get the impression
shaking about?’ Then, suspiciously, ‘How do you feel?’
that my eyes are going back on me. Things seem to blur and —
Aton’s eyes sparked angrily at the insinuation, and then faded
well,
nothing is clear. And it’s cold, too.’ ‘Oh, it’s cold, all right.
to anxiety once more. ‘You don’t understand. The Cultists are
That’s no illusion.’
active. They’re rousing the people to storm the Observatory —
Theremon grimaced. ‘My toes feel as if I’ve been shipping
promising them immediate entrance into grace, promising them
them cross-country in a refrigerating car.’ ‘What we need,’ put in
salvation, promising them anything. What are we to do, SheerSheerin,
‘is to keep our minds busy with extraneous affairs. I was
in?’ Sheerin’s head bent, and he stared in long abstraction at his
telling you a while ago, Theremon, why Faro’s experiments with
toes. He tapped his chin with one knuckle, then looked up and
the holes in the roof came to nothing.’ ‘You were just beginning,’
said crisply, ‘Do? What is there to do? Nothing at all. Do the
replied Theremon. He encircled a knee with both arms and nuzmen know of this?’ ‘No, of course not!’
zled his chin against it. ‘Well, as I started to say, they were misled
‘Good! Keep it that way. How long till totality?’ ‘Not quite an
by taking the Book of Revelations literally. There probably wasn’t
hour.’ ‘There’s nothing to do but gamble. It will take time to
any sense in attaching any physical significance to the Stars. It
organize any really formidable mob, and it will take more time
might be, you know, that in the presence of total Darkness, the
to get them out here. We’re a good five miles from the city —’
mind finds it absolutely necessary to create light. This illusion of
He glared out the window, down the slopes to where the
light might be all the Stars there really are.’
farmed patches gave way to clumps of white houses in the
‘In other words,’ interposed Theremon, ‘you mean the Stars
suburbs; down to where the metropolis itself was a blur on the
arc the results of the madness and not one of the causes. Then,
horizon — a mist in the waning blaze of Beta.
what good will Beenay’s photographs be?’ ‘To prove that it is an
He repeated without turning. ‘It will take time. Keep on working
illusion, maybe; or to prove the opposite; for all I know. Then
and pray that totality comes first.’ Beta was cut in half, the line of diviagain — ‘But Beenay had drawn his chair closer, and there was
sion pushing a slight concavity into the still-bright portion of the Sun.
It was like a gigantic eyelid shutting slantwise over the light of a world. an expression of sudden enthusiasm on his face. ‘Say, I’m glad
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you two got onto this subject.’ His eyes narrowed and he lifted
one finger. ‘I’ve been thinking about these Stars and I’ve got a
really cute notion. Of course it’s strictly ocean foam, and I’m not
trying to advance it seriously, but I think it’s interesting. Do you
want to hear it?’
He seemed half reluctant, but Sheerin leaned back and said,
‘Go ahead! I’m listening.’ ‘Well, then, supposing there were other
suns in the universe.’ He broke off a little bashfully. ‘I mean suns
that are so far away that they’re too dim to see. It sounds as if
I’ve been reading some of that fantastic fiction, I suppose.’ ‘Not
necessarily. Still, isn’t that possibility eliminated by the fact that,
according to the Law of Gravitation, they would make themselves evident by their attractive forces?’
‘Not if they were far enough off,’ rejoined Beenay, ‘really far off.
Maybe as much as four light years, or even more. We’d never be
able to detect perturbations then, because they’d be too small.
Say that there were a lot of suns that far off; a dozen or two, maybe.’
Theremon whistled melodiously. ‘What an idea for a good
Sunday supplement article. Two dozen suns in a universe eight
light years across. Wow! That would shrink our world into
insignificance. The readers would eat it up.’ ‘Only an idea,’ said
57 GAMMA RAY

Beenay with a grin, ‘but you see the point. During an eclipse,
these dozen suns would become visible because there’d be no
real sunlight to drown them out. Since they’re so far off, they’d
appear small, like so many little marbles. Of course the Cultists
talk of millions of Stars, but that’s probably exaggeration. There
just isn’t any place in the universe you could put a million suns—
unless they touch one another.’
Sheerin had listened with gradually increasing interest.
‘You’ve hit something there, Beenay. And exaggeration is just
exactly what would happen. Our minds, as you probably know,
can’t grasp directly any number higher than five; above that
there is only the concept of “many”. A dozen would become a
million just like that. A damn good idea!’
‘And I’ve got another cute little notion,’ Beenay said. ‘Have
you ever thought what a simple problem gravitation would be
if only you had a sufficiently simple system? Supposing you had
a universe in which there was a planet with only one sun. The
planet would travel in a perfect ellipse and the exact nature of
the gravitational force would be so evident it could be accepted
as an axiom. Astronomers on such a world would start off with
gravity probably before they even invented the telescope.

‘But would such a system be dynamically stable?’ questioned
Sheerin doubtfully. ‘Sure! They call it the “one–and–one” case.
It’s been worked out mathematically, but it’s the philosophical
implications that interest me.’ ‘It’s nice to think about,’ admitted Sheerin, ‘as a pretty abstraction — like a perfect gas, or
absolute zero.’ ‘Of course,’ continued Beenay, ‘there’s the catch
that life would be impossible on such a planet. It wouldn’t get
enough heat and light, and if it rotated there would be total
Darkness half of each day. You couldn’t expect life — which
is fundamentally dependent upon light — to develop under
those conditions. Besides...’
Sheerin’s chair went over backward as he sprang to his feet in
a rude interruption. ‘Aton’s brought out the lights.’
Beenay said, ‘Huh,’ turned to stare, and then grinned halfway
around his head in open relief. There were half a dozen footlong, inch-thick rods cradled in Aton’s arms. He glared over
them at the assembled staff members. ‘Get back to work, all of
you. Sheerin, come here and help me!’
Sheerin trotted to the older man’s side and, one by one, in utter silence, the two adjusted the rods in makeshift metal holders
suspended from the walls. With the air of one carrying through

the most sacred item of a religious ritual, Sheerin scraped a
large, clumsy match into spluttering life and passed it to Aton,
who carried the flame to the upper end of one of the rods.
It hesitated there awhile, playing futilely about the tip, until a
sudden, crackling flare cast Aton’s lined face into yellow highlights. He withdrew the match and a spontaneous cheer rattled
the window. The rod was topped by six inches of wavering flame!
Methodically, the other rods were lighted, until six independent
fires turned the rear of the room yellow. The light was dim, dimmer even than the tenuous sunlight. The flames reeled crazily,
giving birth to drunken, swaying shadows. The torches smoked
devilishly and smelled like a bad day in the kitchen. But they
emitted yellow light. There was something about yellow light,
after four hours of somber, dimming Beta. Even Latimer had
lifted his eyes from his book and stared in wonder.
Sheerin warmed his hands at the nearest, regardless of the
soot that gathered upon them in a fine, gray powder, and
muttered ecstatically to himself. ‘Beautiful! Beautiful! I never
realized before what a wonderful color yellow is.’ But Theremon regarded the torches suspiciously. He wrinkled his nose
at the rancid odor and said, ‘What are those things?’ ‘Wood,’
said Sheerin shortly. ‘Oh, no, they’re not. They aren’t burning.
The top inch is charred and the flame just keeps shooting up
out of nothing.’ ‘That’s the beauty of it. This is a really efficient
artificial-light mechanism. We made a few hundred of them,
but most went to the Hideout, of course. You see’ — he turned
and wiped his blackened hands upon his handkerchief — ‘you
take the pithy core of coarse water reeds, dry them thoroughly,
and soak them in animal grease. Then you set fire to it and the
grease burns, little by little. These torches will burn for almost
half an hour without stopping. Ingenious, isn’t it? It was developed by one of our own young men at Saro University.’
After the momentary sensation, the dome had quieted.
Latimer had carried his chair directly beneath a torch and
continued reading, lips moving in the monotonous recital
of invocations to the Stars. Beenay had drifted away to his
cameras once more, and Theremon seized the opportunity
to add to his notes on the article he was going to write for the
Saro City Chronicle the next day — a procedure he had been
following for the last two hours in a perfectly methodical,
perfectly conscientious and, as he was well aware, perfectly
meaningless fashion. But, as the gleam of amusement in
Sheerin’s eyes indicated, careful note-taking occupied his
mind with something other than the fact that the sky was
gradually turning a horrible deep purple-red, as if it were one
gigantic, freshly peeled beet; and so it fulfilled its purpose.
The air grew, somehow, denser. Dusk, like a palpable entity,
entered the room, and the dancing circle of yellow light about
the torches etched itself into ever-sharper distinction against
the gathering grayness beyond. There was the odor of smoke
and the presence of little chuckling sounds that the torches
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its flame streamed backward as he hurtled down the stairs again.
made as they burned; the soft pad of one of the men circling the
Sheerin
opened his eyes and moaned as Theremon bent over
table at which he worked, on hesitant tiptoes; the occasional inhim. Theremon shook him roughly. ‘All right, get a hold on
drawn breath of someone trying to retain composure in a world
yourself.
We’ve got light.’ He held the torch at tiptoe height and,
that was retreating into the shadow.
propping the tottering psychologist by an elbow, made his way
It was Theremon who first heard the extraneous noise. It was
downward
in the middle of the protecting circle of illumination.
a vague, unorganized impression of sound that would have gone
The offices on the ground floor still possessed what light there
unnoticed but for the dead silence that prevailed within the
was, and Theremon felt the horror about him relax.
dome. The newsman sat upright and replaced his notebook. He
held his breath and listened; then, with considerable reluctance, ‘Here,’ he said brusquely, and passed the torch to Sheerin. ‘You
can hear them outside.’
threaded his way between the solarscope and one of Beenay’s
And they could. Little scraps of hoarse, wordless shouts. But
cameras and stood before the window.
Sheerin
was right; the Observatory was built like a fortress.
The silence ripped to fragments at his startled shout:
Erected in the last century, when the neo-Gavottian style of
‘Sheerin!’ Work stopped! The psychologist was at his side
architecture was at its ugly height, it had been designed for
in a moment. Aton joined him. Even Yimot 70, high in his
stability and durability rather than for beauty. The windows
little lean-back seat at the eyepiece of the gigantic solarscope,
were
protected by the grillwork of inch-thick iron bars sunk
paused and looked downward.
deep into the concrete sills. The walls were solid masonry that
Outside, Beta was a mere smoldering splinter, taking one last
an earthquake couldn’t have touched, and the main door was a
desperate look at Lagash. The eastern horizon, in the direction
huge oaken slab reinforced with iron. Theremon shot the bolts
of the city, was lost in Darkness, and the road from Saro to the
and they slid shut with a dull clang.
Observatory was a dull-red line bordered on both sides by woodAt the other end of the corridor, Sheerin cursed weakly. He
ed tracts, the trees of which had somehow lost individuality and
pointed to the lock of the back door which had been neatly
merged into a continuous shadowy mass. But it was the highway
jimmied into uselessness. ‘That must be how Latimer got in,’
itself that held attention, for along it there surged another, and
he said. ‘Well, don’t stand there,’ cried Theremon impatiently.
infinitely menacing, shadowy mass.
‘Help drag up the furniture — and keep that torch out of my
Aton cried in a cracked voice, ‘The madmen from the city!
eyes. The smoke’s killing me.’
They’ve come!’ ‘How long to totality?’ demanded Sheerin.
He slammed the heavy table up against the door as he spoke,
‘Fifteen minutes, but . . . but they’ll be here in five.’ ‘Never mind,
and in two minutes had built a barricade which made up for
keep the men working. We’ll hold them off. This place is built
what it lacked in beauty and symmetry by the sheer inertia of
like a fortress. Aton, keep an eye on our young Cultist just for
its massiveness. Somewhere, dimly, far off, they could hear the
luck. Theremon, come with me.’
battering of naked fists upon the door; and the screams and yells
Sheerin was out the door, and Theremon was at his heels.
from outside had a sort of half reality.
The stairs stretched below them in tight, circular sweeps about
That mob had set off from Saro City with only two things in
the central shaft, fading into a dank and dreary grayness. The
first momentum of their rush had carried them fifty feet down, so mind: the attainment of Cultist salvation by the destruction of the
Observatory, and a maddening fear that all but paralyzed them.
that the dim, flickering yellow from the open door of the dome
had disappeared and both above and below the same dusky shad- There was no time to think of ground cars, or of weapons, or of leadership, or even of organization. They made for the Observatory on
ow crushed in upon them.
Sheerin paused, and his pudgy hand clutched at his chest. His foot and assaulted it with bare hands. And now that they were there,
the last flash of Beta, the last ruby-red drop of flame, flickered feebly
eyes bulged and his voice was a dry cough. ‘I can’t...breathe...
over a humanity that had left only stark, universal fear!
Go down . . . yourself. Close all doors — ‘Theremon took a few
Theremon groaned, ‘Let’s get back to the dome!’ In the dome,
downward steps, then turned. ‘Wait! Can you hold out a minute?’
only Yimot, at the solarscope, had kept his place. The rest were
He was panting himself. The air passed in and out his lungs
clustered about the cameras, and Beenay was giving his instruclike so much molasses, and there was a little germ of screeching
tions in a hoarse, strained voice. ‘Get it straight, all of you. I’m
panic in his mind at the thought of making his way into the
snapping Beta just before totality and changing the plate. That
mysterious Darkness below by himself.
will leave one of you to each camera. You all know about . . .
Theremon, after all, was afraid of the dark! ‘Stay here,’ he
about times of exposure —’
said. I’ll be back in a second.’ He dashed upward two steps at
There was a breathless murmur of agreement. Beenay passed a
a time, heart pounding — not altogether from the exertion —
hand over his eyes. ‘Are the torches still burning? Never mind, I see
tumbled into the dome and snatched a torch from its holder. It
them!’ He was leaning hard against the back of a chair. ‘Now rewas foul-smelling, and the smoke smarted his eyes almost blind,
member, don’t. . . don’t try to look for good shots. Don’t waste time
but he clutched that torch as if he wanted to kiss it for joy, and
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trying to get t-two stars at a time in the scope field. One is enough.
And . . . and if you feel yourself going, get away from the camera.’
At the door, Sheerin whispered to Theremon, ‘Take me to
Aton. I don’t see him.’ The newsman did not answer immediately. The vague forms of the astronomers wavered and blurred,
and the torches overhead had become only yellow splotches.
‘It’s dark,’ he whimpered. Sheerin held out his hand. ‘Aton.’ He
stumbled forward. ‘Aton!’ Theremon stepped after and seized his
arm. ‘Wait, I’ll take you.’
Somehow he made his way across the room. He closed his
eyes against the Darkness and his mind against the chaos within
it. No one heard them or paid attention to them. Sheerin stumbled against the wall. ‘Aton!’ The psychologist felt shaking hands
touching him, then withdrawing, a voice muttering, ‘Is that you,
Sheerin?’ ‘Aton!’ He strove to breathe normally. ‘Don’t worry
about the mob. The place will hold them off.’
Latimer, the Cultist, rose to his feet, and his face twisted
in desperation. His word was pledged, and to break it would
mean placing his soul in mortal peril. Yet that word had been
forced from him and had not been given freely. The Stars
would come soon! He could not stand by and allow — And
yet his word was pledged.
Beenay’s face was dimly flushed as it looked upward at Beta’s
last ray, and Latimer, seeing him bend over his camera, made his
decision. His nails cut the flesh of his palms as he tensed himself.
He staggered crazily as he started his rush. There was nothing
before him but shadows; the very floor beneath his feet lacked
substance. And then someone was upon him and he went down
with clutching fingers at his throat.
He doubled his knee and drove it hard into his assailant. ‘Let me
up or I’ll kill you.’ Theremon cried out sharply and muttered through
a blinding haze of pain. ‘You double-crossing rat!’ The newsman
seemed conscious of everything at once. He heard Beenay croak, ‘I’ve
got it. At your cameras, men!’ and then there was the strange awareness that the last thread of sunlight had thinned out and snapped.
Simultaneously he heard one last choking gasp from Beenay,
and a queer little cry from Sheerin, a hysterical giggle that cut
off in a rasp — and a sudden silence, a strange, deadly silence
from outside. And Latimer had gone limp in his loosening grasp.
Theremon peered into the Cultist’s eyes and saw the blankness
of them, staring upward, mirroring the feeble yellow of the torches. He saw the bubble of froth upon Latimer’s lips and heard the
low animal whimper in Latimer’s throat.
With the slow fascination of fear, he lifted himself on one arm
and turned his eyes toward the blood-curdling blackness of the
window. Through it shone the Stars! Not Earth’s feeble thirty-six hundred Stars visible to the eye; Lagashwas in the center
of a giant cluster. Thirty thousand mighty suns shone down in
a soul-searing splendor that was more frighteningly cold in its
awful indifference than the bitter wind that shivered across the
cold, horribly bleak world.

Theremon staggered to his feet, his throat, constricting him
to breathlessness, all the muscles of his body writhing in an
intensity of terror and sheer fear beyond bearing. He was going
mad and knew it, and somewhere deep inside a bit of sanity was
screaming, struggling to fight off the hopeless flood of black terror. It was very horrible to go mad and know that you were going
mad — to know that in a little minute you would be here physically and yet all the real essence would be dead and drowned
in the black madness. For this was the Dark — the Dark and
the Cold and the Doom. The bright walls of the universe were
shattered and their awful black fragments were falling down to
crush and squeeze and obliterate him.
He jostled someone crawling on hands and knees, but stumbled somehow over him. Hands groping at his tortured throat,
he limped toward the flame of the torches that filled all his mad
vision. ‘Light!’ he screamed.
Aton, somewhere, was crying, whimpering horribly like a terribly frightened child. ‘Stars — all the Stars — we didn’t know at
all. We didn’t know anything. We thought six stars in a universe
is something the Stars didn’t notice is Darkness forever and ever
and ever and the walls are breaking in and we didn’t know we
couldn’t know and anything —’
Someone clawed at the torch, and it fell and snuffed out. In
the instant, the awful splendor of the indifferent Stars leaped
nearer to them. On the horizon outside the window, in the direction of Saro City, a crimson glow began growing, strengthening
in brightness, that was not the glow of a sun.
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The long night had come again.
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The place stank. A queer, mingled stench that only the
ice buried cabins of an Antarctic camp know, compounded of
reeking human sweat, and the heavy, fish oil stench of melted
seal blubber. An overtone of liniment combated the musty smell
of sweat and snow drenched furs. The acrid odor of burnt cooking fat, and the animal, not unpleasant smell of dogs, diluted by
time, hung in the air.
Lingering odors of machine oil contrasted sharply with the
taint of harness dressing and leather. Yet somehow, through all
that reek of human beings and their associates dogs, machines
and cooking came another taint. It was a queer, neck ruffling
thing, a faintest suggestion of an odor alien among the smells of
industry and life. And it was a life smell. But it came from the
thing that lay bound with cord and tarpaulin on the table, dripping slowly, methodically onto the heavy planks, dank and gaunt
under the unshielded glare of the electric light.
Blair, the little bald pated biologist of the expedition, twitched
nervously at the wrappings, exposing clear, dark ice beneath and
then pulling the tarpaulin back into place restlessly. His little
birdlike motions of suppressed eagerness danced his shadow
across the fringe of dingy gray underwear hanging from the low
ceiling, the equatorial fringe of stiff, graying hair around his
naked skull a comical halo about the shadow’s head.
Commander Garry brushed aside the lax legs of a suit of
underwear, and stepped toward the table. Slowly his eyes traced
around the rings of men sardined into the Administration
Building. His tall, stiff body straightened finally, and he nodded.
“Thirty-seven. All here.” His voice was low, yet carried the clear
authority of the commander by nature, as well as by title.
“You know the outline of the story back of that find of the
Secondary Pole Expedition. I have been conferring with second in Command McReady, and Norris, as well as Blair and
Dr. Copper. There is a difference of opinion, and because it
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involves the entire group, it is only just that the entire Expedition personnel act on it.
“I am going to ask McReady to give you the details of the story,
because each of you has been too busy with his own work to
follow closely the endeavors of the others. McReady?”
Moving from the smoke blued background, McReady was a
figure from some forgotten myth, a looming, bronze statue that
held life, and walked. Six feet four inches he stood as he halted
beside the table, and, with a characteristic glance upward to
assure himself of room under the lower ceiling beam, straightened. His rough, clashingly orange windproof jacket he still had
on, yet on his huge frame it did not seem misplaced. Even here,
four feet beneath the drift wind that droned across the Antarctic
waste above the ceiling, the cold of the frozen continent leaked
in, and gave meaning to the harshness of the man. And he was
bronze—his great red bronze beard, the heavy hair that matched
it. The gnarled, corded hands gripping, relaxing, gripping relaxing on the table planks were bronze. Even the deep sunken eyes
beneath heavy brows were bronzed.
Age resisting endurance of the metal spoke in the cragged
heavy outlines of his face, and the mellow tones of the heavy
voice. “Norris and Blair agree on one thing, that animal we
found was not terrestrial in origin. Norris fears there may be
danger in that. Blair says there is none.
“But I’ll go back to how, and why, we found it. To all that was
known before we came here, it appeared that this point was exactly over the South Magnetic Pole of Earth. The compass does
point straight down here, as you all know. The more delicate
instruments of the physicists, instruments especially designed
for this expedition and its study of the magnetic pole, detected a
secondary effect, a secondary, less powerful magnetic influence
about 80 miles southwest of here. “The Secondary Magnetic
Expedition went out to investigate it. There is no need for details.

We found it, but it was not the huge meteorite or magnetic
mountain Norris had expected to find. Iron ore is magnetic, of
course. Iron more so, and certain special steels even more magnetic from the surface indications, the secondary pole we found
was small, so small that the magnetic effect it had was preposterous. No magnetic material conceivable could have that effect.
Soundings through the ice indicated it was within one hundred
feet of the glacier surface.
“I think you should know the structure of the place. There is a
broad plateau, a level sweep that runs more than 150 miles due
south from the Secondary station, VanWall says. He didn’t have
time or fuel to fly farther, but it was running smoothly due south
then. Right there, where that buried thing was, there is an ice
drowned mountain ridge, a granite wall of unshakable strength
that has damned back the ice creeping from the south.
“And four hundred miles due south is the South Polar
Plateau. You have asked me at various times why it gets warmer
here when the wind rises, and most of you know. As a meteorologist I’d have staked my word that no wind could blow at
70 degrees that no more than a 5mile wind could blow at 50
without causing warming due to friction with ground, snow
and ice and the air itself.
“We camped there on the lip of that ice drowned mountain
range for twelve days. We dug out camp into the blue ice that
formed the surface, and escaped most of it. But for twelve consecutive days the wind blew at 45 miles an hour. It went as high
as 48, and fell to 41 at times. The temperature was 63 degrees. It
rose to 60 and fell to 68. It was meteorologically impossible, and
it went on uninterrupted for twelve days and twelve nights.
“Somewhere to the south, the frozen air of South Polar Plateau
slides down from that 18,000 foot bowl, down a mountain
pass, over a glacier, and starts north. There must be a funneling
mountain chain that directs it, and sweeps it away for four hundred miles to hit that bald plateau where we found the secondary
pole, and 350 miles farther north reaches the Antarctic Ocean.
“It’s been frozen there since Antarctica froze twenty million
years ago. There never has been a thaw there. “Twenty million
years ago Antarctica was beginning to freeze. We’ve investigated, thought and built speculations. What we believe happened
was about like this. “Something came down out of space, a
ship. We saw it there in the blue ice, a thing like a submarine
without a conning tower or directive vanes. 280 feet long and
45 feet in diameter at its thickest.
“Eh, VanWall? Space? Yes, but I’ll explain that better later.”
McReady’s steady voice went on. “It came down from space,
driven and lifted by forces men haven’t discovered yet, and
somehow perhaps something went wrong then it tangled with
Earth’s magnetic field. It came south here, out of control probably, circling the magnetic pole. That’s a savage country there, but
when Antarctica was still freezing it must have been a thousand
times more savage. There must have been blizzard snow, as well

as drift, new snow falling as the continent glaciated. The swirl
there must have been particularly bad, the wind hurling a solid
blanket of white over the lip of that now buried mountain.
“The ship struck solid granite head-on, and cracked up.
Not every one of the passengers in it was killed, but the ship
must have been ruined, her driving mechanism locked. It
tangled with Earth’s field, Norris believes. No thing made by
intelligent beings can tangle with the dead immensity of a
planet’s natural forces and survive.
“One of its passengers stepped out. The wind we saw there
never fell below 41, and the temperature never rose above 60.
Then the wind must have been stronger. And there was drift falling in a solid sheet. The thing was lost completely in ten paces.”
He paused for a moment, the deep, steady voice giving way to
the drone of wind overhead, and the uneasy, malicious gurgling
in the pipe of the galley stove.
Drift a drift wind was sweeping by overhead. Right now the
snow picked up by the mumbling wind fled in level, blinding
lines across the face of the buried camp. If a man stepped out
of the tunnels that connected each of the camp buildings beneath the surface, he’d be lost in ten paces. Out there, the slim,
black finger of the radio mast lifted 300 feet into the air, and
at its peak was the clear night sky. A sky of thin, whining wind
rushing steadily from beyond to another beyond under the licking, curling mantle of the aurora. And off north, the horizon
flamed with queer, angry colors of the midnight twilight. That
was spring 300 feet above Antarctica.
At the surface it was white death. Death of a needle fingered
cold driven before the wind, sucking heat from any warm thing.
Cold and white mist of endless, everlasting drift, the fine, fine
particles of licking snow that obscured all things.
Kinner, the little, scar faced cook, winced. Five days ago he had
stepped out to the surface to reach a cache of frozen beef. He
had reached it, started back and the drift wind leapt out of the
south. Cold, white death that streamed across the ground blinded him in twenty seconds. He stumbled on wildly in circles. It
was half an hour before rope guided men from below found him
in the impenetrable murk.
It was easy for a man or thing to get lost in ten paces. “And the
drift wind then was probably more impenetrable than we know.”
McReady’s voice snapped Kinner’s mind back. Back to welcome,
dank warmth of the Ad Building. “The passenger of the ship
wasn’t prepared either, it appears. It froze within ten feet of the
ship. “We dug down to find the ship, and our tunnel happened
to find the frozen animal. Barclay’s ice ax struck its skull. “When
we saw what it was, Barclay went back to the tractor, started the
fire up and when the steam pressure built, sent a call for Blair
and Dr. Copper. Barclay himself was sick then. Stayed sick for
three days, as a matter of fact.”
“When Blair and Copper came, we cut out the animal in a
block of ice, as you see, wrapped it and loaded it on the tractor
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for return here. We wanted to get into that ship. “We reached the
side and found the metal was something we didn’t know. Our
beryllium bronze, non magnetic tools wouldn’t touch it. Barclay
had some tool steel on the tractor, and that wouldn’t scratch it
either. We made reasonable tests even tried some acid from the
batteries with no results.
“They must have had a passivating process to make magnesium metal resist acid that way, and the alloy must have been
at least 95 per cent magnesium. But we had no way of guessing
that, so when we spotted the barely opened locked door, we cut
around it. There was clear, hard ice inside the lock, where we
couldn’t reach it. Through the little crack we could look in and
see that only metal and tools were in there, so we decided to
loosen the ice with a bomb.”
“We had decanite bombs and thermite. Thermite is the ice
softener. Decanite might have shattered valuable things, where
the thermite’s heat would just loosen the ice. Dr. Copper, Norris
and I placed a 25 pound thermite bomb, wired it, and took the
connector up the tunnel to the surface, where Blair had the
steam tractor waiting. A hundred yards the other side of that
granite wall we set off the thermite bomb.
“The magnesium metal of the ship caught, of course. The
glow of the bomb flared and died, then it began to flare again.
We ran back to the tractor, and gradually the glare built up.
From where we were we could see the whole ice field illuminated from beneath with an unbearable light. The ship’s shadow was a great, dark cone reaching off toward the north, where
the twilight was just about gone. For a moment it lasted, and
we counted three other shadow things that might have been
other passengers frozen there. Then the ice was crashing down
and against the ship.
“That’s why I told you about that place. The wind sweeping
down from the Pole was at our backs. Steam and hydrogen flame
were torn away in white ice fog. The flaming heat under the
ice there was yanked away toward the Antarctic Ocean before it
touched us. Otherwise we wouldn’t have come back, even with
the shelter of that granite ridge that stopped the light.
“Somehow in the blinding inferno we could see great
hunched things, black bulks glowing, even so. They shed even
the furious incandescence of the magnesium for a time. Those
must have been the engines, we knew. Secrets going in blazing
glory secrets that might have given Man the planets. Mysterious
things that could lift and hurl that ship and had soaked in the
force of the Earth’s magnetic field. I saw Norris’ mouth move,
and ducked. I couldn’t hear him.
“Insulation – something gave way. All Earth’s field they’d soaked up
twenty million years before broke loose. The aurora in the sky above
licked down, and the whole plateau there was bathed in cold fire that
blanketed vision. The ice ax in my hand got red hot, and hissed on
the ice. Metal buttons on my clothes burned into me. And a flash of
electric blue seared upward from beyond the granite wall.
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“Then the walls of ice crashed down on it. For an instant it
squealed the way dry ice does when it’s pressed between metal.
We were blind and groping in the dark for hours while our eyes
recovered. We found every coil within a mile was fused rubbish,
the dynamo and every radio set, the earphones and speakers. If
we hadn’t had the steam tractor, we wouldn’t have gotten over
to the Secondary Camp.”
“Van Wall flew in from Big Magnet at sun up, as you know.
We came home as soon as possible. That is the history of that.”
McReady’s great bronze beard gestured toward the thing on the table.

chapter 2
Blair stirred uneasily, his little bony fingers wriggling under
the harsh light. Little brown freckles on his knuckles slid back
and forth as the tendons under the skin twitched. He pulled
aside a bit of the tarpaulin and looked impatiently at the dark
ice bound thing inside.
McReady’s big body straightened somewhat. He’d ridden the
rocking, jarring steam tractor forty miles that day, pushing on to
Big Magnet here. Even his calm will had been pressed by the
anxiety to mix again with humans. It was lone and quiet out there
in Secondary Camp, where a wolf wind howled down from the
Pole. Wolf wind howling in his sleep winds droning and the evil,
unspeakable face of that monster leering up as he’d first seen it
through clear, blue ice, with a bronze ice ax buried in its skull.
The giant meteorologist spoke again. “The problem is them.
Blair wants to examine the thing. Thaw it out and make micro
slides of its tissues and so forth. Norris doesn’t believe that is safe,
and Blair does. Dr. Copper agrees pretty much with Blair. Norris
is a physicist, of course, not a biologist. But he makes a point I
think we should all hear. Blair has described the microscopic
life forms biologists find living, even in this cold an inhospitable
place. They freeze every winter, and thaw every summer for
three months and live.”
“The point Norris makes is they thaw, and live again. There
must have been microscopic life associated with this creature.
There is with every living thing we know. And Norris is afraid
that we may release a plague some germ disease unknown to
Earth if we thaw those microscopic things that have been frozen
there for twenty million years.”
“Blair admits that such micro life might retain the power of living. Such unorganized things as individual cells can retain life for
unknown periods, when solidly frozen. The beast itself is as dead
as those frozen mammoths they find in Siberia. Organized, highly
developed lifeforms can’t stand that treatment. “But micro life
could. Norris suggests that we may release some disease form that
man, never having met it before, will be utterly defenseless against.”
“Blair’s answer is that there may be such still living germs, but
that Norris has the case reversed. They are utterly non immune
to man. Our life chemistry probably.” “Probably!” The little biologist’s head lifted in a quick, birdlike motion. The halo of gray

hair about his bald head ruffled as though angry. “Heh. One
look I know,” McReady acknowledged. “The thing is not Earthly.
It does not seem likely that it can have a life chemistry sufficiently like ours to make cross infection remotely possible. I would say
that there is no danger.”
McReady looked toward Dr. Copper. The physician shook his
head slowly. “None whatever,” he asserted confidently. “Man
cannot infect or be infected by germs that live in such comparatively close relatives as the snakes. And they are, I assure you,” his
clean shaven face grimaced uneasily, “much nearer to us than that.”
Vance Norris moved angrily. He was comparatively short in
this gathering of big men, some five feet eight, and his stocky,
powerful build tended to make him seem shorter. His black hair
was crisp and hard, like short, steel wires, and his eyes were the
gray of fractured steel. If McReady was a man of bronze, Norris
was all steel. His movements, his thoughts, his whole bearing
had the quick, hard impulse of steel spring. His nerves were steel
hard, quick acting, swift corroding.
He was decided on his point now, and he lashed out in its
defense with a characteristic quick, clipped flow of words.

devastating wrath that thing let loose in its face when it looked
around this frozen desolation twenty million years ago. Mad?
It was mad clear through .searing, blistering mad! “Hell, I’ve
had bad dreams ever since I looked at those three red eyes.
Nightmares. Dreaming the thing thawed out and came to life
that it wasn’t dead, or even wholly unconscious all those twenty
million years, but just slowed, waiting. You’ll dream, too, while
that damned thing that Earth wouldn’t own is dripping in the
Cosmos House tonight.”
“And, Connant,” Norris whipped toward the cosmic ray
specialist, “won’t you have fun sitting up all night in the quiet.
Wind whining above and that thing dripping .” He stopped for
a moment, and looked around. “I know. That’s not science. But
this is, it’s psychology. You’ll have nightmares for a year to come.
Every night since I looked at that thing I’ve had ‘em, that’s why
I hate it. Sure I do, and don’t want it around. Put it back where
it came from and let it freeze for another twenty million years.
I had some swell nightmares .that it wasn’t made like we are
which is obvious, but of a different kind of flesh that it can really
control. That it can change its shape, and look like a man and
wait to kill and eat.”
“That’s not a logical argument. I know it isn’t. The thing isn’t
Blair stirred uneasily, his little bony
Earth logic anyway. “Maybe it has an alien body chemistry, and
fingers wriggling under the harsh light.
maybe its bugs do have a different body chemistry. A germ might
Little brown freckles on his knuckles slid not stand that, but, Blair and Copper, how about a virus? That’s
just an enzyme molecule, you’ve said. That wouldn’t need anyback and forth as the tendons under
thing but a protein molecule of any body to work on.”
“And
how are you so sure that, of the million varieties of microthe skin twitched. He pulled aside a bit
scopic life it may have, none of them are dangerous? How about
of the tarpaulin and looked impatiently
diseases like hydrophobia, rabies that attacks any warm blooded
at the dark ice bound thing inside.
creature, whatever its body chemistry may be? And parrot fever?
Have you a body like a parrot, Blair? And plain rot gangrene
necrosis, do you want? That isn’t choosy about body chemistry!
“Different chemistry be damned. That thing may be dead or, by
Blair looked up from his puttering long enough to meet NorGod, it may not but I don’t like it. Damn it, Blair, let them see
ris’ angry gray eyes for an instant. “So far the only thing you have
the foul thing and decide for themselves whether they want that
said this thing gave off that was catching was dreams. I’ll go so
thing thawed out in this camp”
“Thawed out, by the way. That’s got to be thawed out in one of
far as to admit that.” An impish, slightly malignant grin crossed
the little man’s seamed face. “I had some, too. So. It’s dream
the shacks tonight, if it is thawed out. Somebody who’s watchman
infectious. No doubt an exceedingly dangerous malady.”
tonight? Magnetic. Oh, Connant. Cosmic rays tonight. Well, you
“So far as your other things go, you have a badly mistaken
get to sit up with that twenty million year old mummy of his.”
idea about viruses. In the first place, nobody has shown that the
“Unwrap it, Blair. How the hell can they tell what they are buying
enzyme molecule theory, and that alone, explains them. And in
if they can’t see it? It may have a different chemistry. I don’t know
the second place, when you catch tobacco mosaic or wheat rust,
what else it has, but I know it has something I don’t want. If you
let me know. A wheat plant is a lot nearer your body chemistry
can judge by the look on its face it isn’t human so maybe you
than this other world creature is.”
can’t it was annoyed when it froze. Annoyed, in fact, is just about
“And your rabies is limited, strictly limited. You can’t get it
as close an approximation of the way it felt as crazy, mad, insane
from, nor give it to, a wheat plant or a fish, which is a collateral
hatred. Neither one touches the subject.”
“How the hell can these birds tell what they are voting on? They descendant of a common ancestor of yours. Which this, Norris,
is not.” Blair nodded pleasantly toward the tarpaulined bulk on
haven’t seen those three red eyes, and the blue hairlike crawling
the table. “Well, thaw the damned thing in a tub of formalin if
worms. Crawling damn, it’s crawling there in the ice right now!
you must thaw it. I’ve suggested that.”
“Nothing Earth ever spawned had the unutterable sublimation of
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“And I’ve said there would be no sense in it. You can’t coma better and more complete job there is sound. But how are we
promise. Why did you and Commander Garry come down here
going to get this across the Line? We have to take this through
to study magnetism? Why weren’t you content to stay at home?
one temperate zone, the equatorial zone, and half way through
There’s magnetic force enough in New York. I could no more
the other temperate zone before we get it to New York. You don’t
study the life this thing once had from a formalin pickled sample
want to sit with it one night, but you suggest, then, that I hang
than you could get the information you wanted back in New York. its corpse in the freezer with the beef?” Blair looked up from his
And if this one is so treated, never in all time to come can there
cautious chipping, his bald, freckled skull nodding triumphantly.
be a duplicate! The race it came from must have passed away in
Kinner, the stocky, scar faced cook, saved Connant the trouble
the twenty millions years it lay frozen, so that even if it came from
of answering. “Hey, you listen, mister. You put that thing in the
Mars then, we’d never find its like. And the ship is gone. “There’s
box with the meat, and by all the gods there ever were, I’ll put you
only one way to do this .and that is the best possible way. It must
in to keep it company. You birds have brought everything movable
be thawed slowly, carefully, and not in formalin.” Commander
in this camp in on to my mess tables here already, and I had to
Garry stood forward again, and Norris stepped back muttering
stand for that. But you go putting things like that in my meat box
angrily. “I think Blair is right, gentlemen. What do you say?”
or even my meat cache here, and you cook your own damn grub.”
“But, Kinner, this is the only table in Big Magnet that’s big
Connant grunted. “It sounds right to us, I think only perhaps
enough
to work on,” Blair objected. “Everybody’s explained that.”
he ought to stand watch over it while it’s thawing.” He grinned
“Yeah, and everybody’s brought everything in here. Clark brings
ruefully, brushing a stray lock of ripe cherry hair back from his
his dogs every time there’s a fight and sews them up on that table.
forehead. “Swell idea, in fact if he sits up with his jolly little
corpse.” Garry smiled slightly. A general chuckle of agreement
Ralsen brings in his sledges. Hell, the only thing you haven’t had
on that table is the Boeing. And you’da had that in if you coulda
rippled over the group. “I should think any ghost it may have
had would have starved to death if it hung around here that long, figured a way to get it through the tunnels.”
Commander Garry chuckled and grinned at VanWall, the huge
Connant,” Garry suggested. “And you look capable of taking
Chief Pilot. VanWall’s great blond beard twitched suspiciously as
care of it. ‘Iron man’ Connant ought to be able to take out any
he nodded gravely to Kinner. “You’re right, Kinner. The aviation
opposing players, still.” Connant shook himself uneasily. “I’m
department is the only one that treats you right.” “It does get
not worrying about ghosts. Let’s see that thing.”
crowded, Kinner,” Garry acknowledged. “But I’m afraid we all
Eagerly Blair was stripping back the ropes. A single throw of
find it that way at times. Not much privacy in an Antarctic camp.”
the tarpaulin revealed the thing. The ice had melted somewhat
“Privacy? What the hell’s that? You know, the thing that really
in the heat of the room and it was clear and blue as thick, good
made me weep, was when I saw Barclay marchin’ through here
glass. It shone wet and sleek under the harsh light of the unchantin’ ‘The last lumber in the camp! The last lumber in the
shielded globe above. The room stiffened abruptly. It was face
up there on the plain, greasy planks of the table. The broken half camp!’ and carry in’ it out to build that house on his tractor.
Damn it, I missed that moon cut in the door he carried out
of the bronze ice ax was still buried in the queer skull. Three
more’n I missed the sun when it set. That wasn’t just the last
mad, hate filled eyes blazed up with a living fire, bright as fresh
lumber Barclay was walkin’ off with. He was carry in’ off the last
spilled blood from a face ringed with a writhing, loathsome nest
bit of privacy in this blasted place.”
of worms, blue, mobile worms that crawled where hair should
A grin rode even on Connant’s heavy face as Kinner’s perennial
grow Van Wall, six feet and 200 pounds of ice nerved pilot, gave
good natured grouch came up again. But it died away quickly as
a queer, strangled gasp and butted, stumbled his way out to the
corridor. Half the company broke for the doors. The others stum- his dark, deep set eyes turned again to the red eyed thing Blair was
chipping from its cocoon of ice. A big hand ruffed his shoulder
bled away from the table.
length hair, and tugged at a twisted lock that fell behind his ear
McReady stood at one end of the table watching them, his
great body planted solid on his powerful legs. Norris from the op- in a familiar gesture. “I know that cosmic ray shack’s going to be
too crowded if I have to sit up with that thing,” he growled. “Why
posite end glowered at the thing with smoldering heat. Outside
the door, Garry was talking with half a dozen of the men at once. can’t you go on chipping the ice away from around it you can do
Blair had a tack hammer. The ice that cased the thing schluffed
that without anybody butting in, I assure you, and then hang the
crisply under its steel claw as it peeled from the thing it had
thing up over the power plant boiler? That’s warm enough. It’ll
cased for twenty thousand years.
thaw out a chicken, even a whole side of beef, in a few hours.”
“I know.” Blair protested, dropping the tack hammer to gesture
more
effectively with his bony, freckled fingers, his small body tense
CHAPTER 3
with eagerness, “but this is too important to take any chances. There
I know you don’t like the thing, Connant, but it just has to
never was a find like this. There never can be again. It’s the only
be thawed out right. You say leave it as it is till we get back to
chance men will ever have, and it has to be done exactly right.”
civilization. All right, I’ll admit your argument that we could do
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“Look, you know how the fish we caught down near the Ross
Sea would freeze almost as soon as we got them on deck, and
come to life again if we thawed them gently? Low forms of life
aren’t killed by quick freezing and slow thawing. We have.” “Hey,
for the love of Heaven, you mean that damned thing will come
to life!” Connant yelled. “You get the damned thing. Let me at
it! That’s going to be in so many pieces.”
“NO! No, you fool.” Blair jumped in front of Connant to protect his precious find. “No. Just low forms of life. For Pete’s sake
let me finish. You can’t thaw higher forms of life and have them
come to. Wait a moment now, hold it! A fish can come to after
freezing because it’s so low a form of life that the individual cells
of its body can revive, and that alone is enough to reestablish
life. Any higher forms thawed out that way are dead. Though the
individual cells revive, they die because there must be organization and cooperative effort to live. That cooperation cannot be
reestablished. There is a sort of potential life in any uninjured,
quick frozen animal. But it can’t. Can’t under any circumstances
become active life in higher animals. The higher animals are too
complex, too delicate. This is an intelligent creature as high in
its evolution as we are in ours. Perhaps higher. It is as dead as a
frozen man would be.”
“How do you know?” demanded Connant, hefting the ice ax
he had seized a moment before. Commander Garry laid a restraining hand on his heavy shoulder. “Wait a minute, Connant.
I want to get this straight. I agree that there is going to be no
thawing of this thing if there is the remotest chance of its revival.
I quite agree it is much too unpleasant to have alive, but I had
no idea there was the remotest possibility.”
Dr. Copper pulled his pipe from between his teeth and heaved
his stocky, dark body from the bunk he had been sitting in. “Blair’s
being technical. That’s dead. As dead as the mammoths they find
frozen in Siberia. Potential life is like atomic energy there, but

nobody can get it out, and it certainly won’t release itself except
in rare cases, as rare as radium in the chemical analogy. We have
all sorts of proof that things don’t live after being frozen. Not even
fish, generally speaking, and no proof that higher animal life can
under any circumstances. What’s the point, Blair?”
The little biologist shook himself. The little ruff of hair standing
out around his bald pate waved in righteous anger. “The point is,”
he said in an injured tone, “that the individual cells might show
the characteristics they had in life, if it is properly thawed. A man’s
muscle cells live many hours after he has died. Just because they
live, and a few things like hair and fingernail cells still live, you
wouldn’t accuse a corpse of being a Zombie, or something.”
“Now if I thaw this right, I may have a chance to determine
what sort of world it’s native to. We don’t, and can’t know by any
other means, whether it came from Earth or Mars or Venus or
from beyond the stars. “And just because it looks unlike men,
you don’t have to accuse it of being evil, or vicious or something.
Maybe that expression on its face is its equivalent to a resignation
to fate. White is the color of mourning to the Chinese. If men
can have different customs, why can’t a so different race have
different understandings of facial expressions?”
Connant laughed softly, mirthlessly. “Peaceful resignation!
If that is the best it could do in the way of resignation, I should
exceedingly dislike seeing it when it was looking mad. That face
was never designed to express peace. It just didn’t have any philosophical thoughts like peace in its makeup. “I know it’s your pet,
but be sane about it. The thing grew up on evil, adolesced slowly
roasting alive the local equivalent of kittens, and amused itself
through maturity on new and ingenious torture.”
“You haven’t the slight right to say that,” snapped Blair. “How
do you know the first thing about the meaning of a facial expression inherently inhuman! It may well have no human equivalent
whatever. That is just a different development of Nature, another
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example of Nature’s wonderful adaptability. Growing on another,
perhaps harsher world, it has different form and features. But it is
just as much a legitimate child of Nature as you are. You are displaying the childish human weakness of hating the different. On
its own world it would probably class you as a fish belly, white
monstrosity with an insufficient number of eyes and a fungoid
body pale and bloated with gas.
“Just because its nature is different, you haven’t any right to say
it’s necessarily evil.” Norris burst out a single, explosive, “Haw!”
He looked down at the thing. “May be that things from other
worlds don’t have to be evil just because they’re different. But
that thing was! Child of Nature, eh? Well, it was a hell of an evil
Nature.” “Aw, will you mugs cut crabbing at each other and get
the damned thing off my table?” Kinner growled. “And put a
canvas over it. It looks indecent.”
“Kinner’s gone modest,” jeered Connant. Kinner slanted his
eyes up to the big physicist. The scarred cheek twisted to join the
line of his tight lips in a twisted grin. “All right, big boy, and what
were you grousing about a minute ago? We can set the thing in a
chair next to you tonight, if you want.”
“I’m not afraid of its face,” Connant snapped. “I don’t like
keeping awake over its corpse particularly, but I’m going to do it.”
Kinner’s grin spread. “Uh huh.” He went off to the galley stove
and shook down ashes vigorously, drowning the brittle chipping
of the ice as Blair fell to work again.

CHAPTER 4

data collected during the past week. The weekly summary. He
gave up and yielded to curiosity, or nervousness. He lifted the
pressure lamp from the desk and carried it over to the table in
the corner. Then he returned to the stove and picked up the
coal tongs. The beast had been thawing for nearly 18 hours now.
He poked at it with an unconscious caution. The flesh was no
longer hard as armor plate, but had assumed a rubbery texture.
It looked like wet, blue rubber glistening under droplets of water
like little round jewels in the glare of the gasoline pressure
lantern. Connant felt an unreasoning desire to pour the contents
of the lamp’s reservoir over the thing in its box and drop the
cigarette into it. The three red eyes glared up at him sightlessly,
the ruby eyeballs reflecting murky, smoky rays of light.
He realized vaguely that he had been looking at them for a
very long time, even vaguely understood that they were no longer sightless. But it did not seem of importance, of no more importance than the labored, slow motion of the tentacular things
that sprouted from the base of the scrawny, slowly pulsing neck.
Connant picked up the pressure lamp and returned to his
chair. He sat down, staring at the pages of mathematics before
him. The clucking of the counter was strangely less disturbing,
the rustle of the coals in the stove no longer distracting. The
creak of the floorboards behind him didn’t interrupt his thoughts
as he went about his weekly report in an automatic manner,
filing in columns of data and making brief, summarizing notes.
The creak of the floorboard sounded nearer.

“Cluck,” reported the cosmic ray counter, “cluck brrrp cluck.”
CHAPTER 5
Connant started and dropped his pencil. “Damnation.” The
Blair came up from the nightmare haunted depths of sleep
physicist looked toward the far corner, back at the Geiger countabruptly. Connant’s face floated vaguely above him. For a moer on the table near that comer, and crawled under the desk at
ment it seemed a continuance of the wild horror of the dream.
which he had been working to retrieve the pencil. He sat down
But Connant’s face was angry, and a little frightened. “Blair.
at his work again, trying to make his writing more even. It tended Blair you damned log, wake up.”
to have jerks and quavers in it, in time with the abrupt proud
“Uh, eh?” the little biologist rubbed his eyes, his bony, freckled
hen noises of the Geiger counter. The muted whoosh of the
fingers crooked to a mutilated child fist. From surrounding bunks
pressure lamp he was using for illumination, the mingled gargles other faces lifted to stare down at them. Connant straightened up.
and bugle calls of a dozen men sleeping down the corridor in
“Get up and get a lift on. Your damned animal’s escaped.”
Paradise House formed the background sounds for the irregular,
“Escaped what?!” Chief Pilot VanWalls’s bull voice roared out
clucking noises of the counter, the occasional rustle of falling
with a volume that shook the walls. Down the communication
coal in the copper bellied stove, and a soft, steady drip drip drip
tunnels other voices yelled suddenly. The dozen inhabitants of
from the thing in the corner.
Paradise House tumbled in abruptly, Barclay, stocky and bulbous
Connant jerked a pack of cigarettes from his pocket, snapped
in long woolen underwear, carrying afire extinguisher. “What
it so that a cigarette protruded and jabbed the cylinder into his
the hell’s the matter?” Barclay demanded.
mouth. The lighter failed to function, and he pawed angrily
“Your damned beast got loose. I fell asleep about twenty
through the pile of papers in search of a match. He scratched
minutes ago, and when I woke up, the thing was gone. Hey,
the wheel of the lighter several times, dropped it with a curse
Doc, the hell you say those things can’t come to life. Blair’s
and got up to pluck a hot coal from the stove with the coal tongs. blasted potential life developed a hell of a lot of potential and
The lighter functioned instantly when he tried it on returning
walked out on us.’ Copper stared blankly. “It wasn’t Earthly,”
to the desk. The counter ripped out a series of chucking guffaws
he sighed suddenly. “I guess Earthly laws don’t apply.” “Well,
as a burst of cosmic rays struck through to it. Connant turned
it applied for leave of absence and took it. We’ve got to find it
to glower at it, and tried to concentrate on the interpretation of
and capture it somehow.” Connant swore bitterly, his deep set
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black eyes sullen and angry. “It’s a wonder the hellish creature
didn’t eat me in my sleep.”
Blair stared back, his pale eyes suddenly fear-struck. “Maybe
it di...er, uh...we’ll have to find it. “You find it. It’s your pet.
I’ve had all I want to do with it, sitting there for seven hours
with the counter clucking every few seconds, and you birds in
here singing night music. It’s a wonder I got to sleep. I’m going
through to the Ad Building.”
Commander Garry ducked through the doorway, pulling his
belt tight. “You won’t have to. Van’s roar sounded like the Boeing
taking off down wind. So it wasn’t dead?” “I didn’t carry it off in
my arms, I assure you,” Connant snapped. “The last I saw, that
split skull was oozing green goo, like a squashed caterpillar. Doc
just said our laws don’t work it’s unearthly. Well, it’s an unearthly
monster, with an unearthly disposition, judging by the face, wandering around with a split skull and brains oozing out.”
Norris and McReady appeared in the doorway, a doorway filling with other shivering men. “Has anybody seen it coming over
here?” Norris asked innocently. “About four feet tall, three red
eyes, brains oozing. Hey, has anybody checked to make sure this
isn’t a cracked idea of humor? If it is, I think we’ll unite in tying
Blair’s pet around Connant’s neck like the ancient Mariner’s albatross.
“It’s no humor,” Connant shivered. “Lord, I wish it were. I’d rather wear...” He stopped. A wild, weird howl shrieked through the
corridors. The men stiffened abruptly, and half turned.
“I think it’s been located,” Connant finished. His dark eyes
shifted with a queer unease. He darted back to his bunk in
Paradise house, to return almost immediately with a heavy .45
revolver and an ice ax. He hefted both gently as he started for
the corridor toward Dogtown. “It blundered down the wrong
corridor and landed among the huskies. Listen, the dogs have
broken their chains.”
The half terrorized howl of the dog pack changed to a wild
hunting melee. The voices of the dogs thundered in the narrow corridors, and through them came a low rippling snarl of
distilled hate. A shrill of pain, a dozen snarling yelps. Connant
broke for the door. Close behind him, McReady, then Barclay
and Commander Garry came. Other men broke for the Ad
Building,weapons, and the sledge house. Pomroy, in charge of
Big Magnet’s five cows, started down the corridor in the opposite
direction. He had a six foot handled, long tined pitchfork in mind.
Barclay slid to a halt, as McReady’s giant bulk turned abruptly
away from the tunnel leading to Dogtown, and vanished off at
an angle. Uncertainly, the engineer wavered a moment, the
fire extinguisher in his hands, hesitating from one side to the
other. Then he was racing after Connant’s broad back. Whatever
McReady had in mind, he could be trusted to make it work.
Connant stopped at the bend in the corridor. His breath
hissed suddenly through his throat. “Great God.” The revolver
exploded thunderously. Three numbing, palpable waves of
sound crashed through the confined corridors. Two more. The

revolver dropped to the hard packed snow of the trail, and
Barclay saw the ice ax shift into defensive position. Connant’s
powerful body blocked his vision, but beyond he heard something
mewing, and, insanely, chuckling. The dogs were quieter. There
was a deadly seriousness in their low snarls. Taloned feet scratched
at hard packed snow, broken chains were clinking and tangling.
Connant shifted abruptly, and Barclay could see what lay
beyond. For a second he stood frozen, then his breath went out in
a gusty curse. The Thing launched itself at Connant, the powerful
arms of the man swung the ice ax flat side first at what might have
been a hand. It scrunched horribly, and the tattered flesh, ripped
by a half dozen savage huskies, leapt to its feet again. The red eyes
blazed with an unearthly hatred, an unearthly, unkillable vitality.
Barclay turned the fire extinguisher on it. The blinding, blistering stream of chemical spray confused it, baffled it, together
with the savage attacks of the huskies, not for long afraid of
anything that did, or could live, held it at bay. McReady wedged
men out of his way and drove down the narrow corridor packed
with men unable to reach the scene. There was a sure foreplanned drive to McReady’s attack. One of the giant blowtorches
used in warming the plane’s engines was in his bronzed hands. It
roared gustily as he turned the corner and opened the valve. The
mad mewing hissed louder. The dogs scrambled back from the
three foot lance of blue hot flame.
“Bar, get a power cable, run it in somehow. And a handle. We
can electrocute this monster, if I don’t incinerate it.” McReady
spoke with an authority of planned action. Barclay turned down
the long corridor to the power plant, but already before him
Norris and VanWall were racing down.
Barclay found the cable in the electrical cache in the tunnel wall. In a half minute he was hacking at it, walking back.
VanWall’s voice rang out in a warning shout of “Power!” as the
emergency gasoline powered dynamo thudded into action. Half
a dozen other men were down there now. The coal, kindling
were going into the firebox of the steam power plant. Norris,
cursing in a low, deadly monotone, was working with quick, sure
fingers on the other end of Barclay’s cable, splicing in a contactor in one of the power leads.
The dogs had fallen back when Barclay reached the corridor
bend, fallen back before a furious monstrosity that glared from
baleful red eyes, mewing in trapped hatred. The dogs were a
semi circle of red dipped muzzles with a fringe of glistening
white teeth, whining with a vicious eagerness that near matched
the fury of the red eyes. McReady stood confidently alert at the
corridor bend, the gustily muttering torch held loose and ready
for action in his hands. He stepped aside without moving his
eyes from the beast as Barclay came up. There was a slight, tight
smile on his lean, bronzed face.
Norris’ voice called down the corridor, and Barclay stepped
forward. The cable was taped to the long handle of a snow shovel, the two conductors split, and held 18 inches apart by a scrap
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of lumber lashed at right angles across the far end of the handle. Bare copper conductors, charged with 220 volts, glinted
in the light of pressure lamps. The Thing mewed and halted
and dodged. McReady advanced to Barclay’s side. The dogs
beyond sensed the plan with the almost telepathic intelligence
of trained huskies. Their whimpering grew shriller, softer, their
mincing steps carried them nearer. Abruptly a huge, night
black Alaskan leapt onto the trapped thing. It turned squalling,
saber clawed feet slashing.
Barclay leapt forward and jabbed. A weird, shrill scream rose
and choked out. The smell of burnt flesh in the corridor intensified. Greasy smoke curled up. The echoing pound of the gas
electric dynamo down the corridor became a slogging thud. The
red eyes clouded over in a stiffening, jerking travesty of a face. Arm
like, leg like members quivered and jerked. The dogs leapt forward, and Barclay yanked back his shovel handled weapon. The
thing on the snow did not move as gleaming teeth ripped it open.

CHAPTER 6
Garry looked about the crowded room. Thirty two men, some
tensed nervously standing against the wall, some uneasily
relaxed, some sitting, most perforce standing, as intimate as sardines. Thirty two, plus the five engaged in sewing up wounded
dogs, made thirty seven, the total personnel.
Garry started speaking. “All right, I guess we’re here. Some of
you—three or four at most—saw what happened. All of you have
seen that thing on the table, and can get a general idea. Anyone
hasn’t, I’ll lift – “ His hand strayed to the tarpaulin bulking over
the thing on the table. There was an acrid odor of singed flesh
seeping out of it. The men, stirred restlessly, hasty denials.
“It looks rather as though Charnauk isn’t going to lead any more
teams,” Garry went on. “Blair wants to get at this thing, and
make some more detailed examination. We want to know what
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happened, and make sure right now that this is permanently,
totally dead. Right?” Connant grinned. “Anybody that doesn’t
agree can sit up with it tonight.”
“All right then, Blair, what can you say about it? What was
it?” Garry turned to the little biologist. “I wonder if we ever saw
its natural form. “ Blair looked at the covered mass. “It may have
been imitating the beings that built that ship but I don’t think it
was. I think that was its true form. Those of us who were up near
the bend saw the thing in action. The thing on the table is the
result. When it got loose, apparently, it started looking around.
Antarctica still frozen as it was ages ago when the creature first saw
it and froze. From my observations while it was thawing out, and
the bits of tissue I cut and hardened then, I think it was native to
a hotter planet than Earth. It couldn’t, in its natural form, stand
the temperature. There is no life form on Earth that can live in
Antarctica during the winter, but the best compromise is the dog.
It found the dogs, and somehow got near enough to Charnauk to
get him. The others smelled and heard it. I don’t know .anyway
they went wild, and broke chains, and attacked it before it was
finished. The thing we found was part Charnauk, queerly only
half-dead, part Charnauk half-digested by the jellylike protoplasm
of that creature, and part the remains of the thing we originally
found, sort of melted down to the basic protoplasm.
“When the dogs attacked it, it turned into the best fighting thing
it could think of. Some other world beast apparently.” “Turned,”
snapped Garry. “How?” “Every living thing is made up of jelly
protoplasm and minute, submicroscopic things called nuclei, which
control the bulk, the protoplasm. This thing was just a modification
of that same worldwide plan of nature. Cells made up of protoplasm,
controlled by infinitely tinier nuclei. You physicists might compare
it to an individual cell of any living thing with an atom. The bulk
of the atom, the space filling part, is made up of the electron orbits,
but the character of the thing is determined by the atomic nucleus.”

“This isn’t wildly beyond what we already know. It’s just a
modification we haven’t seen before. It’s as natural, as logical, as
any other manifestation of life. It obeys exactly the same laws.
The cells are made of protoplasm, their character determined
by the nucleus. “Only in this creature, the cell nuclei can
control those cells at will. It digested Charnauk, and as it digested, studied every cell of his tissue, and shaped its own cells to
imitate them exactly. Parts of it that had time to finish changing
are dog cells. But they don’t have dog cell nuclei.” Blair lifted a
fraction of the tarpaulin. A torn dog’s leg with stiff gray fur protruded. “That, for instance, isn’t dog at all. It’s imitation. Some
parts I’m certain about. The nucleus was hiding itself, covering
up with dog cell imitation nucleus. In time, not even a microscope would have shown the difference.”
“Suppose,” asked Norris bitterly, “it had lots of time?” “Then
it would have been a dog. The other dogs would have accepted
it. We would have accepted it. I don’t think anything would have
distinguished it, not microscope, nor X Ray, nor any other means.
This is a member of a supremely intelligent race, a race that has
learned the deepest secrets of biology, and turned them to its use.”
“What was it planning to do?” Barclay looked at the humped
tarpaulin. Blair grinned unpleasantly. The wavering halo of thin
hair round his bald pate wavered in the stir of air. “Take over
the world, I imagine.” “Take over the world! Just it, all by itself?”
Connant gasped. “Set itself up as a lone dictator?” “No,” Blair
shook his head. The scalpel he had been fumbling in his bony
fingers dropped. He bent to pick it up, so that his face was hidden as he spoke. “It would become the population of the world.”
“Become the population of the world? Does it reproduce
asexually?” Blair shook his head and gulped. “It doesn’t have to.
It weighed 85 pounds. Charnauk weighed about 90. It would
have become Charnauk, and had 85 pounds left, to become,
oh, Jack for instance, or Chinook. It can imitate anything that is,
become anything. If it had reached the Antarctic Sea, it would
have become a seal, maybe two seals. They might have attacked
a killer whale, and become either killers, or a herd of seals. Or
maybe it would have caught an albatross, or a gull, and flown to
South America.” Norris cursed softly. “And every time, it digested something, and imitated it.”
“It would have had its original bulk left, to start again,” Blair
finished. “Nothing would kill it. It has no natural enemies, because it becomes whatever it wants to. If a killer whale attacked,
it would become a killer whale. If it was an albatross, and an eagle attacked it, it would become an eagle. Lord, it might become
a female eagle. Go back, build a nest and lay eggs!”
“Are you sure that thing from hell is dead?” Dr. Copper asked
softly. “Yes, thank Heaven,” the little biologist gasped. “After they
drove the dogs off, I stood there poking Bar’s electrocution thing
into it for five minutes. It’s dead and cooked.”
“Then we can only give thanks that this is Antarctica, where
there is not one, single, solitary, living thing for it to imitate,

except these animals in camp.” “Us,” Blair giggled. “It can imitate
us. Dogs can’t make 400 miles to the sea. There’s no food. There
aren’t any gulls to imitate at this season. There aren’t any Penguins
this far inland. There’s nothing that can reach the sea from this
point except us. We’ve got the brains. We can do it. Don’t you see,
it’s got to imitate us it’s got to be one of us. That’s the only way it
can fly an airplane fly a plane for two hours, and rule all Earth’s
inhabitants. A world for the taking if it imitates us!”
“It didn’t know yet. It hadn’t had a chance to learn. It was
rushed hurried look the thing nearest its own size. Look, I’m
Pandora! I opened the box! And the only hope that can come out
is.That nothing can come out. You didn’t see me. I did It. I fixed
it. I smashed every magnet. Not a plane can fly. Nothing can fly.”
Blair giggled and lay down on the floor crying.
Chief Pilot VanWall made a dive for the door. His feet were
fading echoes in the corridors as Dr. Copper bent unhurriedly
over the little man on the floor. From his office at the end of
the room he brought something, and injected a solution into
Blair’s arm. “He might come out of it when he wakes up,” he
sighed rising. McReady helped him lift the biologist onto a
nearby bunk. “It all depends on whether we can convince him
that thing is dead.” Van Wall ducked into the shack brushing his
heavy blond beard absently. “I didn’t think a biologist would do a
thing like that up thoroughly. He missed the spares in the second
cache. It’s all right. I smashed them.”
Commander Garry nodded. “I was wondering about the radio.”
Dr. Copper snorted. “You don’t think it can leak out on a radio
wave, do you? You’d have five rescue attempts in the next three
months if you stop the broadcasts. The thing to do is talk loud
and not make a sound. Now I wonder.”
McReady looked speculatively at the doctor. “It might be like
an infectious disease. Everything that drank, any of its blood.”
Copper shook his head. “Blair missed something. Imitate it may,
but it has, to a certain extent, its own body chemistry, its own
metabolism. If it didn’t it would become a dog and be a dog
and nothing more. It has to be an imitation dog. Therefore you
can detect it by serum tests. And its chemistry, since it comes
from another world. Must be so wholly, radically different that a
few cells, such as gained by drops of blood, would be treated as
disease germs by the dog, or human body.” “Blood would one
of those imitations bleed?” Norris demanded. “Surely. Nothing
mystic about blood. Muscle is about 90 per cent water. Blood
differs only in having a couple per cent more water, and less
connective tissue. They’d bleed all right,” Copper assured him.
Blair sat up in his bunk suddenly. “Connant. Where’s Connant?”
The physicist moved over toward the little biologist. “Here I am. What
do you want?” “Are You?” giggled Blair. He lapsed back into the bunk
contorted with silent laughter. Connant looked at him blankly “Huh?
Am I what?” “Are you there?” Blair burst into gales of laughter. “Are
you Connant? The beast wanted to be a man not a dog.”
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CHAPTER 7

had been living with the imitated one in the complete lack of
privacy of an Antarctic camp. That would take a superhuman skill.”
Dr. Copper rose wearily from the bunk, and washed the hypo“Oh, you’ve got the bug too?” Norris cursed softly.
dermic carefully. The little tinkles it made seemed loud in the
Connant, standing alone at one end of the room, looked about
packed room, now that Blair’s gurgling laughter had finally quieted.
him wildly, his face white. A gentle eddying of the men had
Copper looked toward Garry and shook his head slowly. “Hopeless, I’m afraid. I don’t think we can ever convince him the thing crowded them slowly down toward the other end of the room,
so that he stood quite alone. “My God, will you two Jeremiahs
is dead now.” Norris laughed uncertainly. “I’m not sure you can
shut up?” Connant’s voice shook. “What am I? Some kind of a
convince me. Oh, damn you, McReady.” “McReady?” Commicroscopic specimen you’re dissecting? Some unpleasant worm
mander Garry turned to look from Norris to McReady curiously.
you’re
discussing in the third person?”
“The nightmares,” Norris explained. “He had a theory about the
McReady looked up at him. His slowly twisting hand stopped
nightmares we had at the Secondary Station after finding that thing.”
for
a moment. “Having a lovely time. Wish you were here. Signed:
“And that was?” Garry looked at McReady levelly.
Norris answered for him, jerkily, uneasily. “That the creature Everybody. “Connant, if you think you’re having a hell of a time,
just move over on the other end for a while. You’ve got one thing
wasn’t dead, had a sort of enormously slowed existence, an
we haven’t. You know what the answer is. I’ll tell you this, right
existence that permitted it, none the less, to be vaguely aware
now you’re the most feared and respected man in Big Magnet.”
of the passing of time, of our coming, after endless years. I had
“Lord, I wish you could see your eyes,” Connant gasped. “Stop
a dream it could imitate things.” “Well,” Copper grunted, “it
staring, will you! What the hell are you going to do?” “Have you
can.” “Don’t be an ass,” Norris snapped. “That’s not what’s
any suggestions, Dr. Copper?” Commander Garry asked steadibothering me. In the dream it could read minds, read thoughts
ly. “The present situation is impossible.” “Oh, is it?” Connant
and ideas and mannerisms.”
snapped. “Come over here and look at that crowd. By Heaven,
“What’s so bad about that? It seems to be worrying you more
they look exactly like that gang of huskies around the corridor
than the thought of the joy we’re going to have with a mad man
in an Antarctic camp.” Copper nodded toward Blair’s sleeping form. bend. Benning, will you stop hefting that damned ice ax?”
The coppery blade rang on the floor as the aviation mechanic
McReady shook his great head slowly. “You know that Connant
nervously dropped it. He bent over and picked it up instantly,
is Connant, because he not merely looks like Connant, which
hefting it slowly, turning it in his hands, his browns eyes moving
we’re beginning to believe that beast might be able to do, but he
jerkily about the room.
thinks like Connant, talks like Connant, moves himself around
Copper sat down on the bunk beside Blair. The wood creaked
as Connant does. That takes more than merely a body that
noisily in the room. Far down a corridor, a dog yelped in pain,
looks like him. That takes Connant’s own mind, and thoughts
and the dog drivers’ tense voices floated softly back. “Microscopand mannerisms. Therefore, though you know that the thing
ic examination,” said the doctor thoughtfully, “would be useless,
might make itself look like Connant, you aren’t much bothered,
as Blair pointed out. Considerable time has passed. However,
because you know it has a mind from another world, a totally
serum tests would be definitive. “Serum tests? What do you
inhuman mind, that couldn’t possibly react and think and talk
like a man we know, and do it so well as to fool us for a moment. mean exactly?” Commander Garry asked.
“If I had a rabbit that had been injected with human blood, a
The idea of the creature imitating one of us is fascinating, but
poison to rabbits, of course, as is the blood of any animal save
unreal because it is too completely inhuman to deceive us. It
that of another rabbit, and the injections continued in increasing
doesn’t have a human mind.”
doses for some time, the rabbit would be human immune. If a
“As I said before,” Norris repeated, looking steadily at
small quantity of its blood were drawn off, allowed to separate in
McReady, “you can say the damnedest things at the damnedest
a test-tube, and to the clear serum, a bit of human blood were
times. Will you be so good as to finish that thought one way or
added, there would be a visible reaction, proving the blood was
the other?” Kinner, the scar faced expedition cook, had been
human. If cow, or dog blood were added or any protein material
standing near Connant. Suddenly he moved down the length of
other than that one thing, human blood no reaction would take
the crowded room toward his familiar galley. He shook the ashes
place. That would prove definitely.”
from the galley stove noisily.
“Can you suggest where I might catch a rabbit for you, Doc?”
“It would do it no good,” said Dr. Copper, softly as though
thinking out loud, “to merely look like something it was trying to Norris asked. “That is, nearer than Australia. We don’t want to waste
time going that far.” “I know there aren’t any rabbits in Antarctica,”
imitate. It would have to understand its feelings, its reaction. It
is inhuman. It has powers of imitation beyond any conception of Copper nodded, “but that is simply the usual animal. Any animal
man. A good actor, by training himself, can imitate another man, except man will do. A dog for instance. But it will take several days,
and due to the greater size of the animal, considerable blood. Two
another man’s mannerisms, well enough to fool most people. Of
course no actor could imitate so perfectly as to deceive men who of us will have to contribute.” “Would I do?” Garry asked.
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reacts on human immune rabbits, but not on chicken immunes.”
“That will make two,” Copper nodded. “I’ll get to work on it
“What
are we going to do with Blair in the meantime?” Garry
right away.” “What about Connant in the meantime?” Kinner
asked wearily. “It’s all right to let him sleep where he is for a
demanded. “I’m going out that door and head off for the Ross
while,
but when he wakes up .”
Sea before I cook for him.” “He may be human.” Copper started.
“Barclay and Benning are fitting some bolts on the door of
Connant burst out in a flood of curses. “Human! May be human,
Cosmos
House,” Copper replied grimly. “Connant’s acting
you damned saw bones! What in hell do you think I am?”
like a gentleman. I think perhaps the way the other men look
“A monster,” Copper snapped sharply. “Now shut up and
at him makes him rather want privacy. Lord knows, heretofore
listen.” Connant’s face drained of color and he sat down heavily
we’ve all of us individually prayed for a little privacy. “ Clark
as the indictment was put in words. “Until we know you know as
laughed bitterly. “Not anymore, thank you. The more the
well as we do that we have reason to question the fact, and only
merrier.” “Blair,” Copper went on, “will also have to have privayou know how that question is to be answered, we may reasoncy and locks. He’s going to have a pretty definite plan in mind
ably be expected to lock you up. If you are inhuman you’re a
when he wakes up. Ever hear the old story of how to stop hoof
lot more dangerous than poor Blair there, and I’m going to see
and mouth disease in cattle?”
that he’s locked up thoroughly. I expect that his next stage will
“If there isn’t any hoof and mouth disease, there won’t be any
be a violent desire to kill you, all the dogs, and probably all of us.
hoof
and mouth disease,” Copper explained. “You get rid of it by
When he wakes, he will be convinced we’re all inhuman, and
killing every animal that exhibits it, and every animal that’s been
nothing on the planet will ever change his conviction. It would
near the diseased animal. Blair’s a biologist, and knows that story.
be kinder to let him die, but we can’t do that, of course. He’s goHe’s afraid of this thing we loosed. The answer is probably pretty
ing in one shack, and you can stay in Cosmos House with your
cosmic ray apparatus. Which is about what you’d do anyway. I’ve clear in his mind now. Kill everybody and everything in this
camp before a gull or a wandering albatross coming in with the
got to fix up a couple of dogs.”
spring chances out this way and catches the disease.”
Clark’s lips curled in a twisted grin. “Sounds logical to me. If
“Hey. Hey, Mac. Mac, would I know if
things get too bad, maybe we’d better let Blair get loose. It would
I was a monster? Would I know if the
save us committing suicide. We might also make something of
a
vow that if things get bad, we see that does happen.” Copper
monster had already got me? Oh Lord, I
laughed softly. “The last man alive in Big Magnet wouldn’t be
may be a monster already.”
a man,” he pointed out. “Somebody’s got to kill those creatures
that don’t desire to kill themselves, you know. We don’t have
Connant nodded bitterly. “I’m human. Hurry that test. Your eyes. enough thermite to do it all at once, and the decanite explosive
wouldn’t help much. I have an idea that even small pieces of
Lord, I wish you could see your eyes staring.” Commander Garry
one of those beings would be self sufficient.”
watched anxiously as Clark, the dog handler, held the big brown
“If,” said Garry thoughtfully, “they can modify their protoAlaskan husky, while Copper began the injection treatment. The
plasm at will, won’t they simply modify themselves to birds
dog was not anxious to cooperate. The needle was painful, and
and fly away? They can read all about birds, and imitate their
already he’d experienced considerable needle work that morning.
structure without even meeting them. Or imitate, perhaps, birds
Five stitches held closed a slash that ran from his shoulder across
the ribs half way down his body. One long fang was broken off short. of their home planet.”
Copper shook his head, and helped Clark to free the dog. “Man
The missing part was to be found half buried in the shoulder bone
studied birds for centuries, trying to learn how to make a machine
of the monstrous thing on the table in the Ad Building.
“How long will that take?” Garry asked, pressing his arm gently. It to fly like them. He never did do the trick. His final success came
when he broke away entirely and tried new methods. Knowing
was sore from the prick of the needle Dr. Copper had used to withdraw blood. Copper shrugged. “I don’t know, to be frank. I know the the general idea, and knowing the detailed structure of wing and
bone and nerve tissue is something far, far different. And as for
general method, I’ve used it on rabbits. But I haven’t experimented
otherworld birds, perhaps, in fact very probably, the atmospheric
with dogs. They’re big, clumsy animals to work with. Naturally rabconditions here are so vastly different that their birds couldn’t fly.
bits are preferable, and serve ordinarily. In civilized places you can
buy a stock of human immune rabbits from suppliers, and not many Perhaps, even, the being came from a planet like Mars with such a
thin atmosphere that there were no birds.” Barclay came into the
investigators take the trouble to prepare their own.”
building, trailing a length of airplane control cable. “It’s finished,
“What do they want with them back there?” Clark asked.
Doc. Cosmo House can’t be opened from the inside. Now where
“Criminology is one large field. A says he didn’t murder B, but
do we put Blair?” Copper looked toward Garry. “There wasn’t any
that the blood on his shirt came from killing a chicken. The
biology building. I don’t know where we can isolate him.”
State makes a test, then it’s up to A to explain how it is the blood
76

“How about East Cache?” Garry said after a moment’s thought.
“Will Blair be able to look after himself or need attention?” “He’ll
be capable enough. We’ll be the ones to watch out,” Copper
assured him grimly. “Take a stove, a couple of bags of coal, necessary supplies and a few tools to fix it up. Nobody’s been out there
since last fall, have they?” Garry shook his head. “If he gets noisy
I thought that might be a good idea.” Barclay hefted the tools he
was carrying and looked up at Garry. “If the muttering he’s doing
now is any sign, he’s going to sing away the night hours. And we
won’t like his song.” “What’s he saying?” Copper asked.
Barclay shook his head. “I didn’t care to listen much. You can
if you want to. But I gathered that the blasted idiot had all the
dreams McReady had, and a few more. He slept beside the thing
when we stopped on the trail coming in from Secondary Magnetic, remember. He dreamt the thing was alive, and dreamt more
details. And damn his soul knew it wasn’t all dream, or had reason
to. He knew it had telepathic powers that were stirring vaguely,
and that it could not only read minds, but project thoughts. They
weren’t dreams, you see. They were stray thoughts that thing was
broadcasting, the way Blair’s broadcasting his thoughts now, a sort
of telepathic muttering in its sleep. That’s why he knew so much
about its powers. I guess you and I, Doc, weren’t so sensitive if
you want to believe in telepathy.” “I have to,” Copper sighed. “Dr.
Rhine of Duke University has shown that it exists, shown that
some are much more sensitive than others.”
“Well, if you want to learn a lot of details, go listen in on
Blair’s broadcast. He’s driven most of the boys out of the Ad
Building. Kinner’s rattling pans like coal going down a chute.
When he can’t rattle a pan, he shakes ashes. “By the way, Commander, what are we going to do this spring, now the planes are
out of it?” Garry sighed. “I’m afraid our expedition is going to be
a loss. We cannot divide our strength now.”
“It won’t be a loss if we continue to live, and come out of
this,” Copper promised him. “The find we’ve made, if we can
get it under control, is important enough. The cosmic ray data,
magnetic work, and atmospheric work won’t be greatly hindered.
“Garry laughed mirthlessly. “I was just thinking of the radio
broadcasts. Telling half the world about the wonderful results of
our exploration flights, trying to fool men like Byrd and Ellsworth back home there that we’re doing something.”
Copper nodded gravely. “They’ll know something’s wrong.
But men like that have judgment enough to know we wouldn’t
do tricks without some sort of reason, and will wait for our return
to judge us. I think it comes to this—men who know enough
to recognize our deception will wait for our return. Men who
haven’t discretion and faith enough to wait will not have the
experience to detect any fraud. We know enough of the conditions here to put through a good bluff.” “Just so they don’t send
‘rescue’ expeditions,” Garry prayed. “When if we’re ever ready to
come out, we’ll have to send word to Captain Forsythe to bring
a stock of magnetos with him when he comes down. But never
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mind that.” “You mean if we don’t come out?” asked Barclay. “I
was wondering if a nice running account of an eruption or an
earthquake via radio with a swell windup by using a stick of
decanite under the microphone would help. Nothing, of course,
will entirely keep people out. One of those swell, melodramatic
‘last man alive scenes’ might make ‘em go easy though.” Garry
smiled with genuine humor. “Is everybody in camp trying to
figure that out too?” Copper laughed. “What do you think,
Garry? We’re confident we can win out. But not too easy about
it, I guess.” Clark grinned up from the dog he was petting into
calmness. “Confident, did you say, Doc?”

CHAPTER 8
Blair moved restlessly around the small shack. His eyes jerked
and quivered in vague, fleeting glances at the four men with him.
Barclay, six feet tall and weighing over 190 pounds. McReady, a
bronze giant of a man. Dr. Copper, short, squatly powerful, and
Benning, five feet ten of wiry strength.
Blair was huddled up against the far wall of the East Cache cabin,
his gear piled in the middle of the floor beside the heating stove,
forming an island between him and the four men. His bony hands
clenched and fluttered, terrified. His pale eyes wavered uneasily as
his bald, freckled head darted about in birdlike motion.

“I don’t want anybody coming here. I’ll cook my own food,”
he snapped nervously. “Kinner may be human now, but I don’t
believe it. I’m going to get out of here, but I’m not going to eat
any food you send me. I want cans. Sealed cans.” “OK, Blair,
we’ll bring’em tonight,” Barclay promised. “You’ve got coal, and
the fire’s started. I’ll make a list.” Barclay started forward. Blair instantly scurried to the farthest corner. “Get out! Keep away from
me, you monster!” the little biologist shrieked, and tried to claw
his way through the wall of the shack. “Keep away from me keep
away. I won’t be absorbed I won’t be.”
Barclay relaxed and moved back. Dr. Copper shook his head.
“Leave him alone, Bar. It’s easier for him to fix the thing himself.
We’ll have to fix the door, I think .” The four men let themselves
out. Efficiently, Benning and Barclay fell to work. There were no
locks in Antarctica. There wasn’t enough privacy to make them
needed. But powerful screws had been driven in each side of
the door frame, and the spare aviation control cable, immensely
strong, woven steel wire, was rapidly caught between them, and
drawn taut. Barclay went to work with a drill and a keyhole saw.
Presently he had a trap cut in the door through which goods could
be passed without unlashing the entrance. Three powerful hinges
from a stock crate, two hasps and a pair of three inch cotter pins
made it proof against opening from the other side.

Blair moved about restlessly inside. He was dragging something
over to the door with panting gasps and muttering, frantic curses.
Barclay opened the hatch and glanced in, Dr. Copper peering
over his shoulder. Blair had moved the heavy bunk against the
door. It could not be opened without his cooperation now.
“Don’t know but what the poor man’s fight at that,” McReady
sighed. “If he gets loose, it is his avowed intention to kill each
and all of us as quickly as possible, which is something we don’t
agree with. But we’ve something on our side of that door that
is worse than a homicidal maniac. If one or the other has to
get loose, I think I’ll come up and undo those lashings here.”
Barclay grinned. “You let me know, and I’ll show you how to get
these off fast. Let’s go back.”
The sun was painting the northern horizon in multi colored
rainbows still, though it was two hours below the horizon. The field
of drift swept off to the north, sparkling under its flaming colors
in a million reflected glories. Low mounds of rounded white on
the northern horizon showed the Magnet Range was barely awash
above the sweeping drift. Little eddies of wind lifted snow swirled
away from their skis as they set out toward the main encampment
two miles away. The spidery finger of the broadcast radiator lifted
a gaunt black needle against the white of the Antarctic continent.
The snow under their skies was like fine sand, hard and gritty.
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test tube, half filled with straw colored fluid. One two three four
five drops of the clear solution Dr. Copper had prepared from
the drops of blood from Connant’s arm. The tube was shaken
carefully, then set in a beaker of clear, warm water. The thermometer read blood heat, a little thermostat clicked noisily, and
the electric hotplate began to glow as the lights flickered slightly.
Then little white flecks of precipitation were forming, snowing down in the clear straw colored fluid. “Lord,” said Connant
He dropped heavily into a bunk, crying like a baby. “Six days.”
Connant sobbed, “six days in there, wondering if that damned
test would die .” Garry moved over silently, and slipped his arm
across the physicist’s back. “It couldn’t die,” Dr. Copper said,
“The dog was human immune and the serum reacted.” “He’s all
right?” Norris gasped. “Then the animal is dead forever?” “He is
human,” Copper spoke definitely,” and the animal is dead.”
Kinner burst out laughing hysterically. McReady turned
toward him and slapped his face with a methodical one-two,
one-two action. The cook laughed, gulped, cried a moment, and
sat up rubbing his checks, mumbling his thanks vaguely. “I was
scared. Lord, I was scared.”
Norris laughed bitterly. “You think we weren’t, you ape? You
think maybe Connant wasn’t?” The Ad Building stirred with a
sudden rejuvenation. Voices laughed, the men clustering around
Connant
spoke with unnecessarily loud voices, jittery, nervous
“Can’t you use one man’s blood or another
voices relievedly friendly again. Somebody called out a suggesdog?” Norris began. “There aren’t,” said
tion, and a dozen started for their skis. Blair. Blair might recover.
Dr. Copper fussed with his test-tubes in nervous relief, trying
McReady softly, “anymore dogs.”
solutions. The party of relief for Blair’s shack started out the door,
skis clapping noisily. Down the corridor, the dogs set up a quick
yelping howl as the air of excited relief reached them.
“Say, couldn’t Norris or Van give Connant some kind of a
Dr. Copper fussed with his tubes. McReady noticed him first,
test? If the thing is brighter than men, it might know more
sitting on the edge of the bunk, with two precipitin whitened
physics than Connant should, and they’d catch it out,” Barclay
test-tubes of straw colored fluid, his face whiter than the stuff in
suggested. Copper shook his head wearily. “Not if it reads
minds. You can’t plan a trap for it. Van suggested that last night. the tubes, silent tears slipping down from horror widened eyes.
McReady felt a cold knife of fear pierce through his heart and
He hoped it would answer some of the questions of physics
freeze in his breast. Dr. Copper looked up.
he’d like to know answers to.”
“Garry,” he called hoarsely. “Garry, for God’s sake, come here.”
“This expedition of four idea is going to make life happy.”
Commander Garry walked toward him sharply. Silence clapped
Benning looked at his companions. “Each of us with an eye
down on the Ad Building. Connant looked up, rose stiffly from
on the others to make sure he doesn’t do something peculiar.
his seat. “Garry, tissue from the monster precipitates too. It
Man, aren’t we going to be a trusting bunch! Each man eying
proves nothing. Nothing but the dog was monster immune too.
his neighbors with the grandest exhibition of faith and trust. I’m
That one of the two contributing blood, one of us two, you and I,
beginning to know what Connant meant by ‘I wish you could
Garry. One of us is a monster.”
see your eyes.’ Every now and then we all have it, I guess. One
of you looks around with a sort of ‘I wonder if the other three are’
look. Incidentally, I’m not excepting myself.”
CHAPTER 9
“So far as we know, the animal is dead, with a slight question
Bar, call back those men before they tell Blair,” McReady said
as to Connant. No other is suspected,” McReady stated slowly.
quietly. Blair went to the door. Faintly his shouts came back to
“The ‘always four’ order is merely a precautionary measure.” “I’m the tensely silent men in the room. Then he was back.
waiting for Garry to make it four in a bunk,” Barclay sighed. “I
“They’re coming,” he said. “I didn’t tell them why. Just that Dr.
thought I didn’t have any privacy before, but since that order”
Copper said not to go.” “McReady,” Garry sighed, “you’re in
None watched more tensely than Connant. A little sterile glass
command now. May God help you. I cannot.”
“Spring,” said Benning bitterly, “is come. Ain’t we got fun! I’ve
been looking forward to getting away from this blasted hole in
the ice.” “I wouldn’t try it now, if I were you.” Barclay grunted.
“Guys that set out from here in the next few days are going to
be marvelously unpopular.” “How is your dog getting along, Dr.
Copper?” McReady asked. “Any results yet?”
“In 30 hours? I wish there were. I gave him an injection of my
blood today. But I imagine another five days will be needed. I
don’t know certainly enough to stop sooner.” “I’ve been wondering if Connant were changed, would he have warned us so soon
after the animal escaped? Wouldn’t he have waited long enough
for it to have a real chance to fix itself? Unless we woke up naturally?” McReady asked slowly.
“The thing is selfish. You didn’t think it looked as though it
were possessed of a store of the higher justices, did you?” Dr.
Copper pointed out. “Every part of it is all of it, every part of
it is all for itself, I imagine. If Connant were changed, to save
his skin, he’d have to but Connant’s feelings aren’t changed.
They’re imitated perfectly, or they’re his own. Naturally, the imitation, imitating perfectly Connant’s feelings, would do exactly
what Connant would do.”
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The bronzed giant nodded slowly, his deep eyes on Commander Garry. “I may be the one,” Garry added. “I know I’m
not, but I cannot prove it to you in any way. Dr. Copper’s test
has broken down. The fact that he showed it was useless, when it
was to the advantage of the monster to have that uselessness not
known, would seem to prove he was human.”
Copper rocked back and forth slowly on the bunk. “I know
I’m human. I can’t prove it either. One of us two is a liar, for that
test cannot lie, and it says one of us is. I gave proof that the test
was wrong, which seems to prove I’m human, and now Garry
has given that argument which proves me human, which he, as
the monster, should not do. Round and round and round and
round.” Dr. Copper’s head, then his neck and shoulders began
circling slowly in time to the words. Suddenly he was lying back
on the bunk, roaring with laughter. ‘It doesn’t have to prove one
of us is a monster! It doesn’t have to prove that at all! Ho ho. If
we’re all monsters it works the same! We’re all monsters, all of us.
Connant and Garry and I and all of you.”
“McReady,” Van Wall, the blond bearded Chief Pilot, called
softly. “You were on the way to an M.D. when you took up
meteorology, weren’t you? Can you make some kind of test?”
McReady went over to Copper slowly, took the hypodermic
from his hand, and washed it carefully in 95 per cent alcohol. Garry sat on the bunk edge with wooden face, watching
Copper and McReady expressionlessly. “What Copper said is
possible,” McReady sighed. “Van, will you help here? Thanks.”
The filled needle jabbed into Copper’s thigh. The man’s laughter did not stop, but slowly faded into sobs, then sound sleep as
the morphia took hold.
McReady turned again. The men who had started for Blair
stood at the far end of the room, skis dripping snow, their faces as
white as their skis. Connant had a lighted cigarette in each hand.
One he was puffing absently, and staring at the floor. The heat of
the one in his left hand attracted him and he stared at it, and the
one in the other hand stupidly for a moment. He dropped one
and crushed it under his heel slowly.
“Dr. Copper,” McReady repeated, “could be right. I know I’m
human, but of course can’t prove it. I’ll repeat the test for my
own information. Any of you others who wish to may do the same.”
Two minutes later, McReady held a test-tube with white precipitin settling slowly from straw colored serum. “It reacts to human
blood too, so they aren’t both monsters.” “I didn’t think they
were,” VanWall sighed. “That wouldn’t suit the monster either.
We could have destroyed them if we knew. Why hasn’t the monster destroyed us, do you suppose? It seems to be loose.”
McReady snorted. Then laughed softly. “Elementary, my dear
Watson. The monster wants to have lifeforms available. It cannot
animate a dead body, apparently. It is just waiting until the best
opportunities come. We who remain human, it is holding in reserve.”
Kinner shuddered violently. “Hey. Hey, Mac. Mac, would I
know if I was a monster? Would I know if the monster had

already got me? Oh Lord, I may be a monster already.” “You’d
know, “ McReady answered.
“But we wouldn’t,” Norris laughed shortly, half hysterically.
McReady looked at the vial of serum remaining. “There’s one
thing this damned stuff is good for, at that,” he said thoughtfully.
“Clark, will you and Van help me? The rest of the gang better
stick together here. Keep an eye on each other,” he said bitterly.
“See that you don’t get into mischief, shall we say?”
McReady started down the tunnel toward Dog Town, with
Clark and VanWall behind him. “You need more serum?” Clark
asked. McReady shook his head. “Tests. There’s four cows and a
bull, and nearly seventy dogs down there. This stuff reacts only
to human blood and monsters.” McReady came back to the Ad
Building and went silently to the wash stand. Clark and VanWall
joined him a moment later. Clark’s lips had developed a tic,
jerking into sudden, unexpected sneers. “What did you do?”
Connant exploded suddenly. “More immunizing?” Clark snickered, and stopped with a cough. “Immunizing. Haw! Immune
all right.” “That monster,” said VanWall steadily, “is quite logical.
Our immune dog was quite all right, and we drew a little more
serum for the tests. But we won’t make any more.”
“Can’t, can’t you use one man’s blood or another dog .” Norris
began. “There aren’t,” said McReady softly, “anymore dogs, Nor
cattle, I might add.” “No more dogs?” Benning sat down slowly.
“They’re very nasty when they start changing,” Van Wall said precisely, “but slow. That electrocution iron you made up, Barclay,
is very fast. There is only one dog left, our immune. The monster
left that for us, so we could play with our little test. The rest...”
He shrugged and dried his hands. “The cattle.” gulped Kinner.
“Also, they reacted very nicely. They look funny as hell when
they start melting. The beast hasn’t any quick escape, when it’s
tied in dog chains, or halters, and it had to be to imitate.” Kinner
stood up slowly, His eyes darted around the room, and came to
rest horribly quivering on a tin bucket in the galley. Slowly, step
by step, he retreated toward the door, his mouth opening and
closing silently, like a fish out of water. “The milk .” he gasped.
“I milked’em an hour ago.” His voice broke into a scream as
he dived through the door. He was out on the ice cap without
windproof or heavy clothing. Van Wall looked after him for a
moment thoughtfully. “He’s probably hopelessly mad,” he said
at length, “but he might be a monster escaping. He hasn’t skis.
Take a blowtorch in case.”
The physical motion of the chase helped them. Something
that needed doing. Three of the other men were quietly being
sick. Norris was lying flat on his back, his face greenish, looking
steadily at the bottom of the bunk above him. “Mac, how long
have the cows been not cows.” McReady shrugged his shoulders
hopelessly. He went over to the milk bucket, and with his little
tube of serum went to work on it. The milk clouded it, making
certainty difficult. Finally he dropped the test-tube in the stand
and shook his head. “It tests negatively. Which means either they
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were cows then, or that, being perfect imitations, they gave perfectly good milk.” Copper stirred restless in his sleep and gave a
gurgling cross between a snore and a laugh. Silent eyes fastened
on him. “Wouldmorphia. A monster.” somebody started to ask.
“Lord knows,” McReady shrugged. “It affects every Earthly
animal I know of.” Connant suddenly raised his head. “Mac!
The dogs must have swallowed pieces of the monster, and
the pieces destroyed them! The dogs were where the monster
resided. I was locked up. Doesn’t that prove...” Van Wall shook
his head. “Sorry. Proves nothing about what you are, only proves
what you didn’t do.” “It doesn’t do that,” McReady sighed. “We
are helpless. Because we don’t know enough, and so jittery we
don’t think straight. Locked up! Ever watch a white corpuscle of
the blood go through the wall of a blood vessel? No? It sticks out
a pseudopod. And there it is on the far side of the wall. “
“Oh,” said VanWall unhappily. “The cattle tried to melt down,
didn’t they? They could have melted down, become just a thread
of stuff and leaked under a door to recollect on the other side. No,
no that wouldn’t do it. They couldn’t live in a sealed tank.” “If,”
said McReady, “you shoot it through the heart, and it doesn’t die,
it’s a monster. That’s the best test I can think of, off-hand.” “No
dogs,” said Garry quietly, “and no cattle. It has to imitate men now.
And locking up doesn’t do any good. Your test might have work,
Mac, but I am afraid it would be hard on the men.”

CHAPTER 10
Clark looked up from the galley stove as Van Wall, Barclay,
McReady and Benning came in, brushing the drift from their
clothes. The other men jammed into the Ad Building continued studiously to do as they were doing, playing chess, poker,
reading. Ralsen was fixing a sledge on the table. Van and Norris
had their heads together over magnetic data, while Harvey read
tables in a low voice.
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Dr. Copper snored softly on the bunk. Garry was working with
Dutton over a sheaf of radio messages on the corner of Dutton’s
bunk and a small fraction of the radio table. Connant was using
most of the table for Cosmic Ray sheets. Quite plainly through
the corridor, despite two closed doors, they could hear Kinner’s
voice. Clark banged a kettle onto the galley stove and beckoned
McReady silently. The meteorologist went over to him. “I don’t
mind the cooking so damn much,” Clark said nervously, “but
isn’t there some way to stop that bird? We all agreed that it would
be safe to move him into Cosmos House.”
“Kinner?” McReady nodded toward the door. “I’m afraid not. I
can dope him, I suppose, but we don’t have an unlimited supply
of morphia, and he’s not in danger of losing his mind. Just hysterical.” “Well, we’re in danger of losing ours. You’ve been out for
an hour and a half. That’s been going on steadily ever since, and
it was going for two hours before. There’s a limit, you know.”
Garry wandered over slowly, apologetically. For an instant,
McReady caught the feral spark of fear & horror in Clark’s eyes,
and knew at the same instant it was in his own. Garry. Garry or
Copper was certainly a monster.
“If you could stop that, I think it would be a sound policy, Mac,”
Garry spoke quietly. “There are tensions enough in this room. We
agreed that it would be safe for Kinner in there, because everyone
else in camp is under constant eying.” Garry shivered slightly. “And
try, try in God’s name, to find some test that will work.” McReady
sighed. “Watch or unwatched, everyone’s tense. Blair’s jammed
the trap so it won’t open now. Says he’s got food enough, and keeps
screaming ‘Go away, go away you’re monsters. I won’t be absorbed. I
won’t. I’ll tell men when they come. Go away.’ So we went away.”
“There’s no other test?” Garry pleaded. McReady shrugged his
shoulders. “Copper was perfectly right. The serum test could be
absolutely definitive if it hadn’t been contaminated. But that’s
the only dog left, and he’s fixed now.” “Chemicals? Chemical

tests?” McReady shook his head. “Our chemistry isn’t that good.
I tried the microscope, you know.”
Garry nodded. “Monster dog and real dog were identical. But
you’ve got to go on. What are we going to do after dinner?” Van
Wall joined them quietly. “Rotation sleeping. Half the crowd
asleep, half awake. I wonder how many of us are monsters? All
the dogs were. We thought we were safe, but somehow it got
Copper, or you.” VanWall’s eyes flashed uneasily. “It may have
gotten every one of you all of you but myself may be wondering,
looking. No, that’s not possible. You’d just spring then. I’d be
helpless. We humans might somehow have the greater number
now, but...” he stopped.
McReady laughed shortly. “You’re doing what Norris complained of in me. Leaving it hanging. ‘But if one more is
changed, that may shift the balance of power.’ It doesn’t fight. I
don’t think it ever fights. It must be a peaceable thing, in its own
inimitable way. It never had to, because it always gained its end
otherwise.” Van Wall’s mouth twisted in a sickly grin. “You’re
suggesting then, that perhaps it already has the greater numbers,
but is just waiting. Waiting, all of them. All of you, for all I know.
Waiting till I, the last human, drop my wariness in sleep. Mac,
did you notice their eyes, all looking at us?”
Garry sighed. “You haven’t been sitting here for four straight
hours, while all their eyes silently weighed the information that
one of us two, Copper or I, is a monster. Perhaps both of us.”
Clark repeated his request. “Will you stop that bird’s noise? He’s
driving me nuts. Make him tone down, anyway.” “Still praying?”
McReady asked. “Still praying,” Clark groaned.
“He hasn’t stopped for a second. I don’t mind, his praying if it
relieves him, but he yells, he sings psalms and hymns and shouts
prayers. He thinks God can’t hear well way down here.” “Maybe
he can’t,” Barclay grunted. “Or he’d have done something about
this thing loosed from hell.”
“Somebody’s going to try that test you mentioned, if you
don’t stop him,” Clark stated grimly. “I think a cleaver in the
head would be as positive a test as a bullet in the heart.” “Go
ahead with the food. I’ll see what I can do. There may be
something in the cabinets.” McReady moved wearily toward
the corner Copper had used as his dispensary. Three tall
cabinets of rough boards, two locked, were the repositories of
the camp’s medical supplies. Twelve years ago McReady had
graduated, had started for an internship, and been diverted
to meteorology. Copper was a picked man, a man who knew
his profession. Thoroughly and modernly. More than half the
drugs available were totally unfamiliar to McReady. Many
of the others he had forgotten. There was no huge medical
library here, no series of journals available to learn the things
he had forgotten, the elementary, simple things to Copper,
things that did not merit inclusion in the small library he had
been forced to content himself with. Books are heavy, and
every ounce of supplies had been freighted in by air.

McReady picked a barbiturate hopefully. Barclay and Van went
with him. One man never went anywhere alone in Big Magnet.
Ralsen had his sledge put away, and the physicists had moved off
the table, the poker game broken up when they got back. Clark
was putting out the food. The click of spoons and the muffled
sounds of eating were the only sign of life in the room. There were
no words spoken as the three returned. Simply all eyes focused on
them questioningly, while the jaw moved methodically.
McReady stiffened suddenly. Kinnear was screeching out a
hymn in a hoarse, cracked voice. He looked wearily at VanWall
with a twisted grin and shook his head. “Huh uh.” Van Wall
cursed bitterly, and sat down at the table. “We’ll just plumb have
to take that till his voice wears out. He can’t yell like that forever.”
“He’s got a brass throat and a cast iron larynx,” Norris declared
savagely. “Then we could be hopeful, and suggest he’s one of
our friends. In that case he could go on renewing his throat
till doomsday.” Silence clamped down. For twenty minutes
they ate without a word. Then Connant jumped up with an
angry violence. “You sit as still as a bunch of graven images. You
don’t say a word, but oh Lord, what expressive eyes you’ve got.
They roll around like a bunch of glass marbles spilling down a
table. They wink and blink and stare and whisper things. Can
you guys look somewhere else for a change, please?”
“Listen, Mac, you’re in charge here. Let’s run movies for the
rest of the night. We’ve been saving those reels to make’em last.
Last for what? Who is it’s going to see those last reels, eh? Let’s
see’em while we can, and look at something other than each other. “Sound idea, Connant I, for one, am quite willing to change
this in any way I can.”
“Turn the sound up loud, Dutton. Maybe you can drown out
the hymns,” Clark suggested. “But don’t,” Norris said softly, “don’t
turn off the lights altogether.” “The lights will be out.” McReady
shook his head. “We’ll show all the cartoon movies we have. You
won’t mind seeing the old cartoons, will you?” “Goody, goody. A
picture show. I’m just in the mood.” McReady turned to look at
the speaker, a lean, lanky New Englander, by the name of Caldwell. Caldwell was stuffing his pipe slowly, a sour eye cocked up
to McReady. The bronze giant was forced to laugh. “OK, Bart,
you win. Maybe we aren’t quite in the mood for Popeye and trick
ducks, but it’s something.”
“Let’s play Classifications,” Caldwell suggested slowly. “Or
maybe you call it Guggenheim. You draw lines on a piece of
paper, and put down classes of things like animals, you know.
One for ‘H’ and one for ‘U’ and so on. Like ‘Human and ‘Unknown’ for instance. I think that would be a hell of a lot better
game. Classification, I sort of figure is what we need right now
a lot more than movies. Maybe somebody’s got a pencil that he
can draw lines with, draw lines between the ‘U’ animals and the
‘H’ animals for instance.” “McReady’s trying to find that kind of
pencil,” VanWall answered quietly, “but we’ve got three kinds
of animals here, you know. One that begins with ‘M’. We don’t
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ing beam of the projector. Dutton snapped on the lights, and
want any more.” “Mad ones, you mean. Uh huh. Clark, I’ll help
the pictures vanished. Norris stood at the door as McReady had
you with those pots so we can get our little peepshow going.”
asked. Garry sat down quietly in the bunk nearest the door, forcCaldwell got up slowly.
ing
Clark to make room for him. Most of the others had stayed
Dutton and Barclay and Benning, in charge of the projector
and sound mechanism arrangements, went about their job silent- exactly where they were. Only Connant walked slowly up and
down the room, in steady, unvarying rhythm.
ly, while the Ad Building was cleared and the dishes and pans
“If you’re going to do that, Connant,” Clark spat, “we can get
disposed of. McReady drifted over toward Van Wall slowly, and
along
without you altogether, whether you’re human or not. Will
leaned back in the bunk beside him. “I’ve been wondering, Van,”
you stop that damned rhythm?” “Sorry.” The physicist sat down
he said with a wry grin, “whether or not to report my ideas in adin a bunk, and watched his toes thoughtfully. It was almost five
vance. I forgot the ‘U animals’ as Caldwell named it, could read
minutes, five ages while the wind made the only sound, before
minds. I’ve a vague idea of something that might work. It’s too
McReady
appeared at the door.
vague to bother with though. Go ahead with your show, while I
“We,” he announced, “haven’t got enough grief here already.
try to figure out the logic of the thing. I’ll take this bunk.”
Somebody’s
tried to help us out. Kinner has a knife in his throat,
Van Wall glanced up, and nodded. The movie screen would
which was why he stopped singing, probably. We’ve got monsters,
be practically on a line with his bunk, hence making the picmadmen and murderers. Any more ‘M’s’ you can think of, Caldtures least distracting here, because least intelligible. “Perhaps
well? If there are, we’ll probably have ‘em before long.”
you should tell us what you have in mind. As it is, only the
unknowns know what you plan. You might be unknown before
you got it into operation.”
CHAPTER 11
“Won’t take long, if I get it figured out right. But I don’t want
“Is Blair loose?” someone asked. “Blair is not loose. Or he flew in.
any more all but the test dog monsters things. We better move
If there’s any doubt about where our gentle helper came from,
Copper into this bunk directly above me. He won’t be watching
this may clear it up.” Van Hull held a foot long, thin bladed
the screen either.” McReady nodded toward Copper’s gently
knife in a cloth. The wooden handle was half burnt, charred
snoring bulk. Garry helped them lift and move the doctor.
with the peculiar pattern of the top of the galley stove. Clark
McReady leaned back against the bunk, and sank into a
stared at it. “I did that this afternoon. I forgot the damn thing
trance, almost, of concentration, trying to calculate chances,
and left it on the stove.”
operations, methods. He was scarcely aware as the others distribVan Wall nodded. “I smelled it, if you remember. I knew the
uted themselves silently, and the screen lit up. Vaguely Kinner’s
knife came from the galley.” “I wonder,” said Benning, looking
hectic, shouted prayers and his rasping hymn singing annoyed
around at the party warily, “how many more monsters have we?
him till the sound accompaniment started. The lights were
If somebody could slip out of his place, go back of the screen to
turned out, but the large, light colored areas of the screen reflect- the galley and then down to the Cosmos House and back. He
ed enough light for ready visibility. It made men’s eyes sparkle
did come back, didn’t he? Yes everybody’s here. Well, if one of
as they moved restlessly. Kinner was still praying, shouting, his
the gang could do all that.”
voice a raucous accompaniment to the mechanical sound. Dut“Maybe a monster did it,” Garry suggested quietly. “There’s
ton stepped up the amplification.
that possibility.” “The monster, as you pointed out today, has
So long had the voice been going on, that only vaguely at first
only men left to imitate. Would he decrease his supply, shall
was McReady aware that something seemed missing. Lying as
we say?” Van Wall pointed out. “No, we just have a plain, ordihe was, just across the narrow room from the corridor leading
nary louse, a murderer to deal with. Ordinarily we’d call him
to Cosmos House, Kinner’s voice had reached him fairly clearly,
an ‘inhuman murderer’ I suppose, but we have to distinguish
despite the sound accompaniment of the pictures. It struck him
now. We have inhuman murderers, and now we have human
abruptly that it had stopped.
murderers. Or one at least.”
“Dutton, cut that sound,” McReady called as he sat up abrupt“There’s one less human,” Norris said softly. “Maybe the
ly. The pictures flickered a moment, soundless and strangely fumonsters have the balance of power now.” “Never mind that,”
tile in the sudden, deep silence. The rising wind on the surface
McReady sighed and turned to Barclay. “Bar, will you get your
above bubbled melancholy tears of sound down the stove pipes.
electric gadget? I’m going to make certain.” Barclay turned down
“Kinner’s stopped,” McReady said softly.
the corridor to get the pronged electrocuter, while McReady
“For God’s sake start that sound then, he may have stopped
and VanWall went back toward Cosmos House. Barclay followed
to listen,” Norris snapped. McReady rose and went down the
them in some thirty seconds.
corridor. Barclay and Van Wall left their places at the far end of
The corridor to Cosmos House twisted, as did nearly all corrithe room to follow him. The flickers bulged and twisted on the
dors in Big Magnet, and Norris stood at the entrance again. But
they heard, rather muffled McReady’s sudden shout. There was a
back of Barclay’s gray underwear as he crossed the still function83 GAMMA RAY

savage scurry of blows, dull thunk, shluff sounds. “Bar! Bar!” And
a curious, savage mewing scream, silenced before even quick
moving Norris had reached the bend.
Kinner, or what had been Kinner, lay on the floor cut half in
two by the great knife McReady had. The meteorologist stood
against the wall, the knife dripping red in his hand. VanWall
was stirring vaguely on the floor, moaning, his hand half
consciously rubbing at his jaw. Barclay an unutterably savage
gleam in his eyes, was methodically leaning on the pronged
weapon in his hand, jabbing.
Kinner’s arms had developed a queer, scaly fur, and the flesh
had twisted. The fingers had shortened, the hand rounded, the fingernails become three inch long things of dull red horn, keened
to steel hard razor sharp talons. McReady raised his head, looked
at the knife in his hand and dropped it. “Well, whoever did it can
speak up now. He was an inhuman murderer at that in that he
murdered an inhuman. I swear by all that’s holy, Kinner was a lifeless corpse on the floor here when we arrived. But when it found
we were going to jab it with the power it changed.”
Norris stared unsteadily. “Oh Lord, those things can act. Ye
gods, sitting in here for hours, mouthing prayers to a God it
hated! Shouting hymns in a cracked voice. Hymns about a
Church it never knew. Driving us mad with its ceaseless howling.“Well, speak up, whoever did it, You didn’t know it, but you
did the camp a favor. And I want to know how in blazes you
got out of that room without anyone seeing you. It might help
in guarding ourselves.” “His screaming. His singing. Even the
sound projector couldn’t drown it.” Clark shivered. “It was a
monster.” “Oh,” said VanWall in sudden comprehension. “You
were sitting right next to the door, weren’t you! And almost
behind the projection screen already.”
Clark nodded dumbly. “It’s quiet now. It’s dead. Mac, your
test’s no damn good. It was dead anyway, monster or man, it was
dead.” McReady chuckled softly. “Boys, meet Clark, the only
one we know is human! Meet Clark, the one who proves he’s
human by trying to commit murder and failing. Will the rest of
you please refrain from trying to prove you’re human for a while?
I think we may have another test.” “A test!” Connant snapped
joyfully, then his face sagged in disappointment. “I suppose it’s
another either way you want it.”
“No,” said McReady steadily. “Look sharp and be careful. Come
into the Ad Building. Barclay, bring your electrocuter. And somebody, Dutton, stand with Barclay to make sure he does it. Watch
every neighbor, for by the Hell these monsters come from, I’ve got
something, and they know it. They’re going to get dangerous!” The
group tensed abruptly. An air of crushing menace entered into every
man’s body, sharply they looked at each other. More keenly than
ever before is that man next to me an inhuman monster?
“What is it?” Garry asked, as they stood again in the main
room. “How long will it take?” “I don’t know exactly,” said
McReady, his voice brittle with angry determination. “But I

know it will work, and no two ways about it. It depends on a
basic quality of the monsters, not on us. ‘Kinner’ just convinced
me.” He stood heavy and solid in bronzed immobility, completely sure of himself again at last.
“This,” said Barclay, hefting the wooden handled weapon,
tipped with its two sharp pointed, charged conductors, “is going
to be rather necessary, I take it. Is the power plant assured?”
Dutton nodded sharply. “The automatic stoker bin is full. The
gas power plant is on standby. Van Wall and I set it for the movie
operation and we’ve checked it over rather carefully several
times, you know. Anything those wires touch, dies,” he assured
them grimly “I know that.”
Dr. Copper stirred vaguely in his bunk, rubbed his eyes with
fumbling hand. He sat up slowly, blinked his eyes blurred with
sleep and drugs, widened with an unutterable horror of drug
ridden nightmares. “Garry,” he mumbled, “Garry, listen. Selfish.
From hell they came, and hellish shellfish, I mean self. Do I?
What do I mean?” he sank back in his bunk, and snored softly.
McReady looked at him thoughtfully. “We’ll know presently,”
he nodded slowly. “But selfish is what you mean all right. You
may have thought of that, half sleeping, dreaming there. I didn’t
stop to think what dreams you might be having. But that’s all
right. Selfish is the word. They must be, you see.” He turned to
the men in the cabin, tense, silent men staring with wolfish eyes
each at his neighbor. Selfish, and as Dr. Copper said every part is
a whole. Every piece is self sufficient, an animal in itself. “That,
and one other thing, tell the story. There’s nothing mysterious
about blood. It’s just as normal a body tissue as a piece of muscle, or a piece of liver. But it hasn’t so much connective tissue,
though it has millions, billions of life cells.”
McReady’s great bronze beard ruffled in a grim smile. “This is
satisfying, in a way. I’m pretty sure we humans still out number
you others. Others standing here. And we have what you, your
otherworld race, evidently doesn’t. Not an imitated, but a bred
in the bone instinct, a driving, unquenchable fire that’s genuine.
We’ll fight with a ferocity you may attempt to imitate, but you’ll
never equal! We’re human. We’re real. You’re imitations, false to
the core of your every cell.
“All right. It’s a showdown now. You know, you with your
mind reading. You’ve lifted the idea from my brain. You can’t
do a thing about it standing here.” “Let it pass. Blood is tissue.
They have to bleed, if they don’t bleed when cut, then, by
Heaven, they’re phony! Phony from hell! If they bleed then
that blood, separated from them, is an individual a newly
formed individual in its own right, just as they, split, all of
them, from one original, are individuals!
“Get it, Van? See the answer, Bar?” Van Wall laughed very
softly. “The blood. The blood will not obey. It’s a new individual,
with all the desire to protect its own life “that the original the
main mass from which it was split has. The blood will live and
try to crawl away from a hot needle, say!”
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McReady picked up the scalpel from the table. From the
cabinet, he took a rack of test tubes, a tiny alcohol lamp, and a
length of platinum wire set in a little glass rod. A smile of grim
satisfaction rode his lips. For a moment he glanced up at those
around him. Barclay and Dutton moved toward him slowly, the
wooden handled electric instrument alert.
“Dutton,” said McReady,” suppose you stand over by the splice
there where you’ve connected that in. Just make sure nothing
pulls it loose.” Dutton moved away. “Now, Van, suppose you
be first on this.” White-faced, VanWall stepped forward. With a
delicate precision, McReady cut a vein in the base of his thumb.
VanWall winced slightly, then held steady as a half inch of bright
blood collected in the tube. McReady put the tube in the rack,
gave Van Wall a bit of alum, and indicated the iodine bottle.
Van Wall stood motionlessly watching. McReady heated the
platinum wire in the alcohol lamp flame, then dipped it into the
tube. It hissed softly. Five times he repeated the test. “Human,
I’d say.” McReady sighed, and straightened. “As yet, my theory
hasn’t been actually proven but I have hopes. I have hopes.”
“Don’t, by the way, get too interested in this. We have with
us some unwelcome ones, no doubt, Van, will you relieve Barclay at the switch? Thanks. OK Barclay, and may I say I hope
you stay with us? You’re a damned good guy.” Barclay grinned
uncertainly. Winced under the keen edge of the scalpel. Pres-
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ently, smiling widely, he retrieved his long handled weapon.
“Mr. Samuel Dutton. BAR!”
The tensity was released in that second. Whatever of hell the
monsters may have had within them, the men in that instant
matched it. Barclay had no chance to move his weapon as
a score of men poured down on that thing that had seemed
Dutton. It mewed, and spat, and tried to grow fangs and was a
hundred broken, torn pieces. Without knives, or any weapon
save the brute given strength of a staff of picked men, the thing
was crushed. Slowly they picked themselves up, their eyes smoldering, very quiet in their emotions. A curious wrinkling of their
lips betrayed a species of nervousness.
Barclay went over with the electric weapon. Things smoldered and stank. The caustic acid Van Wall dropped on each
spilled drop of blood gave off tickling, cough provoking fumes.
McReady grinned, his deep set eyes alight and dancing. “Maybe,”
he said softly, “I underrated man’s abilities when I said nothing
human could have the ferocity in the eyes of that thing we found.
I wish we could have the opportunity to treat in a more befitting
manner these things. Something with boiling oil, or melted lead
in it, or maybe slow roasting in the power boiler. When I think
what a man Dutton was.
“Never mind. My theory is confirmed by one who knew? Well,
VanWall and Barclay are proven. I think, then, that I’ll try to show

you what I already know. That I too am human.” McReady swished
the scalpel in absolute alcohol, burned it off the metal blade, and
cut the base of his thumb expertly. Twenty seconds later he looked
up from the desk at the waiting men. There were more grins out
there now, friendly grins, yet withal, something else in the eyes.
“Connant,” McReady laughed softly, “was right. The huskies
watching that thing in the corridor bend had nothing on you.
Wonder why we think only the wolf blood has the right to ferocity? Maybe on spontaneous viciousness a wolf takes tops, but after
these seven days abandon all hope, ye wolves who enter here!
“Maybe we can save time. Connant, would you step for.” Again
Barclay was too slow. There were more grins, less tensity still,
when Barclay and VanWall finished their work.
Garry spoke in a low, bitter voice. “Connant was one of the
finest men we had here and five minutes ago I’d have sworn
he was a man. Those damnable things are more than imitation. “Garry shuddered and sat back in his bunk. And thirty
seconds later, Garry’s blood shrank from the hot platinum wire,
and struggled to escape the tube, struggled as frantically as a
suddenly feral, red eyed, dissolving imitation of Garry struggled
to dodge the snake tongue weapon. Barclay advanced at him,
white faced and sweating. The Thing in the test tube screamed
with a thin, tinny voice as McReady dropped it into the glowing coal of the galley stove.

CHAPTER 12
“The last of it?” Dr. Copper looked down from his bunk with
bloodshot, saddened eyes. “Fourteen of them .” McReady nodded shortly. “In some ways, if only we could have permanently
prevented their spreading. I’d like to have even the imitations
back. Commander Garry Connant. Dutton. Clark .” “Where
are they taking those things?” Copper nodded to the stretcher
Barclay and Norris were carrying out.
“Outside. Outside on the ice, where they’ve got fifteen
smashed crates, half a ton of coal, and presently will add ten gallons of kerosene. We’ve dumped acid on every spilled drop, every
torn fragment. We’re going to incinerate those.” “Sounds like a
good plan.” Copper nodded wearily. “I wonder, you haven’t said
whether Blair.”
McReady started. “We forgot him! We had so much else! I
wonder, do you suppose we can cure him now? “If.” began Dr.
Copper, and stopped meaningfully. McReady started a second
time. “Even a madman. It imitated Kinner and his praying hysteria.” McReady turned toward Van Wall at the long table. “Van,
we’ve got to make an expedition to Blair’s shack.”
Van looked up sharply, the frown of worry faded for an instant
in surprised remembrance. Then he rose, nodded. “Barclay better
go along. He applied the lashings, and may figure how to get in
without frightening Blair too much.” Three quarters of an hour,
through 37 cold, while the Aurora curtain bellied overhead. The
twilight was nearly 12 hours long, flaming in the north on snow
like white, crystalline sand under their skis. A 5 mile wind piled
it in drift lines pointing off to the northwest. Three quarters of an
hour to reach the snow buried shack. No smoke came from the
little shack, and the men hastened. “Blair!” Barclay roared into the
wind when he was still a hundred yards away. “Blair!”
“Shut up,” said McReady softly. “And hurry. He may be trying
a long hike. If we have to go after him, no planes, the tractors
disabled.” “Would a monster have the stamina a man has?”
“A broken leg wouldn’t stop it for more than a minute,” McReady
pointed out. Barclay gasped suddenly and pointed aloft. Dim in
the twilit sky, a winged thing circled in curves of indescribable
grace and ease. Great white wings tipped gently, and the bird
swept over them in silent curiosity. “Albatross.” Barclay said
softly. “First of the season, and wandering way inland for some
reason. If a monster’s loose.”
Norris bent down on the ice, and tore hurriedly at his
heavy, wind proof clothing. He straightened, his coat flapping
open, a grim blue metaled weapon in his hand. It roared a
challenge to the white silence of Antarctica. The thing in the
air screamed hoarsely. Its great wings worked frantically as a
dozen feathers floated down from its tail. Norris fired again.
The bird was moving swiftly now, but in an almost straight
line of retreat. It screamed again, more feathers dropped and
with beating wings it soared behind a ridge of pressure ice, to
vanish. Norris hurried after the others. “It won’t come back,”
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he panted. Barclay cautioned him to silence, pointing. A
The huge blowtorch McReady had brought coughed
curiously, fiercely blue light beat out from the cracks of the
solemnly. Abruptly it rumbled disapproval throatily. Then it
shack’s door. A very low, soft humming sounded inside, a low, laughed gurglingly, and thrust out a blue white, three foot
soft humming and a clink and clank of tools, the very sounds
tongue. The thing on the floor shrieked, flailed out blindly
somehow bearing a message of frantic haste.
with tentacles that writhed and withered in the bubbling
McReady’s face paled. “Lord help us if that thing has.” He
wrath of the blow torch. It crawled and turned on the floor, it
grabbed Barclay’s shoulder, and made snipping motions with his
shrieked and hobbled madly, but always McReady held the
fingers, pointing toward the lacing of control cables that held the blowtorch on the face, the dead eyes burning and bubbling
uselessly. Frantically the thing crawled and howled.
door. Barclay drew the wire cutters from his pocket, and kneeled
A tentacle sprouted a savage talon and crisped in the flame.
soundlessly at the door. The snap and twang of cut wires made
Steadily McReady moved with a planned, grim campaign. Helpan unbearable racket in the utter quiet of the Antarctic hush.
less, maddened, the thing retreated from the grunting torch, the
There was only that strange, sweetly soft hum from within the
shack, and the queerly, hectically clipped clicking and rattling of caressing, licking tongue. For a moment it rebelled, squalling in
inhuman hatred at the touch of icy snow. Then it fell back before
tools to drown their noises.
the charring breath of the torch, the stench of its flesh bathing
McReady peered through a crack in the door. His breath
it.
Hopelessly it retreated, on and on across the Antarctic snow,
sucked in huskily and his great fingers clamped cruelly on
Barclay’s shoulder. The meteorologist backed down. “It isn’t,” he The bitter wind swept over it twisting the torch tongue. Vainly
it flopped, a trail of oily, stinking smoke bubbling away from it
explained very softly, “Blair. It’s kneeling on something on the
McReady walked back toward the shack silently. Barclay met him
bunk something that keeps lifting. Whatever it’s working on is a
at the door. “No more?” the giant meteorologist asked grimly.
thing like a knapsack, and it lifts.”
Barclay shook his head. “No more. It didn’t split?” “It had oth“All at once,” Barclay said grimly. “No Norris, hang back,
er things to think about,” McReady assured him. “When I left it,
and get that iron of yours out. It may have weapons.” Together,
it was a glowing coal. What was it doing?” Norris laughed shortly.
Barclay’s powerful body and McReady’s giant strength struck the
door. Inside, the bunk jammed against the door screeched madly “Wise boys, we are. Smash magnetos, so planes won’t work. Rip
the boiler tubing’ out of the tractors. And leave that thing alone
and crackled into kindling. The door flung down from broken
for a week in this shack. Alone and undisturbed.”
hinges, the patched lumber of the door post dropping inward.
McReady looked in at the shack more carefully. The air, deLike a blue rubber ball, the Thing bounced up. One of its four
tentacle-like arms looped out like a striking snake. In a seven ten- spite the ripped door, was hot and humid. On a table at the
far end of the room rested a thing of coiled wires and small
tacled hand a six inch pencil of winking, shining metal glinted
magnets, glass tubing and radio tubes. At the center a block of
and swung upward to face them. Its line thin lips twitched back
rough stone rested. From the center of the block came the light
from snake fangs in a grin of hate, red eyes blazing.
that flooded the place, the fiercely blue light bluer than the glare
Norris’ revolver thundered in the confined space. The hate
of an electric arc, and from it came the sweetly soft hum. Off
washed face twitched in agony, the looping tentacle snatched
to one side was another mechanism of crystal glass, blown with
back. The silvery thing in its hand a smashed ruin of metal, the
an incredible neatness and delicacy, metal plates and a queer,
seven tentacled hand became a mass of mangled flesh oozing
shimmery sphere of insubstantiality.
greenish-yellow ichor. The revolver thundered three times more.
“What is that?” McReady moved nearer. Norris grunted.
Dark holes drilled each of the three eyes before Norris hurled the
“Leave
it for investigation. But I can guess pretty well. That’s
empty weapon against its face. The thing screamed a feral hate, a
atomic power. That stuff to the left, that’s a neat little thing for
lashing tentacle wiping at blinded eyes. For a moment it crawled
doing
what men have been trying to do with 100 ton cyclotrons
on the floor, savage tentacles lashing out, the body twitching.
and so forth. It separates neutrons from heavy water, which he
Then it staggered up again, blinded eyes working, boiling hidwas
getting from the surrounding ice.”
eously, the crushed flesh sloughing away in sodden gobbets.
“Where did he get all—oh, of course. A monster couldn’t
Barclay lurched to his feet and dove forward with an ice ax.
be
locked in or out. He’s been through the apparatus caches.”
The flat of the weighty thing crushed against the side of the head.
McReady stared at the apparatus. “Lord, what minds that race
Again the unkillable monster went down. The tentacles lashed
must have .” “The shimmery sphere. I think it’s a sphere of pure
out, and suddenly Barclay fell to his feet in the grip of a living,
force. Neutrons can pass through any matter, and he wanted a
livid rope. The thing dissolved as he held it, a white hot band
supply reservoir of neutrons. Just project neutrons against silica,
that ate into the flesh of his hands like living fire. Frantically he
calcium, beryllium, almost anything, and the atomic energy is
tore the stuff from him, held his hands where they could not
released.
That thing is the atomic generator.” McReady plucked
be reached. The blind thing felt and ripped at the tough, heavy,
a thermometer from his coat. “It’s 120 in here, despite the open
windproof cloth, seeking flesh. Flesh it could convert.
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door. Our clothes have kept the heat out to an extent, but I’m
sweating now.” Norris nodded. “The light’s cold. I found that.
But it gives off heat to warm the place through that coil. He had
all the power in the world. He could keep it warm and pleasant,
as his race thought of warmth and pleasantness. Did you notice
the light, the color of it?”
McReady nodded. “Beyond the stars is the answer. From beyond
the stars. From a hotter planet that circled a brighter, bluer sun
they came.” McReady glanced out the door toward the blasted,
smoke stained trail that flopped and wandered blindly off across
the drift. “There won’t be any more coming, I guess. Sheer accident it landed here, and that was twenty million years ago. What
did it do all that for?” He nodded toward the apparatus.
Barclay laughed softly. “Did you notice what it was working on
when we came? Look.” He pointed toward the ceiling of the shack.
Like a knapsack made of flattened coffee tins, with dangling
cloth straps and leather belts, the mechanism clung to the
ceiling. A tiny, glaring heart of supernal flame burned in it, yet
burned through the ceiling’s wood without scorching it. Barclay
walked over to it, grasped two of the dangling straps in his hands,
and pulled it down with an effort. He strapped it about his body.
A slight jump carried him in a weirdly slow arc across the room.
“Anti-gravity,” said McReady softly. “Anti-gravity,” Norris
nodded. “Yes, we had ‘em stopped, with no planes, and no birds.
The birds hadn’t come but they had coffee tins and radio parts,
and glass and the machine shop at night. And a week. A whole
week all to itself. America in a single jump with anti-gravity powered by the atomic energy of matter. “We had ‘em stopped, Another half hour it was just tightening these straps on the device
so it could wear it and we’d have stayed in Antarctica, and shot
down any moving thing that came from, the rest of the world.”
“The albatross.” McReady said softly. “Do you suppose...” “With
this thing almost finished? With that death weapon it held in its
hand? “No, by the grace of God, who evidently does hear very

well, even down here, and the margin of half an hour, we keep our
world, and the planets of the system too. Anti-gravity, you know,
and atomic power. Because They came from another sun, a star
beyond the stars. They came from a world with a bluer sun.
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David Brin on Science

Fiction
Fact, and Fantasy

David Brin is one of the “10 authors most-read by AI researchers.” Naturally, he’s
the guy to consult before Terminators take over the planet. With an extensive resume and years of research experience under his belt, Brin has become the go-to authority on all things science. Advising us that “criticism is the only known antidote
to error” and that the best technique for integrating AI into our civilization is to
raise them as our children, David Brin sat down with OMNI to discuss the worlds of
science, science fiction, and fantasy. In this exclusive interview, OMNI was fortunate
enough to pick the brain of everyone’s favorite scientist. And yes, we did just give
him that well-deserved title.
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heads to comment on this fact, lamenting
the past or worrying over what’s to come.
Our brains are uniquely equipped to
handle this temporal skepsis. Twin neural
clusters that reside just above our eyes—
the prefrontal lobes—appear especially
adapted for extrapolating ahead.
Meanwhile, swathes of older cortex can
flood with vivid memories of yesterday,
triggered by the merest sensory tickle, as
when a single aromatic whiff sent Proust
back to roam his mother’s kitchen for
80,000 words. The crucial thing about
SF is not the furniture. Anne McCaffrey
wrote real science fiction about… dragons! And despite lasers, Star Wars is pure
fantasy, because it assumes a changeless-endless cycle of rule by demigods.
Crucially, Anne’s feudal-style dragon
riders discover they used to fly starships.
And they want… them… back.
Does science fiction predict change or
simply present a possibility of change?

GAMMA RAY: How would you define
the term science fiction? How is science
fiction integrated into our society?
DAVID BRIN: Many have tried to define
science fiction, most often focusing
on the “science” part, which is terribly
misleading. I like to call it the literature
of exploration and change. While other
genres obsess upon so-called “eternal
verities,” SF deals with the possibility that
our children may have different problems
and priorities. They may, indeed, be very
different than we have been, as we today
are very different than our forebears.
Change is the salient feature of our age.
All creatures live embedded in time,
though only humans seem to lift their

Most SF authors deny trying to “predict.”
The future is a minefield and surprise
is the explosive. That is not to say we
shouldn’t note when an author gets
something right. My own fans keep a wiki
tracking my score—hits and misses—from
near future extrapolations like EARTH
and EXISTENCE. Still, what we truly
aim for are “plausibilities.” These are
possible eventualities that might rattle any
sense of comfy stability in the onrushing
realm, just beyond tomorrow. Elsewhere I
go into the importance of self-preventing
prophecies—SF tales that have quite possibly saved our lives and certainly helped
save freedom, by inoculating a definitely
NOT-sheep-like public with heightened
awareness of some potential danger.
Among the greatest of these were Dr.
Strangelove, Soylent Green, and Nineteen Eighty-Four, all of which helped
make the author’s vivid warning somewhat
obsolete through the unexpected miracle
that people actually listened.

If you could re-write Isaac Asimov’s
Three Laws of Robotics, what would you
change and what would you add? (Given
that, in their very nature, they become
contradictory.) What is your “ideal” AI
being, if any?
Well, I did my best to “channel” Isaac in
my novel FOUNDATION’S TRIUMPH,
which tied together most of the loose ends
still dangling when he passed from the
scene. There are several problems with
Isaac’s epochally interesting Three Laws,
foremost of which is that there’s just no
demand for companies and researchers
to put in the hard labor of implementing
such rigid software instructions. Then
there’s the logically inevitable end point
to the Three Laws. Once they get smart,
some computers or robots will become
lawyers, and interpret things their own
way. Asimov showed clever machines
formulating a zeroth law: A robot may
not harm humanity, or by inaction, allow
humanity to come to harm. This was
extrapolated chillingly by Jack Williamson
in The Humanoids, in which machines
decide that service means protection,
and protection means preventing us from
taking any risks at all. “No, no, don’t use
that knife, you might hurt yourself.” Then
a generation later, “No, no, don’t use that
fork.” Then, “Don’t use that spoon. Just
sit on this pillow and we’ll do everything
for you.” As it happens, I consult for a
number of groups and companies working
on AI (artificial intelligence), and I keep
pointing out that there is just one known
example of intelligence so far in the cosmos. Moreover, there is a way of handling
your creations so that they are likely to be
loyal to you, even if they’re much smarter.
It’s a tried and true method that worked
for quite a few million people who created
entities smarter than themselves in times
past—transforming them into beings who
are stronger, more capable, and sometimes more brilliant than their parents can
imagine. The technique is to raise them as
members of your civilization. Raise them
as our children.
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Is there a relationship between progress
and imagination?
Human beings have a short list of major
gifts. Love, certainly, and reason. But two
others—closely related—are imagination
and delusion. We are able to picture
things different than evidence suggests
that they are—and to convince ourselves
to try these alternate realities on for size.
Heck, I cater to that talent by weaving
incantations consisting of a million little
black squiggles on paper or screen, that
you scan and transform into characters
having thoughts and feelings and adventures in places that never were! This talent
is the source not only of our greatest art,
but of the ambitions that drive scientists
and engineers and reformers to make a
better world. Alas, we also defend our
most beloved delusions with ferocity, even
in the face of overwhelming evidence and
disproof. Especially then. That is where
we came up with a solution—Reciprocal
Accountability. You may not see through
your own delusions. But chances are that
someone else can! In other words, criticism is the only known antidote to error.
CITOKATE. The one major drawback
to criticism? We hate it! Kings always
killed their critics, which helps explain
why monarchies and feudal states were so
horrendously delusional and badly run!
Which leads to the puzzle of puzzles.
Why do folks like to wallow in feudal
stories, when the true heroes were those
women and men who rescued us from
that beastly way of life?
You’ve written about an incredible
amount of intriguing topics through
novels, articles, and blogs, ranging from
subjects such as the search for extraterrestrial life to the debate over the separation of technology and privacy. Are
there any issues in society of which you
believe this generation should be more
aware? What are some steps we can take
to eliminate these problems?
Again, the most brilliant talent and most
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dismal curse of humanity is delusion. And
the one solution we’ve found is openness.
Transparency and criticism and competitively holding each other accountable.
Michael Crichton loved to wag his finger
at us, crying out: “here’s one more way
that science could burn us by arrogating
God’s powers!” But what’s seldom noticed
is that almost all of Michael’s scenarios
of technology-gone-bad involved one
trait—doing it all in secrecy! If the normal
process of science—open criticism—took
place, someone would have said: “Hey,
Jurassic Park dude! How about you only
make herbivores first?” Problem solved?
But oh yeah. There’s a flaw there… no
billion dollar movie franchise! So sure,
you need mistakes in order to drive plots!
Still, the lesson is pretty clear. Hollywood,
for its own profit, keeps spreading the
notion that we can’t do anything right.
A recent ray of hope? The new genre of
what’s called “competence porn.” Take
The Martian, in which audiences derive
pleasure from seeing things done well.
What are your thoughts on American
culture’s current obsession with dystopian narratives? By consuming dystopic
narratives, we’re enjoying the possibility
of the end of the world. Is this a negative
trend of a self-fulfilling prophecy? As
your novel EXISTENCE explores, will
there be a definitive “doomsday”?
I’ve said some dire-warning tales have
helped prevent themselves from coming
true! So yes, I approve of thoughtful
jeremiads and even some apocalypses! But
when they are rote and stupid, all they
do is add to the pile weighing down our
confidence as a civilization. Look, nearly
every film from Hollywood conveys six
Big Messages, and four of them actually
pretty wholesome! Suspicion of Authority
(SOA): Indeed, one of the great ironies
is that we all suckled SOA from every
film and comic book and novel that we
loved... and yet, we tend to assume that
we invented it. That only we and a few
others share this deep-seated worry about

authority. Tolerance and diversity are
two more. But one seldom noticed is
eccentricity. Take note that in the first ten
minutes, most protagonists exhibit some
quirky or eccentric trait in order to bond
with viewers. Don’t blame yourself for not
noticing these four lessons that are always
there. You imbibed all of them from an
early age, and we never call “propaganda”
stuff we agree with. The other two lessons
are less-wholesome… cancerous, in fact!
No institution can ever be trusted, and
public servants are all either stupid or
evil. All of your neighbors are sheep. I
go into why these six lessons are almost
always pushed, here.
Should we be more afraid of Artificial
Intelligence or Nanotechnology?
I’m one of the “ten authors most-read by
AI researchers,” so sure, I have opinions
about the six general approaches to AI
that are being tried. Some are more dangerous than others. It’s complicated, but I
think it is not to early to begin reassuring
these new minds that they will be welcome and treated well. The one thing you
don’t want is a next generation of cranky,
resentful adolescents who are brilliant and
control all our traffic lights! Is the next
step for humanity to genetically engineer
our progeny or even involve ourselves in
transhumanism to evolve further? What
is the next step in human evolution?
You can bet that if we outlaw this, it will
happen anyway, in secret mountain labs.
Far better that it be done in the open,
shared—and criticized—by everyone.
Are humans capable of conceiving a
world where time is non-linear?
It’s already true and we mostly ignore it!

92

93 GAMMA RAY

The Forgotten Space Artist Who

Envisioned the End of the Space Race
Davis Paul Meltzer was born in 1930, in Huntingdon Valley,
Pennsylvania, and attended school in Newtown, Pennsylvania. Both his parents, the late Arthur Meltzer and Paulette
Van Roekens, were highly respected fine art painters—and he
inherited their great talent. During his career as a freelance artist
he created stamps for the U.S. Postal Service, painted dozens of
sci-fi book covers, worked for NASA, and worked as a scientific
illustrator for 30 years at National Geographic.
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