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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.



      
      
      One

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

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

      
      All thirty-four civil airmen and fifty cadets were on unpaid, and, at the moment, loveless bivouac duty. Rain on Sunday, in
         the darkest of all godforsaken pine forests, was a personal insult. Every glutinous drop seemed directly intended to ruin
         visibility and turn the runway into a strip of rutted mud.
      

      
      Even the knitting in Pat Petrucelli’s fingers seemed to be growing with an underwater slowness, even for her. Nobody spoke.
         Watching her through half-shut eyes, Marty had a curious illusion of a watery gulf between them—as if, instead of being near
         enough to touch, she were so distant that he would have to float across a message in a bottle: Dear Pat: I love you. (Signed) Marty.

      
      
      Even that would be better than saying nothing at all, or saying it, as usual, too late.

      
      The water came ticking irregularly onto the floor-boards. In a while, the operations officer thought, he would take down
         one of the canvas fire buckets and intercept the drip. He had been thinking the same thing at intervals all afternoon.
      

      
      He turned back to the photographs he was cataloguing—a hobby which Harry Hartz, the C.O., had cannily turned into a duty by
         appointing Marty the squadron’s Identification or ID man as well. At the desk, Harry was turning through his report forms,
         new regulations, copies of publicity releases Casner had turned in for approval and scrawled notes for letters he would dictate
         as soon as Perkins, Casner’s assistant, felt like doing some typing. Although the black notebook in which Harry kept all this
         material was banded with adhesive tape on which had been inked CAP REGS—KEEP IN ORDER AND UP TO DATE, the papers inside the
         notebook were always in a scramble, and, judging by the glaze over Harry’s eyes, he was not improving their order much now.
      

      
      John Hammerkein, the bulky, slow-voiced communications officer, tweedled knobs in the far corner, under the bulletin board
         where the field’s traffic pattern was posted. Occasionally he raised a voice but not often. After a while he turned and looked
         at the pot-bellied stove.
      

      
      “Start a fire?” he said. It was indeed a little chilly, Marty noticed. But Harry simply growled:

      
      “What, in July?”

      
      The door to the hangar squalled and Al Strickland, the adjutant, came in and shut it with one heavy shoulder, wiping his hands
         on the thighs of his coveralls. “If I take that crate down any farther,” he said to nobody, “I won’t be able to tell it from
         a kiddy-car.” He went out, and water slushed in the sink. After a while he came back and looked over Marty’s shoulder.
      

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

      
      
      “Jeest,” Al said, too loudly. “What’s that, a flying blowtorch?”

      
      “Close,” Marty said. “It’s the Coanda turbine jet that was shown in Paris around 1910. It never flew, but Coanda had the right
         idea.”
      

      
      “Picture worth a lot of money?”

      
      “A quarter, maybe,” Marty said edgily. “It’s a print I got from a Frenchman who owns thousands of negatives. The negative
         might be worth money.”
      

      
      “That’s one way to make a buck. Me, I’d rather fly.”

      
      “Turn blue.”

      
      Al went across to the raddled couch, sat down next to Pat, and closed his eyes. “He beats me, Pat,” he said.

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

      
      There was no question but that Al usually knew exactly what to say in Pat’s presence, though how he knew Marty could guess
         only vaguely. Perhaps the sensitivity was Pat’s rather than Al’s. Certainly, from all the sources of bitterness with which
         the Petrucellis’ marriage had begun to bubble lately, she had chosen to draw upon the one which made the least emotional difference
         to her, the most difference to Marty—and the most opportunity for Al: Marty’s steady refusal, possible only in a volunteer
         outfit like CAP, ever to leave the ground again.
      

      
      It had amazed Marty to see how this one minor fragment, the smallest of all their failures to fit perfectly into one flesh
         and spirit, had been elaborated into a whole row of alternately tilted teeth, sharp enough to ripsaw their lives apart again.
         It had been of no interest in the beginning. It was then a curiosity, a quirk which had amused Pat because she had been an
         airline stewardess for years, having resigned only for the usual cause—marriage—and had flown as unconcernedly as she walked.
         Marty had been a high school chemistry teacher and a member of his Town Council when they had met; he was now a State Senator,
         with a considerable prospect of reaching Washington as a Congressman in the next off-year elections. This prospect had been visible when they had married; Marty had remarked then that he would probably go to the capital in a sedan chair rather
         then entrust the people’s representative to the air, and Pat had only grinned.
      

      
      The other difficulties—the only real ones, it had seemed at the time—piled up much faster. A woman as vivid as Pat was a natural
         target in a town as small as Mechlin. To the women she looked too much like the girdle ads in Mademoiselle, especially in a small rural town which was unable to keep its occasional pretty girls home much after high school and married
         its men mostly to the dumpy, unresourceful residue.
      

      
      About the men Marty had been much less worried. He had seen exactly the reaction he had expected when he had first taken Pat
         swimming in the river outside town, where she had emerged from the car as incredible as a page from an Esquire calendar in her white seersucker suit with its superfluous shoulder-straps. He had even felt a little sorry for the truck-farmers’
         sons who had bulged their onion eyes at her. You don’t know it, he told them silently, but you’re bragging when you goggle
         over the long-legged calendar girls; there’s not a man in a hundred who can turn one into a woman, and your luck, if you got
         the chance, mightn’t be any better than mine.
      

      
      But the women were much tougher to cope with, because although they too saw the calendar girl as the symbol of wantonness,
         they would never have the opportunity to test the notion; they could only suspect, with a suspicion that would last as long
         as they lived.
      

      
      Pat seldom complained of the suspicions of the Mechlin women, nor of the rigors of living in a rural county seat after a single
         life lived commuting between big cities across half a continent. Indeed, she seemed honestly in love with the Mechlin house
         and its four acres of deer-browse land. About her increasingly apparent insatiability—or Marty’s increasingly apparent inability
         to satisfy her more than once in a dozen encounters—she never said anything and would allow nothing to be said; Marty suspected
         that she blamed herself, for lately she had taken to faking satisfaction. But about flying she had become more and more vocal, as if this
         were the heart of the matter and contained all the rest, as if in this above all Marty had failed to be true, not to her,
         but to himself.
      

      
      It had been in an attempt to placate the developing intensity of her contempt that he had joined the local CAP squadron—an
         easy enough course in any event for a man who loved planes—but that had only made it worse, putting Marty in more direct and
         visible relationship to the craft in which he was determined never to ride again. It also took Pat out of retirement and into
         flying, since she had joined the squadron with him—she was now cadet adjutant, in charge of the girls—and quickly thereafter
         won for herself a place in the community equivalent to the men in the fire brigade, or the women who ran the church suppers.
         Worst of all, it brought her into contact with Al Strickland—not only with his flamboyant, standardized acting of the role
         of flyboy, and his faint St. Louis accent, snake-swift wit, and chrysanthemum-blond poll, but as well with his contempt for
         any airman who would not fly, especially one who, unlike himself, claimed a combat record.
      

      
      Marty looked at Pat, but she was watching her needles. Sooner or later, he thought; sooner or later.

      
      Hammerkein was again nursing his assemblage of bottles, fire-crackers, knobs, and spaghetti. Voices muttered from the overhead
         speaker, sometimes sounding to Marty remarkably like a disgruntled bear.
      

      
      “Tell me something, Pat,” Al said. “Did the Great Historian over there give you his wings when he was romancing you—or a fine
         set of tintypes of hot-air balloons?”
      

      
      Pat looked down and pulled another loop of yam over the points of her needles.

      
      “I lost a lot of wings that way,” Al continued musingly. “Used to buy them by the gross.”

      
      “What’s that about hot air?” Marty said, without meaning to.

      
      “Pardon me, Marty-boy. I forgot I was in the presence of a stickler for accuracy. I really did lose one set of wings, legitimately. Maybe I gave away half a dozen. That suit you?”
      

      
      “I have Marty’s ribbons,” Pat said, very softly.

      
      “Nice,” Al said. “No matter where a guy goes, if he has a chestful of ribbons, he can walk into any bar and get a glass of
         beer for ten cents.”
      

      
      Marty pushed his chair back.

      
      “Can it,” the C.O. said, turning over another paper.

      
      Marty sat down again. Occasionally Harry Hartz could make a very C.O.-like noise. It was not much different from his Harry-Hartz
         noise, but the small difference made the difference.
      

      
      Marty got up again, his cuticles itching.

      
      “Look at the American Aeronautical Library—he’s airborne, and on a day like this! Did you file a flight-plan, Marty-boy?”

      
      “I said, can it!”

      
      “I heard you,” Marty said. “Just tell it to that misplaced decimal sitting next to my wife, will you, Harry?”

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

      
      “Boy, I’m sick of you guys,” Harry said. “Isn’t it goddamn tough enough to be nailed down in this swamp? The next one of you
         that craps up the operations gets to be charge-of-quarters for the next week. Now dry up.”
      

      
      “Getting something, Harry,” Hammerkein said.

      
      “In this weather?”

      
      “It’s for us, from Group. Wait.”

      
      They waited. Hammerkein twitched delicately at the knobs of his receiver, which had once been a Coast Guard surplus set in
         a very bad state of mildew, at least on the panels. Now nobody but Hammerkein knew what it could be driven to do, and attempts
         to find out from Hammerkein had ended badly; when Marty had found him installing a new knob labeled “SYM” on the panel, Hammerkein
         had explained that it didn’t do anything, it was just a fifth knob to go on the left side because there were five on the right; the abbreviation stood for “Symmetry.”
      

      
      After a moment, Hammerkein cut the loudspeaker out of the circuit and put on earphones. At once he said: “It’s a forest fire.
         Hold on.” He switched over to his transmitter and pulled his mike to his chest, tenderly, his big hand almost swallowing it.
         “Squadron VII, Mercer County Group, Michigan Wing. I read you. … All right, I’ll check with the C.O. It’s a bad one, Harry. The rangers say they need a map, otherwise it’ll spread before they can get fire-lines up. You know, it’s been pretty dry
         up to this week.”
      

      
      Harry looked doubtfully out of the window. “Who’s on the line?”

      
      “Ranger station.”

      
      “Tell them we’ll hand them a map in about an hour after we can get off the ground,” the C.O. said. ‘Their fire can’t make
         much headway in the rain, anyhow. Al, find Hank Pulaski. We want a cadet ground crew and shack complement, Hank can take
         over supply and he can appoint himself a cadet charge-of-quarters to help. Take the Primary Trainer out of tie-down, turn
         her over and check her out. Get Casner on the job and alert the assistant Public Information, what’s-his-name, Perkins, he’ll
         act as observer in the PT’s student cockpit.”
      

      
      “Righto.” Al unfolded himself and went out, grinning at Marty. Pat watched him go under her copper lashes.

      
      “Hammerkein, you’re to get weather reports to Boltzman as fast as you can pick ’em up; he’ll post a map. I want to get us
         in the air as soon as this fog lifts a foot. Also, get the air-to-ground set in the PT tuned and ready to pick you up from
         the field. After that you can give Cass any help he needs in getting the publicity stuff out, but that’s not to tie up any
         part of the rest of the operation. Got that?”
      

      
      “I got it,” Hammerkein said. He turned back to the mike. “Do our best. … All right, but stay out of our hair till you
         hear from us. … Hey, Harry, there’s a bailout, too, or a crackup. Broken fuselage spotted by Lake Ihatchki, right in
         the middle of the fire, two hours ago while it wasn’t so soupy up there. Some damn fool poacher, maybe.”
      

      
      “For Christ’s sake. Al? All” There was in indistinct, echo-muffled reply from the hangar. “Get Boltzman to make up flares
         and rig the PT. After that have him lend a hand putting the Bellanca back together. Get some of the kids to roll her out to
         the pond and put the pontoons on her.”
      

      
      “Pontoons?”

      
      “That’s right. Where the hell is Casner?”

      
      The PIO, a slim, quiet man who always struck strangers as being shy, appeared in the hangar doorway directly in front of Harry.
         “I’m here, Harry, calm down.” Casner crossed to the radio table and began to talk to Hammerkein in a low voice. Hammerkein’s
         clown-red poll nodded earnestly. Marty could hear Al shouting out in the hangar, his voice magnified as usual by the mysteriously
         huge echo the small corrugated iron structure could produce if driven hard enough. Then Harry banged the door to and went
         back to his desk.
      

      
      “Every year it’s the same way,” the C.O. said. “You can’t keep these goddamned poachers on the ground. How did the guy get
         snagged in a fog and a forest fire on the same day? Venison ain’t worth it. But at least we can get some air-rescue publicity out of it, can’t
         we, Cass?”
      

      
      “Easy. Dry up and let me get a PI flash out on the net.”

      
      “Harry!” Al’s voice called from the hangar. “Give us … hand here, this damn plane’s … and the cowling back on.”

      
      “All right,” Harry yelled back. “Marty, I’ll pilot the Bellanca, Al will take the PT. Better plot us a course just in case—it’s
         outside our usual area up there. And get Hammerkein to file the flight plan with the CAA—hell, you’ know what to do.” He pulled
         coveralls over his dress blues and went out, slamming the door absent-mindedly. After a moment, the engine of the PT barked
         twice out on the field and then quit again.
      

      
      
      Marty quickly swept the table clean of the photographs he bad been working on, stacked them neatly and carefully, and returned
         them to their shoe-box, which he stowed under his chair. He got out maps, divider, protractor, straightedge, slide role, paper,
         pens and pencils from the drawer and laid them out.
      

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

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

      
      About nine o’clock Harry came in and picked up the charts from Marty. Immediately after that, the training plane roared and
         dwindled away. After the sound had died entirely, Marty could hear the Bellanca idling down on the pond, where Harry waited
         for Hammerkein to tell him that Al had spotted the wreck and that it was time to try for survivors.
      

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

      
      It was nearly midnight when the hangar door opened and Ezra Childers came in. Marty looked at his watch, wondering when the Bellanca had left; there was no sound from the pond now except that of frogs.
      

      
      “You awake, Marty?” the squadron’s chaplain said.

      
      “More or less. Keep it quiet, Ez. My girl’s asleep.”

      
      “Sure enough. It’s you I want to talk to.”

      
      Ezra closed the hangar door quietly. It was a gift that he had; everyone else had to slam it to make it stick. He crossed
         the room and sat down beside Marty, looking once over toward Pat with a gentle, appreciative smile. Marty felt obscurely pleased.
         There wasn’t a single claw of the predator anywhere about Ezra, but he had the ability to react warmly and naturally to what
         would be only the obvious to another man.
      

      
      “Marty, I’m not trying to issue you a TS ticket or anything like that. But isn’t there something we can do about this thing
         between you and Al?”
      

      
      “There isn’t any thing between me and Al,” Marty said. “It’s just the weather, that’s all. Now that we’re flying again, we’ll
         all be too busy to squabble.”
      

      
      “I know that. But as soon as the weather clouds up, you’ll both be at each other’s throats all over. What’s the matter?”

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

      
      “I’ll try it,” Ezra said. “Have you thought about flying again, Marty? Of course it’s your business whether or not you want
         to. But if you were to go up again, you’d spike most of his guns.”
      

      
      “Maybe, maybe not. Anyhow, I’m not going to do any flying, Ez. I joined the CAP on that understanding. Everybody knows that.”

      
      “But you flew in the war.”

      
      “I sure did. As a matter of fact I think I’ve got more flying time than any man in this outfit. But I don’t want to do any
         more of it. I’ve had it. Right now I shudder every time I lick an air-mail stamp, and any man who asks me about it will get
         the same answer, whether it’s you or Al or whoever else it is.”
      

      
      
      Ezra started to speak and then tilted his head instead, listening. There was a low, quiet droning in the night outside; someone
         was aloft. Hammerkein, if he was really still awake, was listening to his inaudible earphones. Marty, listening as always
         to his secretly whispering self, looked over at Pat.
      

      
      She had not stirred, but she was looking at him out of quiet green eyes. She had been listening, too.

      
      “That sounds like the trainer,” Ezra said. “That was fast work.”

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

      
      “They coming back already?”

      
      “Sounds like it. Better call them.” Marty took Harry’s police whistle out of the desk drawer and went out of the shack by
'         the far door into the cool, quiet night. The droning was distinctly louder.
      

      
      Marty blew the whistle, one short, one long, and then again. Lights began to come on around the field. Casner came pounding
         across the turf.
      

      
      “Hello, Cass, where’s Pulaski and the CQ?”

      
      “On the way. The cadets are running flares out. I’ll get the searchbeam going. Hammerkein raised them yet?”

      
      “Probably. There’ll be photos.”

      
      “The lab’s ready.” Casner went on inside. Marty could see the PT’s riding lights now; then, the faint blue streak of the plane’s
         exhaust. The plane had just begun to cross the field when the searchbeam came on, and then red railroad flares sputtered into
         life along the runway, streaming dense, lurid smoke. The sound of the plane deepened a little and went back the other way:
         Al was already making a landing pattern.
      

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

      
      Al and Perkins, the assistant PIO, were already out of it, stretching and flexing their knees to get the feel of the ground
         back again. Marty went back into the shack.
      

      
      “Harry’s on his way back too,” Hammerkein reported. “Didn’t get the poacher or whatever he was. The fire’s real bad there.”

      
      “Oh, hell,” Casner said. “There goes a good air-rescue story. Well, I hope the pictures are decent.”

      
      “Why should it be as bad as all that?” Marty said.
      
      “The wreck was supposed to be in the center of the fire. It ought to be pretty well burned out down there by now. And the
         rain should have helped.”
      

      
      “Listen to the chairborne air force,” Al’s voice said behind him. The pilot came into the light, blinking. “It’s hot as hell
         in the middle of that fire, whatever the books say. Around the wreck it looked as if even the ground was burning.”
      

      
      “That’s a fact,” said Perkins, surrendering the camera to Casner. “We made one low pass over it, and when I stuck my head
         over to point the camera, I could feel the heat on my face. Whoever was in that plane, he’s a dead duck now.”
      

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

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

      
      “Where are the photos?” Harry demanded the moment he was inside the door. “I won’t believe it myself until I see them. Je-sus! Hammerkein, raise Group.
      
      
      That’s a major fire we’ve got out there. Al’s in, isn’t he?”

      
      “He’s in,” Marty said. “He’s putting the trainer in the hangar. Cass is working on the pictures now.”

      
      “Good. Jesus God, what a blaze. I never saw anything like it. I started to put the ship down on the lake and the next thing
         I knew the fabric was blistering. It makes no sense to me—forest fires don’t burn hot in the center after they’ve been going
         half a day!”
      

      
      “Al said the same thing,” Boltzman said. “What’s left to burn in there?”

      
      “The tree-trunks, that’s what. You know yourself that even a hot fire leaves the trunks behind. But not this one. Right smack
         in the middle of it, all the trunks are going like torches. We dropped flares anyhow, but we sure as hell didn’t need ’em.
         Even the goddamned turf was burning in some places, and there was a cloud of steam over the lake you could lose yourself in
         for a week.”
      

      
      “Did you see the wreck?” Ezra asked.

      
      “Sure; you couldn’t miss it, with all that light shining off it.”

      
      “It wasn’t burning?”

      
      “No.” Harry stopped to think. “Now that’s funny. Why not?”

      
      “Was it a big job?” the CQ chipped in. “Aluminum wouldn’t burn.”

      
      “I don’t think so. Looked like a Waco.”

      
      “See any wings?”

      
      “No. Just the fuselage.”

      
      “Group alert,” Hammerkein was saying into his mike. “Stand by for Group alert.”

      
      Casner followed Al into the shack with a dripping sponge and a thick handful of limp 8x10 prints. “Clear the desk, Harry,”
         he said. “Here we go.”
      

      
      Harry swept the desk clean onto the floor, regulations and all. Casner swabbed the glass top with the sponge and began to
         peel the wet prints apart, smoothing them out onto the glass. “Here are your high-altitude shots,” he said. “They’re nice
         and clean, and for once Perkins remembered to number them as he took them. Do you any good, Marty?”
      

      
      Marty scanned the ranked, glistening pictures, then got his clip-board and began to sketch the boundaries of the fire onto
         the map. He worked rapidly and silently, while the rest of the squadron, or all of it that could now be crowded into the shack,
         quieted down and watched. Several times he made direct measurements on the pictures, and once he said in a remote voice: “Al,
         is this one flat-on?” Al made an angle with his hand in the air; Marty nodded, doodled a calculation into the margins of the
         map and resumed sketching.
      

      
      At last he said: “There we are. That’s a big fire, Harry.”

      
      “You’re telling me. Hammerkein, you and Marty get the map coordinates and rate of spread out to the rangers right away. Cass,
         clean this up and let’s see the pix of the wreck.”
      

      
      Casner was already snapping his prints off the drying glass top of the desk with aseptic, cruelly kind dispatch of a doctor
         removing adhesive tape from skin. Perkins ferried them out and came back with the close-ups of the wreck, which Casner had
         been storing in the bathroom sink under water; now he wet down the glass again and spread them out.
      

      
      There was an unusual quiet in the shack. Even the cadets, who could usually be counted on to jammer like a pack of foxhounds
         at this stage of the game, were being seen and not heard.
      

      
      “Marty, come look at this,” Harry said. “What the hell kind of a plane is that?”

      
      Marty left the radio and bent over the desk. The pictures leapt up at him.

      
      Harry’s description has been graphically just, as usual. Under Marty’s eyes, the denuded trunks of tall pines burned like
         candle-wicks in the centers of immense feathers of flame, lighting a mist which seemed to be rising steadily from shot to
         shot. The two pictures which had been made by the light of flares showed nothing but a blankness with brighter glows in it—the
         top of the mist, lit from below by the burning trunks. All the scenes were completely shadowless, as well as motionless—like
         a landscape on the Moon at high noon, crowded with burning spires of rock that would never change.
      

      
      And in the midst of the still plumes of flame was the shining cylinder.

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

      
      It was not an airplane.

      
      In the first place, there was no debris which might once have been wings or tail. There was nothing in the lines of the metal
         object to suggest that it had ever had either. It was just a cylinder, shining like metal, bluntly pointed at both ends. Also,
         it had no windshield, no ports, no apertures of any kind. It was simply a plump capsule of metal, smooth from one end to the
         other, and seemingly all of one piece, perhaps solid all the way through as well.
      

      
      “Could you see it this well by eye, Harry?”

      
      “Much better,” Harry said. “It reflected like a mirror.”

      
      “I don’t think it was all reflection,” Al added slowly. “It was too even for that. I’d swear it was hot enough to glow by
         itself.”
      

      
      “Could those trees be part of a gasoline or oil fire?”

      
      “Not a chance,” Al said. “No laking and no smudge. You can see that for yourself.”

      
      “What are you getting at?” Boltzman, the weather officer, put in. “Is it a meteor, Marty?”

      
      “No,” Marty said, “it isn’t. It’s too regular. But it’s not an airplane, either. And I think it started the fire. I think
         we’d better send out a general alert.”
      

      
      
      There was a brief, total silence.

      
      “You’d damn well better do more than think,” Harry said. “What’ve we got, Marty? A flying saucer or something?”

      
      “I think it’s a missile,” Marty said. “I know every airplane in Janes’, and I think I know silhouettes of every possible plane
         of this size since Farman. I also know what American guided missiles look like, or at least what the ones we’ve been told
         about look like. This isn’t one of them. If this thing is ours, all the same, it’s run wild and the Air Force ought to know
         about it before somebody sees it that shouldn’t. If it isn’t ours, then maybe we’ve got a chance to study something the Russians
         didn’t mean to lose. Or maybe they sent it here on purpose—I don’t know.
      

      
      “But I’m sure as hell that the thing isn’t any ordinary wreck. I think we’d better yell for help, Harry, and yell fast.”

      
      Al snorted and turned away from the desk. “Well,” he said, “it’s one way to get publicity for the chairborne flight we’ve
         got here. Marty, I hope you’ll throw a crumb to the guy who flew this mission when you get this crud on the air.” He twisted gracefully and his knees bent, turning him like a dancer toward
         the cushion next to Pat.
      

      
      Marty’s hand caught him by the scruff of his fur-collared flight jacket. “Up,” Marty said. “Up, stateside soldier.”

      
      The jacket came free in Marty’s hand, and something hard out of nowhere caromed off his jawbone. When his head cleared an
         instant later, Boltzman and two cadets had crowded Al down into the far corner of the couch, and Ezra was facing Marty, holding
         his elbows tightly against his diaphragm. It was a humiliating position, but Ezra was strong—even stronger than he looked.
      

      
      “Can it!” Harry was roaring. “Can it!”

      
      “Don’t be a fool,” Ezra said between his teeth. “That way you both lose.”

      
      “Let go.”

      
      
      “No.”

      
      “Can it! Goddamn it, what’ve we got here, a kindergarten? Al, get back to quarters. Let him up, you guys. What kind of an
         example is this for the cadets? Are you guys officers or just bar-room slobs? Marty, give Hammerkein your IDentity dope and
         get it out on the radio net. Everybody else, hit the sack. That’s orders.”
      

      
      “You’re sending out this horse manure about guided missiles?” Al said, shaking himself free of the hands that held him.

      
      “Marty’s Our ID man. He says it’s so. From there on       
      the responsibility’s mine. If anybody has any objections, he can come to me in the morning and put ’em through channels. Dis-missed!”
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