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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      





AUTHOR’S NOTE



Examining this collection, which contains most of my earliest as well as a couple of my latest stories, I was sorely tempted to do complete rewriting jobs. There are stories here written when I was desperately attempting to become a commercial hack, not yet aware that I totally lacked the necessary talent. There are stories here written in the tough, gag-a-minute style then so popular in the magazines and very far indeed from what I have come to realize I do best. (“Your destiny,” my friend Rouben Samberg explained to me about this time, “is a very special one. God intended you to starve for art in the pulp magazines.”) With what I now know about writing and myself, it seemed to me, I had to make changes.


Then I remembered Aldous Huxley’s foreword to the later editions of Brave New World, his comments on “the artistic sins committed and bequeathed by that different person who was oneself in youth.” This collection is certainly no Brave New World, but if I rewrote, as Huxley said of himself, I should probably get rid not only of some of the faults of the story, but also of such merits as it originally possessed.” Like Huxley, I decided to resist “the temptation to wallow in artistic remorse.” Like Huxley, “I prefer to leave both well and ill alone.” I wrote these stories and I was terribly proud of them once: let them be.


My first story, “Alexander the Bait,” was written three months after the end of World War II and about eight months before Belmar Labs got the first reflected signal from a radar beam aimed at the moon. I was working as a technical editor for the Army Air Force then, and few reputable scientists I knew envisioned close-up pictures of the moon’s surface earlier than a century hence, if ever. I believe this is the only science-fiction story to predict that space travel would be achieved on an institutional basis, rather than by an individual scientist who would build the first star ship in his backyard laboratory. I must admit, however, that my historical parallels were badly chosen, in the event. I went back to economic problems in the age of Columbus; I would have been better advised to have considered matters of gunpowder and cannon.


Like “The Jester,” which was written at the dawn of the Television Years, “Alexander the Bait” is today more of a curiosity than a prophecy. Its time will never come to pass. It represents the excitement and imaginings of the science-fiction world a decade and a half before Sputnik and Mariner. Isaac Asimov has described that excitement and that world in his moving essay, “The Lovely Lost Seas of Luna.”


For all I know, the worlds of “The Last Bounce” and “Confusion Cargo” may yet come to pass. These two stories are my only ventures ever into classic space opera; both were written in my twenties and are professional versions of stories I first set down at the age of thirteen, the initial impact of Mutiny on the Bounty being of course responsible for the earliest draft of “Confusion Cargo.”


“My Mother Was a Witch” and the last story in the book are included here only to give the nearer side of the generation gap. One is essentially memoir and the other pure tale; one barely verges on fantasy and the other barely touches science fiction, but these examples of my later work were deemed acceptable to my earlier and much more generous self.


—State College, Pennsylvania
March, 1968




 



 ALEXANDER THE BAIT



 


 


YOU AREN’T likely to get a quick punch in the face these days by professing admiration for Alexander Parks. Time has softened even the families of the crews who rode the GA fleet into nowhere; and uncomfortable understanding of the great thing the man did has increased with the years.


Still, he is penalized by a hidebound agency in a manner that, to him at any rate, is especially horrible. I refer to the FLC. I hope they read this.


We wandered into each other a couple of years after the war to end isolationism. I had just landed a Toledo accordion on a freight runway and was now headed for a bar. There are some pilots who know just how much rye they need after towing an accordion; me, I just keep pouring it down until my heart floats back into place.


A cab came up to the flight building and a well-built man with a surprisingly small head got out. As I ran up to hail the cab, the man turned and stared at me. Something familiar about that shoe-button skull made me stop.


“Were you in the Army Air Forces?” he asked.


“Yeah,” I answered slowly. “The so-called Swasticker Squadron. Forty—Alex Parks! The voice with a dial!”


He grinned. “That’s right, Dave. For a minute I thought you were only talking to ex-flying officers. Ground control people carry a lot of inferiority complex around with them. You’re looking well.”


He looked better. The clothes he was wearing had been designed by a tailor with the salary of a movie executive. I remembered something from the newspapers. “Didn’t you sell some invention or other to some corporation or other?”


“It was the Radar Corporation of America. Just been capitalized. I sold them my multi-level negative beam radar.”


“Get much?”


He pursed his lips and let his eyes twinkle. “Oh, a million five hundred thousand dollars.”


I opened my lips and let my eyes bug. “A lot of dough. What’re you going to do with it?”


“A couple of unholy scientific projects I’ve always dreamed about. I might be able to use you.” He motioned to the cab. “Can we go somewhere and talk?”


“I’m on my way to a bar,” I told him as the cab got under way. “Just came in with an accordion.”


“Accordion? Is that what you freight pilots call these glider trains?”


“Yeah. And if you want to know why, just think of what happens when you hit an air pocket. Or a sudden head-wind. Or a motor stall.” I grunted. “We make music—heavenly music.”


We sat in a back booth of the Matched Penny Café, Alex smiling admiringly as I consumed half the amber output of a good-sized distillery. “You’ll have to cut down on that guzzling if you come with me,” he said.


I finished the glass, licked my teeth, my lips, and sighed. “Where?”


“A mesa in Nevada I’ve purchased. Have to have someone I can trust to fly equipment in and help around the place with some moderately heavy construction. Someone I can trust to keep his mouth shut. A heavy drinker keeps his open too much to suit me.”


“I’ll do that,” I assured him. “I’d drink nothing but curded yak milk to get out of this aerial moving van business. Making an occasional trip will be nothing compared to my daily routine with collapsible coffins. It’s the combination of monotonous grind with the angel of death that’s making me bottle-happy.”


He nodded. “And the lack of any long-range useful goal. You flew on almost as rigid a schedule during the war, but—well, that was war. If there were something fine for which you were risking your life, instead of the transportation of electrical harmonicas—”


“Like interplanetary travel? That was one of your bugs. Going to do some experimenting along that line?”


Alex slid his forefinger along the green marble table top. “I’d need much more money than that. It’s a nice thought—the human race finds itself at the point today where a little research, a little refinement of existing techniques, would send it to the stars. But the people who could do it, the big manufacturing corporations, can’t see enough incentive; the people who would do it, the universities and research foundations, can’t see enough money. We sit on this planet like a shipwrecked sailor on a desert island who sees a pair of oars in one spot and a boat in another and can’t quite make up his mind to bring the two together.


“No, not interplanetary travel. Not yet. But something along that line. That beam I discovered gave me the reputation of the world’s greatest radar expert. I intend to build the largest installation ever on that mesa—and make a long-distance radar survey.”


This wasn’t the Alexander Parks I’d known. This idea, I decided, showed nothing of what I’d always thought he’d do if he had the money to indulge his sardonically soaring mind, his genius for subtlety. “A radar survey?” I asked weakly.


His little head grew wide with laughter. “A map, my dear Dave—a topographical map of the Moon!”


Nevada was nice. Plenty of landing space. Plenty of working space. Practically no one to ask questions. Sharp, fragrant air on the top of Big Bluff Mesa that affected me almost as strongly as hooch used to. Alex claimed atmospheric conditions here were perfect for maximum equipment efficiency.


The equipment was odd. Of course, I knew radar had developed enormously since the days of primitive gadgetry in the early forties. Parks’ own MLN Beam had successfully fused communication and noncommunication radio into a fantastic set-up that required no transmitter and made it possible to tune in on any outdoor event in the world. (It was still in production then.)


Alex and I got the shacks built ourselves, but we ran into trouble with the huge horizontal antenna and the gyroscopically stabilized dipoles. In the end he hired a man named Judson from Las Vegas. Judson did odd jobs around the place and supplied an extra pair of hands in construction jobs. Mrs. Judson cooked our meals. Alex admitted the necessity for Judson, but seemed to regret it nonetheless. I suspected he sent me on sleeveless errands now and then, as if to keep me from having a coherent knowledge of his methods. I shrugged at that thought. If he thought I knew enough about modern radar, I was highly complimented.


When I flew in with a rattling glider train of impossible coils and surrealist tubes, he often insisted I stay put while he made some infinitesimal adjustment in the lab shack. I could climb out of the plane, then, but only if I went directly to, the hut which was our living quarters.


Emmanuel Corliss, of the Radar Corporation of America, begged a ride from me once. All the way to Nevada he sang Alex’s praises; he told me of the statue of Alex in the foyer of the corporation’s skyscraper in Manhattan; he even had a copy of an unauthorized biography titled Alexander Parks—Father of Global Communication. He said he wanted Alex to come back as chief research consultant. I thought atomhead would enjoy having his ego caressed.


I was wrong.


Fifty miles from Big Bluff, a deep voice rattled the reception panel. “Who’s that you’re talking to, Dave?”


Corliss piped up. “Thought I’d look in on you, boy. We might be able to use whatever you’re working on now.”


“Well, you can’t. The moment you land, Dave, unhitch the gliders and fly Mr. Corliss back to the nearest airport. Got enough fuel?”


“Yep.” I was embarrassed. Felt like a neighbor overhearing a newlywed couple’s first quarrel.


“But, Parks,” the executive wailed, “you don’t know what an important figure you’ve become. The world wants to know what you’re doing. Radar Corporation of America wants to know what you’re doing.”


Parks chuckled. “Not just yet. Don’t get out of that plane, Corliss, or you’ll get a load of buckshot in the most sensitive part of your upholstery. Remember, I can call you a trespasser.”


Corliss sputtered angrily. “Now you listen to me—”


“No, you listen to me. Don’t get out of that plane as you love your swivel chair. Believe it or not, old man, I’m doing you a favor.”


That was sort of that. After I’d deposited the red-faced corporation president, I bumped down to the mesa pretty thoughtfully. Alex was waiting for me; he looked thoughtful, too.


“Don’t do that again,” he told me. “Nobody comes out here until I’m ready for, well, for publication. I don’t want strangers, especially scientific strangers, poking around in my layout.”


“Afraid they’d copy it?”


My question tickled him. “That’s it … almost too exactly.”


“Afraid I’ll copy it?”


He threw a quick, shrewd glance at me. “Let’s have supper and do some talking, Dave.” He put his arm around my shoulders.


While Mrs. Judson dealt out the plain food very plainly prepared, Alex studied me in the hard, unwinking fashion he had. I thought again that he resembled nothing more than a miniature camera set on a massive, unwieldy tripod. Grease-stained blue jeans had long ago replaced the soft sartorial perfections in which I’d first seen him. The father of global communication!


He looked covertly at Judson, saw that the hired man was interested in nothing but his stew, and said in a low voice: “If you feel I distrust you, Dave, I’m sorry. There is a good reason for all this secrecy, believe me.”


“That’s your business,” I told him shortly. “You don’t pay me for asking questions. But I honestly wouldn’t know an oscillator screen from an indicator rack. And if I did, I wouldn’t tell anyone.”


He shifted on the hard wooden bench and leaned against the metal wall behind him. “You know what I’m trying to do. I send a high-frequency beam at the Moon. Some of it is absorbed in the ionosphere, most of it gets through and bounces off the Moon’s surface. I catch the reflection, amplify it, record the strength and minutest change in direction on a photographic plate, and send another, slightly different beam out immediately. On the basis of multiple beams, I build up a fairly detailed and accurate picture of the Moon from very close range. My multilevel negative radar provides a somewhat stronger beam than science has had at its disposal before, but essentially the principle is basic radar. It could have been done, with a little difficulty, ten years ago. Why wasn’t it?”


Stew congealed into an unsavory jelly in my plate. I was interested in spite of myself.


“It wasn’t done,” he continued, “for the same reason we don’t have interplanetary travel, suboceanic mining, grafting of complete limbs from corpses on amputation cases. Nobody can see any profit in it, any immediate, certain profit. Therefore, the small amount of research that is necessary to close the gap between the knowledge we already have and the knowledge we almost have goes unfinanced.”


“But work goes on in those fields,” I pointed out.


“Work goes on, all right. But at what a slow pace, under what heartbreaking conditions! Have you ever heard the legend of how my namesake, Alexander the Great, circled the world astride a giant bird? He hung a piece of meat from a long pole and dangled it in front of the bird’s beak. A strong gust of wind blew the meat close enough for the creature to snatch, and the redoubtable Alexander immediately cut a piece of flesh from his side and attached it to the pole. Thus, he was able to complete his trip with the bird futilely trying to reach the meat by increasing its speed.


“The story occurs in several folklores with different heroes, but it shows how fundamental was the ancients’ understanding of human motives. Incidentally, it is also a beautiful illustration of the laws of compensation. In every age, a man must offer himself up as bait so that progress will not be limited to the back pages of the dictionary. We can’t be said to be moving forward if we touch none of our newer potentialities.”


I stirred the stew with a heavy spoon, then pushed it away and reached for the coffee. “I see what you mean. But why tell me all this?”


Alex rose, stretched and moved towards the door. I smiled apologetically at my coffee and Mrs. Judson and followed him.


The cool Nevada night hung heavily as we walked outside. A myriad stars blazed pinpoint mysteries. Was this black, inviting space man’s natural medium, a domain waiting for the flashing tread of a master? Could it be that my puny species was the appointed ruler of these vastnesses? I wondered how it would feel to bank suddenly out there, to level out for a landing. My hands itched for an unmade, still nonexistent throttle.


“These are the maps I’ve made to date,” my employer observed. We were standing in the lab shack with banked transformers, nightmares in spun glass and twisted wire weaving in and out of the huge display tubes around us.


I glanced carelessly at the maps; I was no astronomer. Then I glanced very carefully indeed at the maps.


The point is they weren’t maps. They were pictures—over a thousand aerial photographs—taken from a uniform height of about five hundred feet. They had sharper detail than any aerial photographs I’ve ever seen. You could count the rocks on the surface; you could note pits and the narrowest fissures.


“They are pretty good,” Alex said. He stroked one of the glossy sheets lovingly. “A section of the Tycho Brahë Crater.”


“Why the Samuel Aloysius Hill don’t you publish?”


“Couldn’t till now.” He seemed to be in the throes of a hard decision. “I had to check something first. And now I’ve got to trust you with my life’s work by asking you to play a particularly dirty trick on yourself. I still can’t afford to explain; my conversation tonight was sort of a song and dance to go with the request. But some day it will all fit.”


“Go ahead. I’m a loyal employee; I love the firm.”


The pinhead seemed to swell. “One week from today I want you to take a trip up to the Canadian North Woods with a couple of packages. You’ll have a map with X’s scattered over it; the co-ordinates of each X will be marked in the margin. Latitude and longitude in terms of degrees, minutes and seconds. Bury each package about two feet underground at X-designated spots, making certain that it is at the exact intersecting point of the coordinates. Then go away.”


“Huh?”


“Go away and forget you ever saw those packages. Don’t even dream about them. Don’t see me except socially for at least three years. Forget you ever worked for me. You can keep the plane and I’ll add a sizable check as a parting gift. Will you do it?”


I let my mind chew on it for a while. It didn’t make sense, but I knew he’d told me all he intended to. “O.K., Alex, I’ll take the high road and I’ll take the dough road. I’ll make out.”


He seemed tremendously relieved. “You will make out—much better than you think. Just wait a few months. When the united savants of the world start flocking in here, there will be lectures and juicy magazine articles thrown at anyone who ever worked for me. Don’t touch them with a transmitting antenna.”


That made me laugh. “I wouldn’t anyway. I don’t play those games.”


Alex shut off the light and we returned to the Judsons feeling pretty good about each other. That was the way a sweet guy called Alexander Parks climbed up on the altar of history. When I think of the fundamental ambition that drove him to that conversation, the action of the FLC seems cruel and even petty.


A week later I was flitting about the north woods laying little tarp-covered eggs here and there by means of a chart so explicit as to be understandable by grade-school kids.


Newspapers caught my eye when I landed in Seattle. Full frontpage spreads of the pictures Alex had showed me, smaller shots of Alex’s small head surrounded by big-browed, white-maned profs from Oxford, Irkutsk and points east.


“Radar Genius Maps Moon,” they screamed. “Sage of Nevada reveals work of two years. Scientists flock to mesa, claim telescopes now obsolete except as check. Alexander Parks announces he will make mineralogical survey of lunar surface.”


So he had announced it. Good. I spent a portion of my last pay check investigating any new developments in the gentle art of making whiskey. The liquor, I found, hadn’t changed; unfortunately, I had. Laboring under a diminished capacity, I gamboled from binge to hangover, from bar to hotel room, until I woke up in a hospital surrounded by a straitjacket.


After the doctor had chased the six-headed snakes away, I sat up and chirruped at the nurses. One luscious little redhead took to reading me the newspapers in a pathetic attempt at self-defense. I was getting the news in jerky flashes, what with her dodging around night tables and behind screens, when I heard something that made me reach out and grab the newspaper. The girl, who had been preparing for a last, all-out effort, looked a little dazed.


I still have a hazy memory of that nurse standing in a corner and shaking her head while I got clearance. The doc didn’t feel I was cured, but I had important friends.


Bascomb Rockets was the nearest and I was there a half hour after a starchy clerk had given me my clothes, money and a little white certificate, suitable for framing. I’d gone through every newspaper in reach by the time I arrived; so I was prepared for what I saw.


A two-by-three experimental house which had been operating on a frayed shoestring of a budget was expanding like a galaxy turned supernova. Far off into the distance, I could see shops and hangars going up, stock piles being built, equipment arriving by the cubic ton.


Tim Bascomb was checking blueprints in front of the half-finished Parthenon that was to be the company’s main building. I’d met him at an ex-pilot’s convention a year after the war, but I thought I might as well reintroduce myself—some insensitive people manage to forget me.


The moment he heard my voice, he dropped the blueprints and grabbed my hand. “Dave! You haven’t signed any contracts yet?” he finished anxiously.


“Nary a clause,” I told him “Can you use a former B-29er and accordion player?”


“Can we use you? Mr. Hennessey—Mr. Hennessey, get me contractual form 16, no, better make that 18. You were in on the early jet and rocket jobs,” he explained. “That puts you into an advanced category.”


“Hiring a lot of the boys?”


“Are we? Every backyard gadgeteer in the country is forming a corporation these days and we’re keeping up with the best of them. They say the airlines are using hostesses as co-pilots and candy butchers as radiomen. You’ll find Steve Yancy and Lou Brock of the Canada-Mexico Line in that shack, over there; they’d like to see you.”


Mr. Hennessey and a stenographer served as witnesses. I started scribbling my name on that contract as soon as I saw the numbers after the dollar sign under “salary.” Bascomb laughed.


“I’ll back our payroll against any in the world. Not that at least fifty other companies don’t do as well. We’ve got the backing of Radioactive Metals and the Ginnette Mining Corporation as well as a government subsidy of five million.”


I wiped some blue-black ink off my fingers. “Since when is the government interested?”


He chuckled. “Since when?” We began walking to a huge structure labeled “Bascomb Rockets Experimental Pilots—No Admittance to Unauthorized Personnel.” “Look, Dave boy, when Parks took those radar snapshots of the Moon, the astronomers were interested. When he worked out a spectroscopic table and found there were healthy hunks of gold under the surface, the banks and mines began to sit up. But when that Caltech prof turned Parks’ gimmick along eighty miles of the Moon’s Alpine Valley and found alternate layers of radium and uranium, the nations of this planet looked up from atom bomb experiments long enough to harness everybody who knows the Moon is a quarter of a million miles from Earth. It’s no longer a matter of the first extraterrestrial explorer becoming a trillionaire overnight, but of folks cooking atom bombs in their kitchens.”


I looked at the tractors backing and filling around me; at the cement-sloppy wheelbarrows being trundled by an army of construction workers; at the bare scaffolding of shops rising on every bare foot of ground. This scene was being duplicated everywhere in every state, probably in every nation. Slap some sort of a ship together, solve the problems with any kind of jerry-built apparatus—but get to the Moon first!


“It isn’t only a matter of national defense, either,” Tim was explaining. “We almost have atomic power, in fact, we already have it but not in a commercial form. With the uranium that can be dredged out of the Moon, the old Sunday Supplement dream of crossing the Atlantic with a teaspoonful of sand for fuel will come true. General Atomics is devoting half their budget to spaceship research. They may not be the first outfit to set a job down on Tycho, but they sure will bust a gut trying.”


He led me into the pilots’ shack where a lecture on astrogation was in progress. And that day the only rockets on the Bascomb lot were still on drawing boards!


“The Mad Scramble”—isn’t that the name of the definitive history of the period? It was mad. People still remember the first casualties to hit the front pages: Gunnar and Thorgersen getting blown to bits a half-mile up; those six Russian scientists flaming into an incandescence that registered on every astronomical camera pointed at the Moon. Then that wave of reaction sweeping the world toward the end of the decade and laws clamping down on irresponsible corporations and wildcat experimenters.


Even then, Steve Yancy and his kid brother got knocked off on a simple experimental flight outside Earth’s atmosphere. No fundamental principle overlooked, we were just building carelessly.


When Parks finally dropped in on us on his way from the Leroy Propulsion Project, we seemed to be getting nowhere fast. That was the Black April, the month of the GA Fleet. Bascomb had discovered I knew Parks personally and begged me to bring him into the firm. “He’s just hopping about giving advice to anyone who wants it from him. With his reputation, if he ever went to work for one organization he could name his own price. Try to get him to name it for us.”


“I’ll try,” I promised.


“Of course, I know his basic interest is in radar research. If his machine had stopped with mapping the Moon, every hick college would probably have had an appropriation for a radar telescope or whatever they call it. But since he found uranium in them thar craters, kids are being jerked into research projects as fast as they finish elementary physics. That guy from Caltech—what was his name?—who first detected radioactive stuff with Parks’ equipment, they say he has to go up to the mesa every time he wants to survey some more moon. He can’t get the university even vaguely interested in building a toy for him, and Alex P. won’t let anyone near the layout unless he’s on the scene holding their leash.”


“Yeah.” I grinned wryly, remembering the way Emmanuel Corliss had been sent back to his dictaphone. Even when some scientific journals had attacked the tight control he maintained over the world’s only lunar-surveying radar, he had retorted angrily that the entire apparatus had been developed and built out of his own brain, time and funds and if anyone didn’t like it they could build themselves another. Of course, with every research penny eventually finding its way into spaceship design, he had the only game in town.


Parks laughed when I gave him Bascomb’s message. He clambered out of the new-smelling black-and-silver job that I was to take on a shakedown in a week and sat on the curving metal runway.


“No, Dave, I like this being advisory expert to big business in rocket research. I get to travel and see all the different things we’re trying. Did you know Garfinkel of Illinois is working on a Cosmoplane—sort of a sailboat sensitive to cosmic rays? I’d rather not get stuck in a job in one corner of this business. After all, anyone may hit it.”


“But that isn’t like you, Alex,” I argued. “You were always the kind of guy who wanted to do things himself. This work isn’t right up your alley, it is your alley. You’re the one man Bascomb Rockets needs, not as a part-time unpaid specialist who hits us once a month on his look-see circuit, but as the director, the co-ordinator of our research. I’m just a stumblebum who can make with a joystick, but you are the guy who’ll get us there.”


“Ever mention our working together?”


“No.” I sighed. He evidently didn’t want in. I helped him change the subject. “Nasty—this GA business.”


He was staring at the ground. He nodded slowly, then looked up. There were ridges of anguish on his face. “That was Corliss,” he said in a low, earnest voice. “He became president of General Atomics six months ago. The idea of the Fleet probably seemed like a good publicity trick.”


I disagreed with him “After all,” I pointed out, “the logic was good. Ten ships setting off for the Moon together. When one of them hit a snag, the others could come up and help. In case of an impending blowup, the crews of the threatened ship could be transferred to safety. It was just plain unfortunate that Fouquelles didn’t discover the deep space Jura rays until a week after they left. From now on everything we build will be insulated against the stuff.”


“Five hundred men,” Alex brooded. “Five hundred men and women lost without a trace. Nothing in the papers today about a radio signal, about some debris coming down somewhere?”


“No. They probably got out of control and drifted into the sun. Or maybe the ships—those that are left—are scudding aimlessly out of the system.”


He was himself again when I left him at the gate. “Maybe I’ll have cracked it the next time I see you,” I said. “We’re moving pretty slowly, though.”


“That doesn’t mean anything.” He shook my hand warmly. “Man has his heart set on getting off this planet. He’ll do it—perhaps sooner than he thinks.”


Two months later, Captain Ulrich Gall landed the Canadian Flutterer III in Plato Crater, using the double-flow drive. It’s high-school history now how Gall lined his space-suited crew behind him and prepared to move through the air lock. How he caught his foot on the ramp, and how his Polynesian “boy,” Charles Wau-Neil, hurrying to extricate him, tripped on the lock and shot out onto the lunar surface—thus being the first human to touch another world.


I was co-pilot of the fifth ship to reach the Moon—The Ambassador of Albuquerque. I was also the first man to set insulated foot on the lunar Apennines So I’ll have a place in some six-volume detailed history of lunar exploration: “An interesting discovery is credited to a minor adventurer named—”
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